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      On the surface, ACI looks like any other big corporation. What really goes on behind the scenes? Hot alpha guys taking care of business and finding true love, for a start!
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      From the company website:
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        * * *

      

      We are Alpha Corps International

      Always Forward

      

      Committed to achieving mission-critical challenges for our enterprise and government customers. Specializing in areas of national security and cyber warfare, we innovate where others hesitate to lead. Our team of experienced professionals share our core values of ethics, integrity, and honor. We take pride in providing our customers with outstanding service and a job well done.

      

      What we do:

      Mission Support

      Business & IT Systems

      Engineering

      PFD & Service Automation

      

      Current Openings

      Field Mission Lead (in country - West Coast base)

      Field Mission Consultant (in country - Italy/North Africa)

      Logistics Analyst (CA - San Diego)

      Intern (WA - Sala Bay)

      Sr. Logistics Analyst (FL - Southern Port)

      Sr. Auditor (Sala Bay)

      Korean Language Specialist (Washington, DC)

      More …

      

      Don’t fall asleep just yet… Anna just moved into her gran’s house, right next door to finally-on-vacation Liam. So turn the page already…
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      Anna

      The old step stool rocks dangerously on the uneven kitchen floor. I adjust my balance and reach for the side of the wooden cabinet to stabilize myself. I’m almost done with the top shelf and then I can move down to slightly more stable footing. It’s bittersweet sorting through my grandma’s things. I miss her and I’m grateful beyond measure that she left me her house and all the contents.

      She passed away six months ago at the ripe age of one hundred and two, still living independently. That’s the way to go. I’m so proud of her for living and dying on her own terms. It might seem odd that a twenty-year-old would have a grandma the age of most great or even great-great-grandmothers. My dad came late in her life and he was over forty when I was born, so I guess I'm used to being around older people.

      The weird part is I only visited her in this house like twice in my life. So it’s more fun than sad to go through her things and get to know her on a completely different level.

      Like at one point she had a passion for romance novels, because I found a stash of paperbacks in one of those plastic storage bins under her bed. Racy ones! The only reason I’m sure she didn’t read them recently is because she started having trouble with her eyes about five years ago. She switched to audio books. I’m secretly hoping she was tearing through some steamy stuff with those too.

      It’s Gran’s and my little secret though, because I can hardly discuss it with my dad, now can I? I’ve set the books aside to read in the evenings after I get the heavy lifting done for the day. I’ll probably end up donating them when I’m done, but for now, I’m curious to see what she liked. And I feel like we’re still sharing a moment, like we used to over the phone.

      I carefully bend with a stack of mis-matched porcelain plates in my hands so I can set them down on the counter below. As I do, I see a flash of movement outside the window. I set the plates down on the rapidly disappearing counter top and twist to look. Huh, someone is finally mowing the next-door neighbor’s backyard. I can’t see who it is, but the sudden thrum of a mower tells me all I need to know. About time, too. I’ve been here a week and there’s been no sign of life in the cute little cottage. It’s looked neglected, the front lawn shaggy and the backyard looking like it was all abandoned years ago. I’ve considered sneaking over there to tidy up, but I’ve got more than enough work here to keep me busy.

      There’s something at the very back of the top shelf that I can’t quite see, and it’s just out of my reach. I put my left hand on the shelf to brace myself and go up on my tiptoes. I can brush whatever it is with my fingertips. I try to push it forward so I’ll be able to grab it. I turn my head to the left, allowing me to push my hand in that much farther. It means I’m looking out the glass panel in the kitchen door, the one that leads to the small deck with a ramp my uncle put in. My view includes part of the neighbor’s yard and the white picket fence that divides the two properties. That’s when I see him. He’s stopped the mower and his back is to me. I pause, entranced, as he reaches one hand over his head and tugs his shirt off in one smooth movement. I gulp, my mouth suddenly dry. He is one well-built man. I haven’t even seen his face yet, and I’m gasping for breath at the way his back tapers to a narrow waist. Sweat is glistening on his bronzed skin in the late summer sun, accentuating his broad shoulders and all those muscles.

      He tosses the shirt onto the fence and that’s my undoing. I twist to get a glimpse of his face, pulling down on the shelving as I move. The now almost empty shelf flips up and I lose my balance. Screaming, I fall from the small ladder and land in a heap on the kitchen floor. Instinctively, I cross my arms over my face in case the shelf or other contents rain down on me. I’m lying there waiting for the adrenaline to recede and my breathing to steady so I can assess the damage.

      When I lower my arms and open my eyes, I’m looking down the barrel of a gun.

      Liam

      It’s the first day of my first vacation in two long fucking years. I’m relishing the sensation of sun on my bare skin. It’s Pacific Northwest sun, soft in its angle and approach, not the scorching, life-draining solar rays of the remote places I’ve been recently. Taking care of yard work is my way of easing into relaxation — no thanks to the loser service I fired two months ago after a neighbor finally sent me pictures. By the end of the week, I plan to be sacked out on the deck with a beer and not move for a solid twelve hours. I’ve got an entire month reserved for vacation and then I have some decisions to make. But I’m not dwelling on that shit until I’m stress free and can think clearly. I toss my shirt on the nearby fence and turn back to the mower.

      That’s when I hear it, a small scream and a lot of crashing from Mabel’s house. A house that should be empty because Mabel passed away while I was gone and there’s been no for sale sign. I even got a letter from her, one that she’d left with her lawyer, obviously. It took a while to reach me but basically said she was leaving me care of something special and to get in touch with her attorney when I was back in the States. It’s on my list for when I hit that stage of needing things to do — probably in about three weeks. I liked Mabel; she wasn’t your typical little old lady. She even asked me to teach her to shoot a gun, which got me a little worried, but she assured me she only wanted to know what it was like. She was so little and frail, though, that I worried about her bruising from the recoil, so we compromised on some serious water pistols. Her aim was better than some guys I’ve worked with, even with her failing eyesight.

      So I feel a little protective of her place. I’m not sure what her family is planning to do with it, but leaving it empty is going to invite the kind of trouble I’m walking into — probably kids trying to find something to steal for a quick buck. I duck into my house only to retrieve my gun and Mabel’s key that hangs from the hook by the back door, then I head over the fence.

      Imagine my surprise when I find a curvy young woman curled up in a ball on the kitchen floor. Her pale blond hair is so light it’s almost white. I can’t see her face, but the rest of her has my cock twitching with interest. Fuck.

      She lowers her arms and blinks big blue eyes at me. I watch them widen with fright, as she focuses lower down and her rosy lips part into a silent ‘O’. I look down to see if my hard-on is really that noticeable and realize I’m still holding my gun on her. Shit. She’s that distracting. I tuck it in the back of my shorts and mutter, “Sorry about that.”

      She inhales, and I can tell she’s attempting to calm down.

      “Who are you, and why do you have a gun?”

      “Liam.” I leave it at that, I’m not the one who’s not supposed to be here. “Who are you and why are you in Mabel’s house?”

      “It’s my house now. I’m Mabel’s granddaughter, Anna.” She winces as she tries to sit up. Instinctively I reach to help her up, but when she attempts to put weight on her right foot, her face contorts with pain and she whimpers.

      I sweep her up in my arms and if I wasn’t worried about her, I’d carry her right back to my house and drop her in my bed. She feels that good and I’m embarrassed at how long it’s been since I’ve been with a woman. Instead, I take her through to the living room and settle her as carefully as I can on the ancient floral sofa in front of the picture window.

      “You live next door, don’t you?” She makes it more of a statement than a question, which has me eyeing her speculatively. She blushes and I wonder if she was watching me mow the lawn. Why that would make her blush escapes me, but she’s embarrassed about something.

      “Yes. I thought Mabel only had one granddaughter. Lissy something.” And I’m pretty sure she’s really young, like not even in high school young, but I don’t say that out loud.

      Anna smiles sadly. “My full name is Annalise, which was her little sister’s name. So she called me Lissy. And despite what you may have heard, I’m twenty. Gran liked to remember the summer she spent with us when I was six. We had a lot of fun together and she talked about it frequently. After we moved to the east coast, we only really talked on the phone. So if she was telling stories, it was probably from that summer.”

      That sounds like something Mabel would do. I’m reserving judgment, though. Right now, we need to deal with her ankle. Anna’s not going anywhere without help. I sigh and sink down onto the floor to unlace her tennis shoe as gently as I can. There’s already considerable swelling, so I use my basic medic’s training to do a quick assessment. “I doubt it’s broken, but we should get you to the hospital for x-rays to make sure.”

      “Oh, but…” she’s frowning and her eyes look a little panicked.

      “What?”

      “Doesn’t that cost a lot of money? I only have basic insurance for like cancer or something serious.”

      “Anna, this is serious. If you have an undiagnosed break, it could cause serious problems for the rest of your life. We’ll figure the money part out later. I’m going to go bring my truck around front. You stay put, got it?”

      She looks ready to argue, but I give her a warning glare and unlock the front door so I can come back in this way to collect her. My precious truck is still under a tarp in the garage facing the alley, so it takes me five minutes to free it and get the garage door up. Thankfully, my truck starts right up and I drive around to the front. I leave the passenger door open as I head up the walk.
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