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Elijah

Somewhere In The Middle East

EVEN THOUGH I COULD feel the adrenaline racing through every inch of my body, I controlled my breathing, slowing my heart rate as I scanned every inch of the urban perimeter, bottom to top, right to left, looking for anything that didn’t belong in the landscape, alert to any sound out of place.

From where I was, through the scope of my M82, I could see a few soldiers patrolling the area that the U.S. Army had “cleaned up” a few days ago.

The place was hot and arid, the kind of sun that seemed to fuck with your brain every second you spent out in the open. It looked calm, but I knew something was wrong.

My years as a member of Team Six had taught me to trust my instincts blindly.

Even the little sounds of life in that near-desert region, home to only a handful of people who had nowhere else to go, felt unnatural.

During my sweep, I looked at a house that sat at the center of everything, about five hundred meters from where we were.

I had registered it a few times, but my eyes kept pulling me back to that one spot. Why, I couldn’t say. It looked clean, but still, I kept checking the building every so often.

“I’m getting fucking tired of this,” Jackson whispered.

I didn’t answer his complaint, didn’t even glance at the ugly look on the man’s face beside me.

“Three days!” he said, louder.

“You fucking kidding me?” I kept my voice low.

Jack was an experienced spotter, so he knew he needed to keep his volume down and only say what was necessary so our position wouldn’t get compromised.

“There’s nothing for us here,” he went on.

“Quit bitching like an old woman!” I snapped, trying to keep my nerves in check.

Every second with Jack over the past month had been turning into a real goddamn nightmare. He used to be a steady guy, upbeat, but lately he was off, impatient, unfocused. His nerves were starting to worry me. Jackson was way too volatile. His head wasn’t in the right place for the work we had to do.

I’d asked him if something was up with his wife, but he said they were fine and he couldn’t wait for her to get pregnant.

Fuck.

I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. I felt like I’d be betraying my partner if I reported this to command, but at the same time I knew his temper wasn’t just putting the two of us at risk—it was endangering everyone else, too.

Fuck.

“I want out of this shithole.”

“Whining about it isn’t gonna make it happen, goddammit!” I muttered, telling myself that if Jack kept this up, I’d have to do something about it.

He let out a curse, then fell silent, only breaking it with relevant comments about the environment while I kept sweeping, watching every point, every now and then coming back to that goddamn house.

I was staring at the building when the sound of a machine cut through the strange silence.

Alert to every visual and auditory anomaly, I searched for the source of the noise—could’ve been anything—the rifle scope following my gaze.

A scream, followed by another very familiar sound, reached my ears. A bullet exploded into a building next to where we were hidden.

“Fuck!” I heard Jack swear, and someone say something over the radio.

Knowing this shit was about to get even worse, I trusted my partner to do his job as a spotter, looking for targets that could compromise the other soldiers’ safety. I kept my cool, focusing only on my hunt. My trained eyes swept the surroundings quickly, and finding nothing, I started searching for details, not for anything specific.

Another shot.

I caught a glint of metal in a spot about a hundred meters out, and when the target exposed himself again, rifle in hand, I didn’t hesitate. In seconds, before the shooter could react, I adjusted my aim and put a round through his head.

I watched the armed man fall backward with the clean shot, and making sure he was down, I went looking for another target. Chaos had taken over that place, which had revealed itself to be a real minefield, where ordinary civilians—even old people—turned out to be insurgents.

My thoughts were racing while my heart rate stayed slow.

My rifle was an extension of my body.

I wasn’t Elijah anymore. I was an elite sniper doing his job, not looking at faces, not caring about the age or sex of the target.

A shot landed close to where I was, and a low groan sounded in my ear.

I found it strange, but I didn’t look to the side. Instinctively, I searched for the spot where the bastard who’d fired at us was hiding.

I wasn’t surprised to have that house—the one I’d almost forgotten—in my field of vision, and I sure as hell wasn’t surprised to see movement through the window, a weapon aimed in our direction.

I saw a glint cross the air at the same time as a bullet exploded nearby again.

Between the beats of my heart, I squeezed the trigger, hitting my target.

Maybe fifteen minutes passed before the shooting stopped, but even then, I kept scanning for anything out of place.

“Elijah?” A raspy voice broke into my hearing, and a chill ran down my spine.

Finally, I glanced sideways and saw Jackson lying next to me, gasping loud, struggling to breathe, his uniform soaked in blood.

“What the fuck!”

With adrenaline raging through me, not believing what I was seeing for the first time, I didn’t hesitate to abandon my position, even if it might be a mistake.

Fuck it.

I called for help over the radio, not sure if he’d already done it, and I couldn’t absorb what the voice on the other end was saying.

“I’m—gon—na—die,” he said between heavy, ragged pulls of air.

“Like hell you are! No one gets left behind.” My voice shook as I put my hand over his chest, trying to stop the blood gushing from the wound, but it seemed useless, the liquid soaking my fingers hard.

No. No. No.

This couldn’t be happening.

Jackson wasn’t going to die.

Not next to me.

He would survive.

Fuck.

Even if the hole the bullet made was huge and in a delicate area, Jack would survive. He had to survive.

“Tell—Sky—I’m—sorry.”

“Who?” I asked, trying to remember if that was a sister or an aunt, since his wife’s name was Jasmine.

Fuck.

Jasmine...

“You need to be okay for Jasmine!” I was a pit of despair.

“Sky.” He ignored me.

“Who the hell is she, Jack?” I kept talking to him, pressing harder on the wound, feeling a massive fear growing in my own chest.

No. No. No.

He had to live.

We were Team Six, for fuck’s sake!

We weren’t known for casualties, especially not when we weren’t on the assault team. We were the best!

He had a life with Jasmine!

Why the fuck was the rescue taking so long?

“The—ad—dress—is—at—the—base,” he stammered.

I didn’t have time to ask anything else, and I couldn’t think coherently, because blood started coming out of Jackson’s mouth and he began thrashing in a seizure.

Second by second, with the helplessness of not being able to do anything to save him eating me alive from the inside, I watched my partner’s life drain away slowly, until there was no more movement from Jackson, no more sound from him—just the noise of my own ragged breathing and the helicopter blades spinning in the air.

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I couldn’t hold them back. Me and Jack, we weren’t best friends or confidants, but we were bound by the work.

The pain of loss flooded me. I felt rage that the rescue hadn’t come in time. I felt rage at the bastard who’d somehow put a bullet in my partner, wishing I could kill him again, because I sure as hell already had. I also felt rage at myself, wishing I had done things differently, even though I knew there was hardly anything I could have done—that I had looked at Jackson when I heard that strange groan and had a real chance to save him.
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Sky

Somewhere In The State Of Michigan, United States

A THIN LAYER OF SWEAT formed on my skin, and a lump felt lodged in my throat.

I was terrified. There was no getting around it.

The man inside that office was my boss.

I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong at work that would justify a meeting after hours, but on the personal front, I had. I wasn’t innocent. I knew exactly why I was there. And that was what I feared.

Peter wasn’t an ordinary man. Everyone in this town knew that.

He had power.

Money.

Peter ruined lives.

I swallowed hard.

I had no doubt he’d do the same to mine, leaving me even more screwed than I already was.

Deep down, I knew I deserved every bit of pressure he was about to put on me. I hadn’t paid back the loan I’d taken out. Peter had been nice enough to wait a week before coming to collect.

Rage at myself for ever doing it surged through my panic.

What had I gained in exchange for that five-thousand-dollar loan I’d taken out? Betrayal! A bitter, painful betrayal.

“Good for you, Sky. Learn your lesson. Who told you to trust blindly?” I whispered to myself, clenching my fist as a bitter taste of bile filled my mouth. “Now figure out how to fix the mess you made!”

I sighed.

And I was royally screwed!

I was drowning financially. I had no credit with anyone except Peter.

What I made as a receptionist was practically eaten up by the bank, and the little that was left barely kept me alive, and things were about to get worse.

There was only one way to clear that damn debt: pay off what I owed to my boss in installments, which meant even more sacrifice.

My eyes filled with tears, and instinct made me press my hand to my abdomen, feeling the slight swell still almost imperceptible to the eye, but one that would grow more prominent with the months.

How could I give the child growing inside me a decent life? I didn’t know, and that hurt.

Guilt consumed me.

It hurt to be alone. It hurt to be in this situation, but the mere thought of not having my baby in my arms hurt even more.

The door flew open unexpectedly, and I jumped back in shock, my hand flying to my chest.

The tall, blond man, around forty, the one many women in town thought was handsome, stared at my breasts, and the gleam I saw in his pale blue eyes sent a shiver through me that made me tremble on the spot.

I dropped my hand quickly.

I didn’t like the feeling, least of all the way my boss was looking at me.

“Why are you standing there?” Peter snapped, his face twisting into a strange mask.

“I...”

“I thought I’d have to come get you.”

“I’m sorry.” I had to stop myself from wiping my sweaty hands on my uniform pants.

“Get in,” he ordered sharply.

“Right, right.”

I waited for Peter to turn his back and walk in first, but since my boss didn’t, I forced myself to walk past him, feeling a jolt of discomfort as I realized he was staring at my ass.

I bit my lip hard.

What was happening?

The sound of the door slamming shut made me jump again.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me, Sky. I’m not the villain people say...” he whispered in a cold tone, and I turned to face Peter, who looked like the devil himself. “I’m a very fair man, especially to those who give back to me.”

“I understand.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“I’m sure you’ll give back to me,” he stated, looking me up and down slowly, and I felt another chill race down my spine as a wave of nausea washed over me.

“About the loan,” I cleared my throat, trying to control my feelings toward Peter—after all, he was still my boss, and I needed this job to survive—“I apologize for not keeping my word. I had some setbacks and...”

“I don’t need your apologies,” he cut me off in a sharp tone, taking a step forward, and I forced myself not to back away like a frightened rat. “You will pay me what you owe.”

“Yes, I will, absolutely. Since I don’t have the money right now, I was wondering if you could deduct an amount from my paycheck until I can pay off the debt and the interest.”

“No.”

Panic rapidly replaced my distress.

“Please,” I murmured.

“You know that wasn’t our deal. It’s the full amount, no negotiation.”

I stayed silent.

I knew. Peter had been very clear about the loan terms. Just that warning he’d given me when I asked for help should have stopped me from taking the loan out for someone else, but I did it anyway, believing the person would get a bonus and pay it back on time. They didn’t. They rejected me and left me with the debt, pushing me even deeper into the hole I was already in. Now, the only person I had was taking away the last shred of hope keeping me from hitting rock bottom.

“I can’t pay you right now,” I said quietly. “I...”

The tears finally fell with the despair squeezing my heart, and I wrapped one arm around my torso, hugging myself and the child growing inside me. Thinking about my little seed made me cry even harder. God! What was I going to do?

Lost in my pain, I only realized Peter had gotten close when I felt his body against mine, which sent a jolt of alarm through me. I backed away, but I barely had time to react before Peter grabbed my neck firmly. His touch sent a powerful wave of nausea through me, intensified by the smell of his cologne.

“You will pay me, Sky,” he said, his voice like a verdict.

I swallowed back the bile rising in my throat, feeling it burn.

“Did you know I’ve always noticed you among all my employees?”

“Probably because I’m at the front desk,” I played dumb.

He shook his head.

“It’s hard not to look at you, Sky,” he said in a lecherous tone. “It’s hard not to think you’re beautiful.”

I couldn’t say anything.

“Has anyone ever told you how fucking hot you are, Sky?” His thumb brushed across my skin like a caress, making me even more nauseous.

I stayed quiet. Hearing that from my boss was disgusting.

I’d noticed some of his looks before, which I’d thought was normal—we were human, after all—but Peter had never been crude or made a pass at me before.

Literally, it was horrible.

“Fuck! You’re one hot slut!”

“I am not a slut!” I spat, furious.

Peter flashed a malicious smile.

“You’ll be my little cunt, Sky.”

“What?” I shouted, unable to believe what I’d heard. He was going way too far.

“You’ll pay your debt with my cock buried in your pussy!” His hand started to move down, and for a few seconds, I was paralyzed by what he had said.

Tears continued streaming down my cheeks.

My heart racing, before Peter could even touch my breasts, fueled by the fury of that disgusting harassment, I slapped his hand away and stepped back several paces until my ass hit the wooden desk. I saw Peter’s face twist with rage, but I was furious too.

“Don’t come near me, Peter!” I screamed at him when he moved to corner me against the furniture, feeling fear twist my insides.

Peter was much stronger than me, and I knew that if he wanted to force me, he could. A scream wouldn’t stop him. Thinking about it made my legs tremble.

He stopped. That didn’t lessen my terror, since he smiled again as he devoured me with his eyes.

“You like games?”

“No,” I murmured, knowing I should run out of that office, but I couldn’t.

“Because I like them a lot,” he paused, “more than you can imagine.”

I didn’t answer.

“It’ll be delicious to break you so I can fuck you, hot stuff,” he continued.

“You won’t get either of those things, Peter,” I said, swallowing back my vomit again at the thought of that man touching me, kissing me, forcing me.

“I don’t usually negotiate, especially about sex,” he ignored me. “I get it for free, actually. Plenty of women in this town would kill to sleep with me. But for you, I’ll make an exception.”

“And I won’t prostitute myself.”

“Either you open your legs for me, or you give me the five thousand and the interest. Since you said you don’t have the money to pay me, you have no choice.”

I shook my head, running my hand angrily over my face.

“I will not be your mistress, Peter.”

“No?” He sounded sarcastic.

“No!”

“Just because I like you, I’ll give you until the end of the month to pay me.”

“I won’t be able to.”

“That’s not my problem!” He paused, his expression growing more and more demonic. “To help you get the money, I’ll do you a favor.”

I stayed quiet, knowing he wasn’t going to say anything good.

“You’re fired!”

I stared at him as my brain tried to process those two words, and when it did, the disgust at his proposal faded, because fear became overwhelming. I needed that job to survive.

“You can’t fire me,” I whispered, willing to overlook everything he had just done just to make sure my baby had the bare minimum. “I’m pregnant. You know I have rights.”

“You won’t have any rights when I fire you for cause, Sky,” he said with a hint of amusement.

“I haven’t done anything!”

“You haven’t?”

“You can’t...”

“I can do a lot of things, Sky.”

“I could sue you for harassment, Peter,” I bluffed, knowing I didn’t have money for a lawyer.

He laughed out loud.

“With what proof?” he mocked. “It’s the word of a whore against mine—a successful businessman with companies all over the country that provide jobs for countless American families.”

I stayed silent.

Peter was right.

It would be my word against his, and my boss’s word would always carry more weight. Plus, he had connections with people just as powerful as he was, which would only crush me further.

“You’d end up with a bad reputation in this town for making up baseless stories about me, sweetheart. I’m sure you don’t want to be seen as a gold-digging slut.” He echoed my thoughts with mockery.

No. I didn’t want that.

Once again, he was right.

If I accused him and lost—which would hardly happen since I had no proof of any of this fucking mess—the people in the small town where we lived would point their fingers at me. It was bad enough how much I’d be talked about for being a single, rejected mother.

“You’ll always be seen as a greedy whore, Sky!”

“So it’s better to be seen as your prostitute?” I sounded bitter.

“No one will say that about you, Sky. The only one who’ll call you a whore is me!”

Now it was my turn to laugh without humor.

“You really believe that?”

“No one would dare.”

“Behind your back, they will...”

“I’ll deal with it when it happens.” He shrugged as he slowly ran his eyes over my body again, before settling on my face. “What’s it going to be, bitch? Do you want your job or not? I doubt you’ll get another one with a brat on the way.”

It was a bitter reality. Pregnant, my already slim chances would become even scarcer.

“Don’t come near me,” I repeated those words when I saw Peter walking toward me.

My legs gave way when he simply ignored me; my heart was beating so fast I thought it would leap out of my mouth. I couldn’t move from fear.

The tears came back with a vengeance, the vomit rising again in my throat, when, powerless, I let him press his aroused body against mine.

“What’s it going to be, Sky?” He grabbed my neck. “Will you be mine, or will you pay me?”

“My body isn’t for sale, Peter,” my voice was choked with the fear I felt.

“You know I’ll make your life a living hell, don’t you?”

“I know.”

“And that you’ll have no choice but to give yourself to me and do whatever I want in bed?” he continued.

“I...”

“It’ll be pleasurable for both of us, Sky,” he played with my neck, “I’m not selfish. You’ll come for me, over and over.”

“No!”

His face hardened. His pupils gleamed with so much rage that my body started trembling with fear of what he might do with my refusal.

Would Peter kiss me by force?

Touch me?

Would I have to fight him?

I cried even harder as he kept me in suspense, seeming to get a perverse pleasure from holding me hostage to my panic.

“You know what, you piece of shit whore? Instead of the end of the month, I want the money by Friday, not a day later. If you don’t show up with my cash, just know that the hell I’ll unleash will be even worse.” He let me go, stepping back.

I nodded, even though I knew it would be impossible to get that money by then.

I would never be able to scrape together that amount in three days.

“Don’t bother with HR, Sky. Consider yourself fired.”

“My rights...”

“I’m sure you don’t want any more trouble with me, more than you’ve already caused,” he pronounced in a cold tone.

I opened and closed my mouth, searching for words to argue, but when he narrowed his eyes in a threatening way, I swallowed whatever I might have said.

I was playing with fire, and if I kept at it, I’d end up even more burned.

“Now get out, Sky! We have nothing more to discuss. Not for now,” he hissed.

I shook my head in agreement, and even though my feet felt like lead and my legs were shaky, I forced myself to take a step forward, then another, heading toward the door. He was giving me a chance to escape, and I would grab it with all my strength.

When my hand was on the doorknob, about to turn it, his harsh voice rang in my ears:

“You’ll still pay dearly for this, Sky.”

I swallowed hard, opened the door, and walked through it.

With every step I took, moving away from Peter’s office, I felt a pang of relief at being safe from everything he could have done to me, but the feeling was short-lived.

I was unemployed! I had several debts, and as soon as I fell behind on the rent, the landlord of the house I lived in would kick me out. I would find myself homeless with a child in my womb. And on Friday, that man would come to haunt me again. Something told me he wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted. Peter would have no mercy. My mind started creating all sorts of tense scenarios, including him forcing himself on me.

A strong wave of nausea hit me, and I ran toward the nearest bathroom, bumping into a woman coming the other way. I couldn’t even apologize.

When I found the toilet, it was quick, everything came up. Even so, I stayed there, crying, my hand on my belly, feeling defeated, desperate, sad, and guilty, all in equal measure.

God!

What would become of the little one growing inside me?
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CHAPTER 2
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Sky

MY VISION WAS BLURRED by the relentless tears. My body felt like it had been run over by a tractor. My stomach was in knots. My heart was pounding, tight in my chest. My mind wouldn’t stop for a single second as my feet—which knew the way home all too well, the place that would soon no longer be my home—carried me there anyway.

I was in pieces. Completely drained.

I knew that no matter how finished I felt, the next morning I’d force myself to live and move forward. For me. For that child.

My world had fallen apart a month ago, but I was still alive. Still strong. I would win.

How, I couldn’t say, but I wouldn’t give in to fear or despair.

I took a deep breath. I’d start with a hot shower, a cup of tea, and a book.

Lost in my thoughts, I reached my block quickly, but just a few steps from my house, I froze. A man was sitting on the step leading up to the porch.

Every hair on my body stood on end instantly.

I told myself that my reaction was because he was wearing a U.S. Army uniform—which disgusted me—and not because of the man himself. He lifted his face and stared at me with eyes as dark as a moonless night, eyes that matched his straight hair swept back and his beard flecked with a few white hairs.

In those few seconds while he seemed to study me, I felt vulnerable. It was as if this stranger could read my mind. Fragile as I was, I hated the feeling of being examined like that, especially by one of them. That finally made me react. I stepped closer.

“Can I help you?”

“Sky?” My name in that deep voice, paired with that piercing gaze, sent an unwanted warmth through me—one I quickly suppressed.

I should have been afraid that a stranger knew my name, not feeling sparks at a commanding voice and an undeniably handsome man.

“That’s me.” I put steel in my voice, even though I didn’t feel it. “What do you want?”

“To talk.”

I shook my head.

“I don’t think we have anything to talk about.”

“Elijah, Sky,” he said, introducing himself without me asking. “And yes, we do have a few things to discuss.”

“I don’t see what that could be, Elijah. We don’t know each other,” I murmured, aware that I was being pretty rude to him for no reason other than that damn uniform, so I added, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ve had a shit day, and I’m tired.”

“And you’ve been crying,” he said in a whisper.

I got goosebumps, but I knew it was pretty obvious. Nothing special about it.

“My eyes gave me away, huh?”

“Are you okay?” he asked, concern on his face.

“I will be. But thanks for asking.” I gave an awkward smile.

Elijah didn’t answer. He just studied me in that analytical way that frayed my nerves.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said.

“Jackson asked me to find you,” he whispered.

Hearing Jackson’s name, the pain seemed to rip through my chest, and I stepped back.

Then the anger at that man, and the hurt over everything he’d done to me, overpowered the pain.

I wouldn’t suffer for him. Not anymore.

He wouldn’t have my tears.

He wouldn’t have anything else from me.

“Jackson asked you to do that?” I couldn’t hide the bitterness. “And you’re his little obedient toy?”

“I’m nobody’s toy, Sky!” he shot back, his voice flat, though his dark eyes glinted dangerously.

“Then can I call it an act of loyalty between the ‘Six brothers’?” I said, dripping with sarcasm.

“What?” The man seemed on alert at my words, though his tone stayed the same.

“You’re on the red team too?”

“Fuck!” he grunted.

“Am I wrong?”

He didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to.

The lack of response, the way he ran a hand through his hair in frustration—that said everything.

“Jackson’s man enough to be in an elite military unit, but he’s a coward who sends a friend to do his dirty work,” I continued coldly.

“We need to talk, Sky, but not out on the street,” he said, his tone more controlled now.

I thought about a sharp retort—after all, Elijah might be a soldier, but he didn’t give me orders. But I was tired. Too tired for everything to start an argument.

“You came from Virginia Beach to Michigan?” I asked.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Jack!” Elijah cursed, giving me an answer that didn’t need a yes or no.

“I need some tea,” I murmured. I was definitely going to regret letting another soldier into my house. “Maybe you’d like some too.”

“I hate tea,” he shot back.

I raised an eyebrow at him.

Bluntness was something I appreciated after all the lies, but I couldn’t deny it was a little rude.

“Sorry, Sky.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I’ll be fine without the tea,” he said with a hint of amusement.

“I’m sure you will, Elijah, but I won’t. I really need some.” I couldn’t hold back a sigh.

“With cookies?”

He smiled at me. Again, I felt a flip in the pit of my stomach, my hairs standing on end. That man was diabolically handsome when he smiled.

I had to look at the uniform he was wearing, and remind myself that he was only here to clean up Jackson’s mess. That kept me from smiling back.

“Maybe.”

“I like cookies.”

“Will you tell me what kind you like?” I teased, since the man seemed willing to talk about his preferences, even though they didn’t interest me. Knowing his tastes wouldn’t make any difference—I’d never see him again anyway.

A spark of amusement lit up his dark eyes.

“Regular chocolate chip cookies,” he replied.

“It’s your lucky day, Elijah,” I played along. “I bought a pack this week.”

“Nice to have some luck for a change,” he murmured in a neutral tone. I sensed a certain melancholy around him, but I wasn’t going to pry into it, just like I didn’t want him prying into mine.

“Let’s go inside, Elijah,” I finally said, pointing to the door.

Since his body took up the whole width of the stairs, he stood up in one agile movement and stepped aside. For a few seconds, I was surprised by how tall he was. At five-foot-one, I was a shrimp compared to him. Tilting my head back to look at him, I somehow had the strange feeling that his thoughts were running along the same lines as mine.

I shook off the ridiculous comparison and walked past him, climbing the steps while opening my bag and digging for my keys.

“Don’t mind the mess,” I said as I stepped into the hall, aware that he was following me, even though his footsteps were nearly silent.

That wasn’t surprising. Not anymore.

Jackson had barely made a sound when he walked. At first, it had been pretty scary—even the sound of his breathing was almost imperceptible.

I’d asked him about it, of course.

The answer was: hours of training to go unnoticed by the enemy.

I sighed quietly when the Navy SEAL didn’t answer. I put my bag on the console table, took off my shoes, and walked barefoot toward the kitchen.

“Make yourself at home, Elijah,” I whispered, pointing to the table-and-chair set in the corner. “And help yourself to water.” I showed him the filter and where the cups were.

“Thanks, Sky.”

This time, I said nothing, moving around the room to grab the kettle from one of the cabinets and the tea. I also grabbed the cookies for my unexpected visitor.

While I prepared the drink, silence settled between us, making me nervous. It didn’t help that I could feel Elijah’s watchful eyes on me, following my every move.

Every nerve ending in my body felt like a frayed wire about to short-circuit. And I knew that man would break me not just with his unrelenting stare, but with whatever he wanted to talk about regarding Jackson.

I shouldn’t have invited him in. I didn’t want to know. I didn’t need another complication in my day.

“Hope they’re good,” I said after a few minutes, setting the cookies on a plate for him.

“You don’t want any?” he asked, looking at me steadily while I sat in the chair across from him with my tea.

“They’re all yours, Six,” I answered, touching the steaming mug and breathing deep to take in the citrus scent of lemon, which seemed to calm my soul a little.

“You shouldn’t call me that, Sky,” he murmured, his voice rough as he picked up a cookie.

“That’s what you are, isn’t it?”

“I’m a member of the Navy. That’s all.” He was evasive. He took a bite of the cookie and chewed. “It’s really good.”

“We both know that’s not true, Elijah.” I kept pushing.

“It’s what I am. A soldier, serving my country. My rank, where I’m stationed—it doesn’t matter.” His eyes glinted dangerously as he took another bite.

“It mattered to Jackson. He was proud to be in Devgru.”

“Fuck!” Despite the curse, his voice didn’t change. “Jack shouldn’t have opened his mouth!”

“Why do you all love secrets so much?” my voice came out bitter.

“It’s necessary, Sky.”

“Is it?”

“It’s for everyone’s safety.”

“Or because you like playing gods?” I said sarcastically.

“We’re not gods. We’re men.”

“Men who kill. Who hurt. Who lie. Who play with lives!” I spat, wrapping an arm around myself, trying to protect me and the child in my womb.

“We don’t get any pleasure from it, damn it!” For a few seconds, he seemed cornered, but he quickly pulled himself together.

“Jackson did,” I accused.

“I can’t speak for him, Sky.”

“No. You can’t.” I sipped my tea, and the lemon taste wasn’t as welcome as I’d imagined. On the contrary, the acidity seemed to fill my mouth with a worse feeling.

“I’m not him,” he continued.

“And what guarantees that you’re not the same?”

“What did Jack do to you, Sky?” He stared at me with that analytical look, as if he wanted to see into my soul, making me even more uncomfortable. “Who are you to him?”

“Why are you here, Elijah?” I didn’t answer his questions. The answers were too painful. I was disgusted by them. So disgusted I felt nausea rising.

“I’m just keeping a promise I made to him.”

“A promise?” I asked dryly.

“Yes.” He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “This isn’t easy. And it’s harder because I don’t have any answers. Damn it, Sky!”

One of my eyebrows lifted.

“Jackson can’t hurt me any more than he already has, Elijah,” I relented.

“What did he do to you, Sky?” he repeated the question. “Why did he tell me to come here, to apologize to you?”

“Apologize? He told you to apologize to me?” I murmured, feeling the tears forming in my eyes again as my chest felt like it was ripping open once more. First, because he thought an apology would fix all the shit he’d done, and second, because... coward! “Is Jackson not man enough? Does he have to send a friend in his place?”

“Jack is dead, Sky.”

“He’s dead?” I whispered, unable to believe what I’d just heard. Still, my chest tightened. The tears started to fall.

“Before he died, he asked me to come find you.” Elijah’s voice carried a note of pain. “Why, I don’t know, but Jack asked me to apologize for him.”

My answer came as sobbing—a convulsive cry.

I couldn’t believe he was gone. I’d sworn never to cry for Jackson again, promised myself I wouldn’t suffer for him.

He had broken me in so many ways, made me hate myself like never before. Because of him, I felt dirty. I knew I could never forgive him for everything he’d done, but here I was, crying for a life that had never truly cared about me. Once again, Jackson was hurting me, making me feel disgusted with myself for betraying my promise.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Sky,” Elijah whispered. I could see sorrow in his features, mixed with a certain regret. “You don’t know how much I wish things were different, that I could have done something to save him, that I...”

I didn’t answer. I just kept crying uncontrollably, feeling a storm forming in my chest and in my mind, leaving me in complete chaos.

“Jackson died honorably, as the hero he was many times on missions...” Before Elijah could finish, a laugh escaped my throat, sounding acidic to my own ears. At the same time, I felt rage flowing violently through my veins. “Sky?”

I looked at the man in front of me, who seemed worried while I laughed in the middle of my nervous breakdown.

“Jackson isn’t a hero, Elijah,” I said bitterly. “He’s a coward. A fucking liar!”

“What are you talking about?” Angry now, Elijah seemed ready to defend his buddy.

“Jackson is a bastard, and I’m sure right now, he’s burning in hell!”

“I won’t let you talk about him like that...”

“Let me?” I let out a laugh, wiping my face with my hand to clear the tears. No. I shouldn’t waste my energy crying for him. “You don’t get to let me do anything, Elijah.”

“Sky...” he said in a warning tone, but I couldn’t care less if I was being disrespectful.

“You really want to know everything your hero did to me?” I spat, full of rage. “You want to know the real reason I can never forgive him?”

“Tell me.” The soldier’s tone seemed more controlled, despite the anger he felt at me for insulting Jackson.

“I’m his whore. I’m the other woman.”

“What?”

“For two fucking years, I slept with Jackson. I waited every second for him to come back, like the lovestruck girlfriend I was. And I waited months... months and months, while he was supposedly on a mission. I did everything for him, I messed myself up for Jackson. And what did I get? Betrayals. Lies.”

Elijah ran a hand through his hair, looking shocked by what I was saying.

“Your hero fucked me, led me on, made me believe I was the only one, that I was special to him,” I continued, my voice bitter. “Jackson made me believe that someday he’d put a ring on my finger.”

“He’s married to another woman...” he murmured with a certain bitterness, and I could swear I saw a muscle in his jaw pulse.

I nodded.

“You don’t know how much of a piece of shit I feel for being given that role in his life: the mistress. Every day I take a shower, but the dirt I feel for having been the other woman never leaves me.”

I closed my eyes when I felt the wounds still bleeding inside me ache, letting more tears fall. I was crying for myself. Crying for the woman who once prided herself on being honest, but who had been turned into a villain, into filth. All the soap in the world couldn’t scrub the stain he left on my soul.

“You know what the worst part is, Elijah?” I asked, looking into Jackson’s friend’s eyes. It was impossible to read him completely.

“What?”

“If I hadn’t told him I was pregnant, Jackson would have kept on deceiving me, making me believe we had a future when, in reality, we never did and never would.”

“You’re pregnant with his kid?”

I looked away to my belly and brought my hand to my abdomen in an automatic gesture of protection.

“Seven weeks.”

“Fuck!” he muttered. I felt his gaze follow the caress I was making, but I didn’t care.

“I hate everything Jackson did, but I don’t regret having this child. I love my little seed,” I said, my voice breaking.

“Kids are a gift in a person’s life,” he remarked.

I looked at him, surprised.

“Yeah?”

“No matter how hard being a parent is, every child is welcome.”

I managed a small smile for the Navy guy at his unexpected response. He kept staring at my stomach. But the sadness soon took hold of me.

“Not everyone thinks so.”

“Jackson?” he asked dryly.

I nodded.

“We both dreamed of having a family together, but when he found out I was expecting his child, that dream turned out to be a one-person dream. Jackson didn’t want a baby. At least, not with me. He wanted it to be his wife’s. A legitimate child.”

“Did he ask you to...?” His voice came out tense.

“I would never have done something like that!”

“Christ!” he growled.

“No, Jackson is no hero, no matter what anyone says,” I finally said, as silence fell between us.

“He’s a miserable fucking bastard!” he roared.

“Yeah...”

I took a deep breath, feeling exhaustion crash down on me hard. More silence settled in. I knew it was time to ask him to leave, but first I needed to clear up a few things.

“Can I ask you some questions, Elijah?”

“Go ahead.”

“Were you Jackson’s friend?”

“Close? No. But it’s hard not to see someone who has your back as a friend.” There was bitterness in his voice, and again I was surprised when he ended up revealing, even indirectly, his position. Sniper. I should have guessed.

“I understand.”

“What are the other questions?”

“Will you tell his wife about me?”

“I don’t know, Sky. Why?”

“I hope you don’t, because she doesn’t need another reason to suffer,” I murmured.

“Maybe she’d want to know.”

“But not right now.”

“I don’t know.”

“There’s a lot at stake, isn’t there?”

“Legally, yes.”

“Financially too.”

“Yes.”

“One hurt woman is enough in all this,” I declared.

“It’s not fair to you, Sky.”

“That’s life.” I shrugged, my muscles protesting the movement.

He was silent.

“Are you going to eat, Elijah?” I pointed to the cookies that remained almost untouched.

“I’ve lost my appetite.”

“Go figure...” I sighed, “but I’m going to be rude and ask you to leave now. I don’t think we have anything else to talk about, and I’m sorry you wasted your time coming here for nothing, since apologies won’t fix anything.”

“I got answers. It wasn’t a waste of time.”

“If that comforts you.”

“No. It doesn’t comfort me.”

“Go figure.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

“Can I ask you something?”

“After I’ve laid out all my rot, why not?” I joked.

“You’re not rotten.”

I didn’t argue. I was.

“What do you want to know?”

“Why were you crying? I know you said you’re fine, but...”

“Why do you care?”

“I don’t know why I care.” He was honest, and it disarmed me for a second.

“Thanks for caring, but it’s not important,” I answered evasively, holding myself back from falling into tears again.

As tempting as it was to unburden myself to this man I’d probably never see again, I felt like I’d already exposed myself too much.

“It doesn’t seem like you’re crying over nothing, Sky...”

“A stranger’s problems shouldn’t be that important, Elijah...”

I saw he looked annoyed, but he didn’t push it.

“I feel like I know more about you in minutes than the guy who spent years by my side.”

“He’s an experienced man. He knows it’s just an illusion.”

He snorted.

“I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

“I am, about you.” I pushed my chair back a little before standing up. “I’ll see you to the door.”

I really needed to be alone. The exhaustion was taking over. The weight of the day’s events left me unsteady. I wanted to laugh, cry, scream. Lose my mind. The pain hit me with brutal force.

“Okay,” he agreed, reluctantly.

Soon we were in the entry hall.

“Thank you, Elijah,” I said, looking at his broad, solid back as he stepped through the door. I felt a little strange thinking I would never see that man again.

He turned toward me, looking at me intently.

“For what?”

“The mistress wouldn’t have been notified of his death,” I said softly, overcome by a mix of feelings—sadness, bitterness, and hopelessness.

“I’m sorry, Sky.”

“Me too.”

“I’m mostly sorry for the little one. That child doesn’t deserve to have such a cowardly parent.”

“But he or she will have a mother who will never stop wanting them...”

“Yes,” he agreed.

He stood there, staring at me, and I stood frozen in place, until I took a step back and closed the door, putting a barrier between me and that man.

Again, that strange feeling of never seeing him again washed over me, but it was quickly smothered by the other emotions of the day crashing down on my shoulders like an avalanche.

A guttural, pained sound escaped my lips.

The sense of loss over Jackson dueled with the loneliness of having confirmation that I would be a single mother, and it also clashed with the disgust I felt for myself for being the mistress. On top of that, it confronted the revulsion I felt for having been harassed hours earlier.
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