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      If you’re new to the world of Alpha Corps Int’l, 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.

      The Origin of You kicks off a very special company project! And you can get a special bonus scene with Duke and Evie when you join  my newsletter!
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      My last conscious moments before the world went dark involved a man literally named Black. He was droning on and on about some feisty woman named Gertrude being locked in a medieval castle and periodically hate fucking her captor in an attempt to win him over or escape. It changed by the day. I didn’t see the point, but then I was a recent addition to this unit, only having been transferred in two weeks prior. Obviously, I had a ways to go to integrate. By the time I got there, the fictional Gertrude was almost one of the guys.

      Then all hell broke loose. I remember sand being blown up in my face, heat, and a searing pain down my left thigh. But before I could glance down to see if that was what was going to take me out of this world, the guy in front of me was killed. I’d seen it before, it wasn’t death that sent me over the edge. It was him falling back on me, pushing my weight onto the newly wounded leg. That exceeded even my stubborn tolerance for hell.

      Now I’m in some hospital. I don’t know where and I don’t much care. I know it’s medical because of the smell and the hushed but constant beeps. Otherwise it’s quiet. Too quiet. It makes me nervous, particularly since I can’t see. I’m told that’s temporary. But I’ve no idea if the calm female voice that reminds me of this belongs to someone who knows what she’s talking about or is just saying that to feel better about herself.

      My leg didn’t kill me. I may always walk with a limp, but otherwise I’m in better shape than most of the guys in here. Or so I’m told. They’re not all from my unit, maybe half. I got that much from the whispered names in the hallway when one of the young volunteers takes me on a walk like a dog.

      I swear they’re all still in high school. They squeak like startled kittens and I’m not sure why they keep offering arms of support. If I stumbled, I’d take out three of them. They’d be better off keeping a safe distance with an eye on a clear path of escape. The one girl, Evie, who keeps coming back, always stutters and clears her throat when I tell her this. I’m slightly suspicious that she’s laughing at me. But she’s the most rational of the lot, so I don’t want to scare her away by asking. Although I should. A young girl like her has no business being around half-naked angry men.

      And don’t tell me they’re wounded. They are and to a man, they’re fucking mad about it. Most of them are just too weak to verbalize those feelings at the moment. I’m navigating my way back from the john, wondering what the hell time it is and how I’m going to spend the rest of the bleary day when a voice calls out, “Hey, Austin? That you? Do you think Gertie made it out?”

      I pause, turning towards the voice. “Yeah, it’s me.” I’ve no clue who that voice belongs to, and somehow I know I’ll make things worse by confessing I don’t recognize him. A soft, familiar touch leads me to the left and places my hand on the back of one of those plastic guest chairs. “There you go, Duke. Now you can visit with Lance without blocking the aisle.” The way she says his name clues me in that she’s on to me.

      I sigh and stretch out my legs, wincing slightly as the rail of the hospital bed scrapes over my shins. “What do you mean? Are you asking if she made it out of the castle finally or out of the firefight?”

      There’s a sad sigh. “Both really. Same thing isn’t it?”

      I ponder that deep philosophical question. “No,” I finally announce. “It’s not the same thing at all. Gertie doesn’t even know what she wants, and she’s not about to figure it out waiting for that idiot to come to his senses.”

      Lance gives a dry chuckle. “Suppose not. Still. Fucking boring in here. I could use an update on Gertie. Take my mind off everything going to shit.”

      “Well, where is Black anyway? He in here?”

      “Geez, man, you didn’t hear?”

      I shake my head. Lance whispers, “He’s in DC getting the fancy medal. I imagine they’ll promote him up now. They’d almost have to.” He sounds depressed about it.

      I nod, I can see that. Good for Black. Not so good for Gertrude and her followers. Guess she’s going to stay locked in that castle now. I sure as hell am not getting her out.
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      Don’t get attached! It’s not literally written over the lockers in the volunteer office, but it might as well be. I work here at the VA hospital, so it’s not like I need to stash my purse or anything in here. And I definitely shouldn’t need the reminder not to take thoughts of any particular patient home with me.

      But the younger girls who volunteer can be… unrealistic about what they’re facing and some days they just don’t want to do it. So they don’t show up. I don’t blame them, really. These guys are almost always grouchy, often stubborn, and occasionally downright rude. But we’re here for them, not the other way around. So I come in to check the schedule and the attendance board, see if I can make better use of my lunch hour than playing games on my phone.

      Don’t tell anyone, but Duke Austin is my favorite. He’s the most grumpy of all of them, probably because he’s mobile. He reminds me of a bear coming out of hibernation. He just wants to roar and run out of the building and he can’t. So he runs into the walls instead, unless someone is here to tug him back. I’m sure he knows my name, but he refuses to use it. One day I got up enough courage to call him on it. “You can call me Evie, you know. Just because you can’t see me, I know you realize when it’s me,” I told him rather bluntly.

      He just grunted, and since his eyes were bandaged, his chin glared instead. “What’s the point? I start using your name, you start thinking we’re friends. The next thing I know, you’re coming to me for relationship advice because your spoiled little boyfriend won’t fork out for a hotel room after prom.”

      I stayed quiet after that. Maybe I didn’t want Duke knowing that not only had I not gone to prom, but I’d never even had a boyfriend to lose my virginity to in either a hotel room or the back of his car. And I’m not in high school. I’m freaking twenty-four years old and work in the billing department. Saying that last part just makes the two earlier statements sound worse. So I didn’t say anything at all.

      Sure enough, Susie, who’s the most unreliable of this semester’s volunteers, is a no show. I’ve been told she won’t be allowed to sign up again, but they run this program on pretty much a semester basis for high school seniors considering careers in health care or college kids. They all have to be at least eighteen, though. I’m not sure if that’s for liability or because of the guys’ vocabulary. Probably both.

      I tamp down the little bubble of anticipation as I make my way up to the eighth ward. I shouldn’t be excited to see a growly man who looks like he belongs on the side of a mountain but I am. Except when I quietly enter the big room Duke is sitting on the edge of his bed with one of the doctors leaning over him. I pause, uncertain if I should leave and come back later or if something unexpected is going on.

      Dr. Martin looks up. “Oh, Evie! Perfect. Would you mind coming here and assisting?”

      “Um.” I bite my lip.

      Dr. Martin smiles reassuringly. He’s slightly worn and faded, but he never loses that calm air of caring. “Don’t worry, no medical experience necessary. I just need a second set of hands to make sure he doesn’t flinch at the wrong moment.”

      Duke growls under his breath, but I move forward anyway and wait for instructions.
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      Evie’s soft hands settle on my temples. I can hold my own head still, particularly when there are scissors in the vicinity, but there’s no convincing the doc. I hear the thump of her heart. Just an inch or so closer and she’ll be pressing my head into her soft breasts. And don’t think I’m not cursing myself out for even thinking crap like that about a girl too young to know better. At least with any luck, once I’m able to see again, these strange random thoughts about Evie will go away. They must be my brain trying to come up with new and interesting things to process. It’s the only explanation I’m willing to live with.

      I hear the close snip of tiny scissors slicing through the bandages. When they pull free, I try to blink, but my eyes feel like they still have sand in them.

      “Hold on there, Duke. Not so fast.” The doc chuckles and pulls padding away from my face. Huh, guess that explains it. I blink again and my vision slowly clears. Things are blurry, but clear enough to see that Evie isn’t a teenager.

      “Bloody fucking hell,” I mutter, glaring at her. She has no business being so sweet and pretty. None. Long dark curls surround a face with a firm but delicate chin and blue eyes the color of the Mediterranean stare back at me.

      Evie stands there frozen, her eyes wide
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