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

      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 Consultant (in country - West Coast base)

      Field Mission Technician (in country - East Coast base)

      Field Mission Consultant (in country - SE Asia base)

      Logistics Analyst (WA - Sala Bay)

      Intern (CA - San Diego)

      Sr. Logistics Analyst (VA - McLean)

      Auditor (Sala Bay)

      Korean Language Specialist (Washington, DC)

      More…

      

      Don’t fall asleep just yet… if he has to be a civilian, Luke is glad he gets to work in research and development with drones. That’s partly why he’s so surprised when life gets even more exciting. So turn the page already…
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      Ella

      Have you ever had an obsessive crush on someone? I don’t mean peering-in-windows obsessed, but where you can’t even entertain being with someone else because they can’t possibly compare with your crush? Even if the object of your desire is in another country or state and may not even know your real name, and certainly hasn’t seen you since you were an awkward, socially-inept teenager. I’m no longer a teenager, but it’s quite possible I still haven’t outgrown awkward, just so you know.

      Anyway, that’s how I feel about my oldest brother’s best friend, Luke. I first met him when I was twelve and my brother brought him home on leave for Christmas. I’ve never been clear if Luke doesn’t have family or if they just aren’t close. All I know is any time Andy and Luke had leave at the same time they came to our house outside of Denver. That first Christmas I remember not being able to speak — he was just that beautiful, all tight bronze skin over muscles, eerie light blue eyes and hair cropped so close it was hard to tell what color it was. And dimples. When he laughed, his whole face lit up.

      When I opened my mouth to say something, nothing came out for the entire week he was there. It would have been more embarrassing, but as the youngest of five kids, I was used to not being heard unless I shouted. And the others weren’t going to object to one less competitor for any attention.

      That first time I stayed on the periphery, groaning silently when I opened a Christmas present to find yet another doll, glad then that nobody was paying attention to me. My mom was having trouble acknowledging that her youngest child was now too old for toys. She still is, I got a Disney Princess movie collection this year… Luke was kind enough, he’d smile at me occasionally and not ignore me because I was a kid but mostly he and Andy ate a lot and then went out to meet Andy’s friends. When they were in the house, the other kids pestered them for stories of adventure. And I sat there, mute, falling in love.

      And that’s pretty much how things went until the last time I saw him when I was sixteen. Don’t cringe, nothing really happened then either. Andy and Luke were only back for three days, a quick visit before deploying with the Navy to the Middle East for what was expected to be at least eighteen months. I might have been secretly hoping that he’d notice me now that I had curves, but I suspect at twenty-three he saw me as still a kid. Plus, my flirting skills were non-existent compared to my older sister Marcia. She didn’t have any luck with him, either.

      After that, Andy went into recruitment, stationed in Florida, and while they stayed friends, they hung out there when they got together. My crush didn’t die, though. I might be the youngest, but I’m devious. In a family with five kids, I know not to make anything like that obvious unless you want to be teased to death and still walk away without any information. No, there’s always a better strategy. Every now and then when it was my turn to talk to Andy on the phone, I would throw out something like “are you engaged yet? Mom says she wants grandkids and I want to be a young, hip aunt.” Andy would splutter in reply and I’d go in with the right hook, “aren’t all your friends married by now?” And that would get me a recital of what everyone was up to, usually starting with, “Luke isn’t even dating anyone…”

      And I could breathe again for a bit. There was still hope. Even though Andy never caught on to this ploy, my strategizing was well known in the Carson household. Which is why Andy had christened me Patton, after the famous general when I was about six. And that’s what Luke thinks my name is. Or at least that’s all he’s ever heard me called and I’m not pretending he’s ever thought about it any harder than that. While I suppose in a way it’s a compliment, it’s not a nickname that conjures romance or sex or, well, anything I want Luke to think about me.

      I took enough psychology classes in college to know that I may be attaching my affection to an unobtainable goal in order to avoid the real-life people right in front of me. I don’t disagree but… knowing that hasn’t made anyone else more attractive to me. And then, right at the start of my senior year of college, I heard from Mom, who’d heard from Andy that Luke had been seriously injured by a roadside bomb and was in a hospital in Germany. I used every trick I had but couldn’t find out more than that he was alive and wasn’t going to be able to escape a medical discharge from the Navy. I knew that before I could stand a chance of moving on and letting go, I needed to see him and know that he was okay. I could deal with injuries or missing limbs or whatever, as long as he was still Luke. Yeah, there might have been one or two fantasies about soothing his fevered brow, but deep down I wanted him to be happy, to laugh with his whole body the way he had when he was nineteen.

      That’s when I hatched my biggest, riskiest plan ever.

      Luke

      I fucking love my new job. After a year of being in a hospital and rehab center, just living independently again for the last six months has been a relief. But being a drone test pilot? Fucking fantastic. I can sit or stand, work outside or in the fully equipped test hangar and play with electronic war toys all day long. I seriously didn’t think there were civilian jobs this cool. I guess in a way there aren’t because no way could I have gotten it without veteran status in good standing and a NATO secret clearance. And that’s why I can’t discuss what I do, but damn, it’s fun.

      Before too long, I’ll be able to be at least satisfied with my new house too. For the first time, I’m not looking at being deployed or transferred in the next few months. And my leg isn’t so great with stairs which all the condos and apartments around here have, so I gulped hard and bought a house three months ago. It’s a little craftsman bungalow that needs some work, but it’s solidly built and all the rooms are on one level. I can manage the three steps up to the front porch and when I can get the backyard securely fenced, it might just be time to visit the animal shelter and think about a dog. I always had dogs growing up in Wyoming, and I miss the companionship. Particularly now that I’m not surrounded by five hundred other guys all the time. I don’t actually miss that aspect of the military.

      I’ve settled into Alpha Corps R&D department pretty well and I’m starting to get to know some of the guys, but I’m not close to anyone yet. And I haven’t had a date since long before my injury. Time to start thinking about moving on in that part of my life too. My buddy Andy wants me to come out to Florida again and troll for beach babes, but… I’m almost thirty. I’m feeling over the casual hookup thing and my leg, well I’m grateful to still have it, but unless it’s a sympathy fuck, seeing me in shorts isn’t going to bring women flocking.

      Which is why I’m more than a little surprised when the doorbell rings. When I finally make it to the door from the back room where I was working out, I’m even more surprised to see there’s still someone there. And she’s drop-dead gorgeous.

      The woman standing on my porch is all luscious curves in a bright pink dress that’s hinting at her cleavage and showing off her calves. Her hair is reddish blonde, in a cluster of curls around her face. Her eyes are a sparkling dark brown, kind of match the chocolate chips in the plate of cookies she’s holding. I’m clearly hallucinating, which is why I don’t think it matters when I say, “Whatever you’re selling, I’m buying.”

      She looks startled and then tries to peer around me into the room beyond. “Um, is your wife or girlfriend here?”

      “Don’t have either of those, so no. Please don’t tell me that means I can’t have your cookies?”

      She blushes and then squares her shoulders, bringing her eyes up to meet mine. “Tell you what. I’ll leave you with the entire plate for one kiss.” She pauses like she’s used up all her courage and then gasps, “on the lips.” And then she closes her eyes like she’s afraid of what she’s going to see.

      I notice her lips aren’t puckered up, so she’s not assuming my answer will be yes. I’m confused, but certainly not unwilling.

      “Is this a dare? Or are you experimenting with a new kind of welcome wagon?” Maybe this is a West Coast thing. I heard they’re more casual out here.

      Her eyes open again and she smirks a little. “Market research. What do you say? I baked them myself this morning.” She waves the plate under my nose and I catch that all-American whiff of home. I can’t cook to save my life. I think the last time I had home-made cookies was when I went back with Andy to Denver, what about eight years ago? I’d do just about anything for that plate right now. “Hmmm. I think I need to sample one. Make sure you’re not trying to swindle me with store-bought.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine.” She grins while unwrapping the plastic wrap along one side and pulling out a single cookie. She passes it to me and I see her watching my lips.

      I take a bite. It’s damn good. “You married?” I ask with my mouth full.

      “No.”

      I nod and finish my sample. She’s going to be before long if I have anything to say about it. “If I’m going to kiss you properly, the way those cookies deserve, you’re going to need to put them down.” I gesture to the card table that’s currently the only furniture in the living room, but she moves past me towards the kitchen. I swivel, not quite wanting her to see my limp, which is worse at the end of a long day. She doesn’t seem to notice and comes back to where I’m standing, clasping her hands together at her waist. “Just one kiss?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “What if I want more?”

      “Maybe we can talk about that after?”

      She seems a bit nervous. I pull her towards me gently and move her hands apart.
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