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        **Get Lucy, an exclusive free Alpha Corps story, when you sign up for my newsletter!

      

      

      

      

      

      

      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 …
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        * * *

      

      Don’t fall asleep just yet… Isobel comes home to Sala Bay on vacation. Gage, a single dad and a consultant at ACI is determined to keep her here. So turn the page already…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Isobel

      It feels good to be home, sitting at the kitchen table with my mom and little sister. Sipping coffee and relaxing while the sun streams in the leaded glass windows. Calvin, the family geriatric cat, is sacked out in the middle of the table, equidistant from everyone sitting around it so they can all have the privilege of rubbing his tummy. My eyebrows hit my hairline when I saw this for the first time yesterday. When I lived here, he wasn’t allowed on any non-upholstered surfaces, but apparently all my mother’s rules are relaxed now. I eye my sister’s purple and green highlighted hair with envious resentment.

      I’m enjoying the moment until Mom gets up and comes back with a stack of boxes she thumps down on the table. Calvin startles awake and leaves with an angry swish of his tail.

      “It’s high time we got rid of all this clutter,” Mom says with a bright shiny smile on her face. That super-sweet smile has always meant something unpleasant, like weeding the vegetable garden, so I’m instantly on guard. “Isobel, now that you’re home for a week, I want both of you to go through all your school stuff and old photos and pack up what you want to keep. Izzy, you can take yours home with you.”

      “But I flew here!” I insist. I’m shocked. I didn’t expect the ‘take your shit to your own house’ talk until I was at least thirty-five.

      “Ship it,” my mother responds instantly. I grumble but take the lid off the first box. It’s full of baby clothes that in theory were mine, but Leah wore after me. I push the box towards her.

      “I still live here, Mom. Why do I have to do this now?” Leah says like she’s got anything better to do now that she’s on summer vacation.

      “Because we’re tidying. Reducing the mental stress that comes from hanging on to too much stuff.”

      “Okaaay.” Leah rolls her eyes but holds up a cute little pink romper with bunnies on it. “It’s cute, but what would I do with it?”

      “Save it for your own daughter if you really love it,” Mom encourages her.

      “Not that much,” Leah says and tosses it back in the box before rummaging around and then pushing the entire box to the end of the table.

      Mom frowns. “But don’t you want to…?”

      “No!” Leah and I both answer at the same time and burst into laughter.

      Mom frowns and opens a big box of photos. “Fine, start going through these, then.”

      I let Leah flip through them while I sip more coffee. I did not just use up half my vacation allowance to go through old dusty boxes in order to collect crap that will overwhelm my studio apartment. I’m thinking through my options for escape when the phone rings. Mom rushes to answer it and all we can hear in the kitchen is, “Oh, no!” followed by, “Is she going to be all right?” And finally, “Well, I’ll see if Isobel will do it. She’s small enough.”

      Leah and I exchange glances. Rarely do my height challenges get listed as an asset. Mom comes rushing back in. “That was Kimberly, you know, down at the community center? The fairy princess for Kids’ Day got food poisoning last night. Isobel, you’re the only one I can think of that will fit into the costume.”

      “No, Mom.”

      “Please? The kids really love having a fairy there to hand out the gift bags. The dress has sparkles. And wings!” She says this like I’m six and going to jump at the chance.

      “Mom.”

      “Fine,” she sighs, “I’ll tell them they’ll have to do without the fairy princess this year and you can stay here and help me sort Grandma’s slide collection.”

      “Oh, hell no.” Grandma liked to take pictures of dirt. Not photos of dirty things, that would be kind of fun. But soil, with nothing growing in it. There’s something like three thousand slides in little white boxes in the attic. The problem is, the family photos are mixed in with the boring ones. Nobody has been brave enough to tackle them in the twenty years since she died. “Fine, I’ll be the fairy princess. When do I have to go?”

      “It’s from one to four. Kimberly will meet you there at 12:30 and help you get in the costume.”

      “Hey, Mom, what’s the story with this? I’ve never seen it before.” Leah is holding up a large framed photo that I instantly recognize and groan. It’s me in a pretty pink sundress in the arms of a navy officer in his dress whites, and I’m pressing a dramatic kiss to his bronzed cheek.

      Mom takes the photo and smiles fondly. “That’s Isobel when she was about three? Maybe four. This big Navy boat was in town for some reason and they gave public tours.”

      (That ‘big Navy boat’ would be an aircraft carrier, by the way.)

      “Your dad insisted we go, and we had to visit every inch they allowed us to see. Isobel’s legs were too short to manage those metal ladder thingies, so they had sailors lifting her up or down and someone else catching her. There were some reporters there, and one of them caught that picture. They ran it on the front page of the paper with a big ‘Welcome Home’ headline.” She wipes away an invisible tear. “You were so adorable back then, Izzy.”

      Leah is snorting, she’s laughing so hard. “So you’re saying Izzy’s romantic life peaked at age four?”

      “No, of course not, dear. She’ll find someone when the time is right.” Mom sounds uncertain, and I’m glaring at Leah. She’s not entirely wrong. My love life is arid like the desert, with only a few scurrying inhabitants who don’t linger for long. None of them resemble that officer who, now that I’m a grown-up looking at him, was kind of hot.

      Leah takes it back and looks at the reverse side. “You know…” sometimes she sounds just like Mom. “It’s been almost exactly twenty years, according to the date written here. What if we could find him now? There’s no way the Trib would turn down a feel-good piece like that. This could be my in.”

      Leah’s been trying to finagle her way on to the Tribune staff for the last year. The fact that she hasn’t finished high school yet doesn’t seem to have occurred to her as a barrier. She’s all about landing that story that she can exchange for a job. I have no doubt she’ll get there someday. But the odds of finding one particular officer, who’s probably halfway around the world right now, are so slim I don’t see any point in making a fuss.

      “Leah Turner, you are not contacting strange men over the Internet!” Mom isn’t one to hold back, however.

      “Fine. What if I get Miss Hitchens to do the actual contacting? I’ll stick to the research.”

      “If that’s all you do, that’s fine. I doubt she has time to be contacting strange men, either.” Mom sounds like she thinks she’s back in the safe zone.

      Leah and I glance at each other again. Miss Hitchens is, um, a bit out there as far as high school English teachers go. She’d do it in a heartbeat. Still, this guy doesn’t even have a name right now, so I’ll be long gone by the time Leah manages to get anywhere with it.

      Gage

      I’ve survived the Naval Academy, idiot commanding officers, and multiple war zones. None of those sapped my confidence like the three-year-old girl currently clutching my ankles and sobbing her heart out. “Lacey, honey. It’s going to be okay.”

      “I want my mommy!” she sobs, beginning to hiccup.

      “I know you do. Can you stand up for me?” She’s got me dead to rights. I can’t move without risking stepping on her. Things were going better this morning, which should have been a warning sign. Until Lacey called me ‘Daddy’ and her older sister Bella threw a fit.

      “He’s not our daddy! He’s Uncle Gage. We don’t have a daddy. You’re so stupid, Lacey.”

      Which set Lacey off and I had to correct Bella because their therapist said she needs structure and rules and Lacey needs to call me Daddy so she doesn’t feel completely abandoned. Which is all well and good, but the therapist isn’t here dealing with this right now. I’m told the girls are perfectly behaved when they have their sessions, not exactly talkative but not sobbing like the world is going to end.

      And nothing I’ve learned in the military taught me how to talk to little girls who lost their mother in a car accident six months ago. Which is why Daddy Uncle Gage is now in charge. And failing. I sent Bella off to a friend’s house for the afternoon, mostly so I could give Lacey some undivided attention. Bella did cast her a few guilty looks as she was leaving, but mostly she sticks with sullen. I’m told this too is normal.

      I scan the kitchen of our new house, desperately looking for a distraction. There’s a flier on top of the stack of mail for a kids’ day at the community center. A sparkly pink fairy is dancing across the front. “How about you and I go see a fairy this afternoon?” My voice has that false cheerfulness of an adult who’s lost the war but still thinks they can win the battle. The sobs at my ankles drop off, but the hiccuping continues for several long seconds.

      “A fairy?” she asks tentatively, “for real?”

      “Well, I think so. Stand up and I’ll show you.”

      Slowly she peels herself off my feet and stands there with snot running down her little face. I show her the flier and her eyes light up. “She’s a fairy!”

      “Yup. And if you hurry and put your shoes on and let me wash your face, we can go see her before she flies away.”

      Before I can even retie my shoelaces, Lacey is ready and waiting at the door.

      On the short drive to the community center, Lacey falls asleep in her car seat. So I’m holding her against my shoulder as we stand at the reception desk in a pretty much empty meeting room. It’s about ten to four and I’m praying that they haven’t packed up because Lacey and I both need to catch a break right now. The young woman at the desk is already looking worried before I say, “We’re here to see the fairy.”

      “Oh, um. I’ll go check. She might have…” She eyes Lacey warily as though she knows one wrong word could start world war three. I nod and wait. And wait. And wait.

      Suddenly a burst of movement and sparkles erupts into the room. Lacey shifts slightly but doesn’t lift her head up and I’m struck dumb. Instead of the pretty blonde fairy on the flier, this one is all sass and messy sex. Her tits are overflowing the pink dress and it looks like there’s an interesting tattoo peaking out, making sure everybody takes a second look. While somewhere in there I registered the short black curls and sparkling green eyes, my gaze is now riveted on her cleavage, which seems to be exposing more and more of her as the dress gives up the fight.
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