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      If you’re new to the world of Alpha Corps, ACI is a large government contractor. They have one — and only one — client, the Pentagon. While there is an increasingly civilian staff, the bulk of their employees are former active military, many of whom still go out on missions and maintain their branch loyalties and related smack talk. Sala Bay to the south of Seattle was one of the original offices. Demand for ACI’s services is high enough they’ve opened a second office in Washington to the north, closer to the Canadian border.

      

      And don’t forget to come back to find out how Jed and Kayla weather married life when you join  my newsletter!
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      The meeting pops onto my calendar, the same as thousands of others. Except this one catches my eye because someone flagged it low importance. Who the hell sends the boss an email flagged not important? It’s guaranteed to raise my ire for wasting my time and draw unwanted attention.

      I open the message, ready to blast the sender and deflate quickly when I realize that was his goal. To get my attention. It’s an invitation to the Friday evening IPDIESAC study group. At Ellsworth’s house seven pm. Why the fuck do I need to be there?

      Without a second thought, I ring up Black. Skipping even a hello, he answers with, “I take it this means you got the invite?”

      “What is so on fire it needs my personal attention on a Friday night?” I growl. “And if it is that close to disaster, why is it waiting for the end of the week?” Fuck, for all I know we’re being sued, although the usual protections are in place to prevent that.

      “It’s, uh, personal, sir.” Black is trying and failing to keep the laughter out of his voice.

      “Personal to whom?” I grind out, knowing the answer in my gut before Black responds, “You, sir.”

      I hang up without another word. Nobody here would take that as rude. The conversation was clearly done and I’ll have to wait until Friday to get the details. It has to be significant if it can only be shared in person.

      I go back to sorting through emails, gradually losing my focus as the bulk of the lunch crowd returns from the cafeteria a few floors down. Even though my office is at the back, I still find myself peering past the cubicles for a glimpse of a certain auburn-haired bombshell. I shouldn’t. I have no business encouraging her interest in me. An interest that has only expressed itself in hurriedly averted glances.

      The one time she had to come into my office to pick up some files, she lingered like she wanted to say something, and I was dreading the moment I’d have to shut her down. But when I barked, “Was there something else, Barstow?” she immediately lowered her head and departed quickly. Doesn’t mean my eyes didn’t linger on her curves as she went, though. All the more reason to keep things strictly professional.

      I’m her boss, although not her immediate supervisor, and she’s too damn young to be flirting with a dinosaur like me. But there’s something about her that feels familiar, like maybe she’s a friend’s daughter grown up or something. Just enough that I’d be embarrassed if that was it, and she wasn’t checking me out at all. So in the end, I haven’t said anything more to her, and she started keeping to the perimeter when I’m in the vicinity. Probably for the best. But my eyes never seem to agree, always searching the crowd until they spot her. This time, she’s nowhere to be seen. I frown and decide I need another cup of coffee after all.

      The breakroom is empty but from here I can see her desk. She’s not at it and somehow it looks empty. Obviously — but there’s no coffee cup or other daily paraphernalia. Is she sick? Now I’m worrying about her.
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      Looking around my small apartment, I’m proud of how cozy it is after only living here six months. It’s bright and cheerful and a testament to how far I’ve come in the last ten years. I took the day off to have a few hours of uninterrupted time to make some decisions, but it’s not helping much. The one person whose opinion I want the most isn’t prepared to offer it.

      And in a way, that is one of the decisions. I came here on a temporary assignment to open up the new ACI office in Destiny Bay. I had no idea I would run into him here. I was excited at first, to have the chance to reconnect on a more level footing. But when he didn’t know me from Adam and had little to no personal interest in changing that… well, it hurt, but I wasn’t that surprised. Staying is technically an option, but not a realistic one if I have to see Colonel Hillman every day. Technically, he’s a civilian now, like the rest of us, but it’s Alpha Corps tradition to continue using the last rank earned. I don’t think it’s written down in any manuals, but just one of those things where former teammates continue what they know and everyone else picks up on it to avoid confusion. So he’s never going to be plain mister around here.

      If you didn’t guess, Colonel Hillman is the man I’ve been in love with for the last ten and a quarter years who doesn’t even recognize me when I’m standing in front of him. He was Lieutenant Hillman when I knew him, but just as out of reach, seeing as I was the teenage private his unit rescued like one of the homeless dogs. I don’t blame him for not noticing me now, but when he calls me on my birthday every year to inquire as to my wellbeing and plans for the next year, it’s hard to keep my stories straight. And every time I tell him he doesn’t have to continue checking up on me, he grunts. Which means he’ll keep calling and I’ll keep going to great lengths to retain the same number because I live a lifetime in that ten minutes.

      So Destiny Bay is out. Obviously.

      Which leaves a transfer to San Diego or there are a few opportunities on the east coast, mostly in North Carolina. But heat reminds me of those traumatic and wonderful months when Lieutenant Hillman had to hold me close through my vocal nightmares so I didn’t alert the enemy to our location. My subconscious always knew I was safe with him. So he took the responsibility of babysitting me until they could deliver me back behind front lines where I belonged. I spent a lot of sultry nights with my face pressed against his bare throat. It was awkward even at the time, but I knew he was simply doing his duty as the unit’s commanding officer. I never read anything into his actions. But I still developed feelings. And that’s why I absolutely do not, even in my own mind, refer to him by his first name. Yeah, even San Diego might be too triggering for me, given those memories. So where then?

      I pad over to the kitchen table to open my laptop. Does Alpha Corps have an Alaska office? No. They don’t. Destiny Bay now has the honor of being the most northerly. There’s always Sala Bay, but is that far enough away not to run into him? Maybe it’s time to polish up my resume and jump into the truly private sector. Fuck. I wish I knew what the right step was.

      At least I’ll have given back in a small way by doing something nice for Colonel Hillman before I leave. I learned about the mission behind IPDIESAC from one of the lead’s admins. She sees all the paperwork and worked it out. Plus, she’s in love with her boss so she might have done a little extra digging.

      He deserves to be happy. Colonel Hillman, that is. He was married once, I know, but he’s not wearing a ring now and there aren’t any photos or personal items in his office. At first I thought that was because the entire office was new and he just hadn’t brought any of that stuff in yet. But over the weeks, nothing changed. Then someone that worked with him before mentioned he never brings anyone to the company New Year’s party. I’d like to see him happy before I go. Or at least on the path to it. He deserves it. Colonel Hillman is a genuinely decent man, even if he’s mostly grouchy these days.
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      The next morning I’m not any closer to a decision, so of course my friend Isla stops by to ask me that very question before I’ve even sat down.

      “So. What’s it going to be?” she asks in a bright cheery voice, folding her arms on the top rim of my cubicle and resting her chin there. She’s tall enough to do that, but she claims cubicle resting isn’t nearly enough compensation for hitting her head when she has to go under the desk to plug something in.

      I shake my head mutely. “I did decide I don’t want to be hot.”

      Isla laughs. “Guess you’re staying here then. But then again, the sparks flying between you and Jed Hillman…” She fans her cheeks, her eyes laughing at me.

      “Stop it.” I toss a stress ball shaped like a grenade at her. It’s literally army green and looks exactly like a grenade with the little square protrusions and all. Someone ordered them without checking with anybody and now we have thousands that aren’t allowed to leave the building. Isla lobs it neatly into the back corner of my cube.

      “He’s what? About twelve years older than you? That’s not so bad.”

      “Fifteen,” I correct her without thinking.

      Isa blinks, and then a slow grin spreads over her face. “Been checking, have we?”

      I shake my head. “I knew him a very long time ago.”

      “And you’ve been in
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