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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 what Dean has planned for Paisley’s next book club crashing when you join my newsletter!
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      “Why can’t I come with you?” I grouse at my older brother. The one who invited me to spend the summer at his place but doesn’t want to take me anywhere, not even next door to his best friend’s house.

      “Because. Guys only. Study group members only. Veterans only. Take your pick.” He doesn’t even bother to look me in the eye as he stuffs his keys in his pocket and grabs the tray of nachos I made. My brother is 6’3” to my 5’5” so trying to force my way past him isn’t going to work.

      “So not fair.” I plop down on the brown velour sofa next to the TV, curling my arms around my middle.

      Lance shoots me a quick grin. “I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. We can go to the farmers’ market so you can stock up.”

      “I’m done cooking for you.” I turn my head away with a sniff, making my brother chuckle.

      “Naw, you can’t help yourself. Why don’t you study for your interview next week?”

      “On a Friday night? When did you get so old?”

      Lance doesn’t bother replying, just waves a finger at me while exiting out the side door closest to his friend Dean’s house. Dean, who I’ve been secretly in love with for the last three years. Ever since I saw him half naked in the hospital bed next to Lance’s. He might have more than a little to do with the speed at which I accepted my brother’s invitation to come stay with him after I graduated college. In theory, I’m here to explore the job opportunities in Destiny Bay. It’s not a big town, but it’s bigger than our home of origin in Montana. Plus, I like that everything stays green here year round.

      But I have yet to set eyes on Dean. He’s busy with work apparently and traveling. But he’s part of Lance’s book club that I’m not supposed to know anything about. I know everything. I think.

      I know it’s a bunch of guys reading steamy romances and then discussing them. And then finding more to read but all top secret because they’re big babies and don’t want anyone to find out. And they’re meeting next door at Dean’s tonight.

      I turn on the TV and flip through the channels. Except there’s nothing I want to watch. My finger pauses on the remote though when I see a young woman in a yellow bikini trying to slide open a window without making a sound. Some stupid reality show, I guess, but it gives me an idea. Why can’t I sneak into Dean’s house? It’s right next door. And there will be guys coming and going all evening, so the door is probably being left unlocked for the duration of the book club tonight.

      A wicked thrill courses through my body at the idea of spying on all those guys talking books. Books I can relate to. Not to mention defying my older, boring, bossy brother.

      I don’t really have an objective to achieve, but maybe I’ll overhear something entertaining. Bound to be more interesting than hanging out in Lance’s place with nothing to do. I want to see this infamous study group in action.

      However, an exciting adventure like this requires dressing in all black. Not because I’ll avoid detection, but it feels like honoring a tradition. Otherwise it’s like I’m not paying the act of sneaking in enough respect, given as it’s right next door and all. I head into my small borrowed bedroom to change. When I check my full-length image in the hall mirror, I look more like a desperate-to-be-a-poet college student. I’d been going for sophisticated cat burglar. But in theory nobody will see me, so it will have to do.

      I debate whether I should lock the house or not, but in the end I do. Being careful to be as quiet at Lance’s door as I will be at Dean’s. Already my heart is racing.
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      Three of the guys are stuck on whether there’s really such a thing as a menage relationship without jealousy. Yeah, we went there thanks to Sanderson. He wanted to read one of those reverse harem books that are all the rage, and he was scared to do it by himself. He said it was market research, but then he would, wouldn’t he?

      In any event, now we’re stuck in this pointless debate. “Guys, what difference does it make? Unless two or more of you are thinking about trying it out?” I ask acerbically, but I don’t think they even heard me. All of them have their elbows on the shining surface of my grandmother’s holiday table and they’re leaning in to give emphasis to their argument. If the sound was off, you’d swear they were debating the merits of isolationist economic policy. But unfortunately I can hear what they’re saying and it involves fighting over this mythical shared woman. Because Sanderson is sure she’d rather have his dick first thing in the morning. While Wilson claims to have a special wake-up routine that no woman can resist. He’s been single for over a year, so I’m dubious.

      A slight movement out of the corner of my eye diverts my attention. A woman is busy sidling through the front door. Or attempting to. She’s rather obvious as the door is in the center of the wall and there’s no nearby furniture to obscure my view. Plus, the lights are all on. The guys are still too caught up in their argument to notice her, but I definitely am.

      She’s curvy, with a sweet face that looks vaguely familiar. There’s a dent in her chin that I recognize in its masculine form. Lance. This must be his sister, the one that spent hours trying to cheer us both up because we landed in the hospital near where she was going to school. I was mostly out of it then, but I do remember her voice. Which, of course, she’s not using at the moment, being too busy breaking and entering.

      What the hell is she doing? She could have knocked or just walked right in. Hell if I care. Why isn’t she simply saying hi and whatever she came to ask or fetch or…? She catches my gaze and freezes, her blue eyes widening in shock behind her glasses.

      I want the details of what she’s up to, and I’ll never get them with her brother standing guard. I jerk my chin almost imperceptibly towards my bedroom to the left of where she’s standing. She looks confused for a second and then nods hesitantly before tiptoeing out of sight.

      Looks like it’s finally time to use my previously negotiated out. “Lance, old man, when is your baby sister coming to visit?”

      Lance naturally looks suspicious. “Why do you care?”

      “Well, my book said I’m hooking up with somebody’s little sister. Might as well be yours. Sanderson doesn’t have one, that he knows about anyway, and Carson’s is married so…”

      “Stay the hell away from my sister, asshole.”

      I shrug innocently. “Unless I find her curled under the covers in the middle of my bed, per the book.”

      “Like that would happen,” he mutters.

      “Well, I can check the details. My ereader is on my nightstand, I think.” I project my voice towards the bedroom so — what the fuck is her name? Something unusual — doesn’t get bored waiting for this to wrap up. Hell, I’ll ask her later.

      “Why the fuck do you need that? You’ve got your phone right here?” Morello sounds confused.

      I change the subject in a hurry. “Anyone read that new reverse age gap? Maybe all Sanderson needs is an older woman, not another guy, showing him how to use his dick.”

      It’s a cheap shot, but it works and Lance’s attention is diverted. He still has that funny look on his face, though, like he can feel something sharp between his shoulder blades.

      Now I simply have to wait it out until everyone leaves. Then my girl can tell me what the hell she’s up to.
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      What a hilarious bunch of guys. It’s like having a secret window into the male mind. It’s fascinating if slightly scary, and I can see why Lance didn’t want me here. But this is much better entertainment than what’s on TV.

      And then there’s Dean. Who, far from throwing me out, seems to be interested in keeping me around. Or is that just idle curiosity? I’m interpreting his comments to mean he’s okay with me opening his ereader and perusing his TBR list. Or maybe this is what he’s already read? Doesn’t matter. I need to find this book that mentions him. That’s a new twist. God, does Lance have a book too? I don’t want to read about my brother like that. I really don’t.

      I find Dean’s device with no problem. His room is neat, without any knickknacks, so the slim black case is kinda obvious. I resist the urge to open his nightstand drawer while I’m there. Too much too soon. But I eye the narrow drawer for a long second before climbing onto the bed and flipping open the slim case.

      Of course, the book would be easier to find if it were titled Dean’s story. That would be too obvious, I guess. So I have to sort through the descriptions, opening each book before I determine that the majority of the military romance was written by Tamsin Leigh. I’ve
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