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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 Consultant (in country - SE Asia base)

      Logistics Analyst (WA - Sala Bay)

      Intern (CA - San Diego)

      Sr. Logistics Analyst (FL - Southern Port)

      Sr. Auditor (Sala Bay)

      Korean Language Specialist (Washington, DC)

      More …

      

      Don’t fall asleep just yet… Sarah is just starting out at ACI. But her crush works there too! So turn the page already…
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      Sarah

      I catch myself tugging on my skirt hem for the five-hundredth time in the last half hour. Probably because I can’t tug on the butterflies in my stomach. Should I change into something else? No, it’s just dinner with Will Keating. A guy I’ve met before, even if it was years ago. He’s my dad’s best friend from forever. They talk at least once a week and rarely miss their annual fishing trip. Just because I’ve never spent time alone with the ultimate man’s man is no reason to be nervous. I’m aware the harder you try to appear mature, the worse it comes across, so I’ve kept to my usual weekend wardrobe and left my hair down in its natural bouncy bob.

      And my skirt is fine, it’s not even short by today’s standards. It’s a dark denim, and it hits mid thigh, perfectly respectable. I like that the stiff fabric doesn’t show every roll and bump, but it does sometimes mean it rides up and stays there. Still, this is dinner with a family friend, hardly a date. He will not be checking out my legs.

      Besides, Will’s only taking me to dinner because Dad asked him to check up on me, now that I’m out on my own. So we’ll go to some chain restaurant, have a burger, and he’ll report back that I’m in one piece and not doing drugs (which I never have and don’t see why I would start just because I now have a job and an apartment, thank you very much). I missed hearing his voice while I was away at college. It’s not like he and I are close; I’m more like an adjunct to Dad. So I’ve hardly talked to him more than one or two times in the last five years. But I’ve thought about him a lot.

      Speaking of drugs, I can’t say the same for my neighbor two doors down. He does a lot of things he probably shouldn’t. Things that make him scream at the walls at odd hours of the day. I moved in last week and already I’ve learned to scurry past his door without making any noise and get inside my apartment as fast as I can. I consider how Will might react to said apartment while I watch the clock until it’s time to head downstairs. Despite my protests that I would meet him at the restaurant, Will wouldn’t hear of it and insisted he’d pick me up. I at least got him to agree to meet me outside so I can avoid my dad finding out just what a dump this place is. Although I still say it has potential. The bedroom and living room are enormous with gigantic windows; it’s just the damp smelling carpet and the stained walls that drag it down. That and the neighbor. But it’s what I can afford on my paycheck, which I won’t even see for another week, so I’m glad I found something I can manage with what’s in my account. And it’s right on the bus line that goes to ACI. Once I’ve got a little bit of money saved, I’ll hit the thrift shops and have this place looking like a chic Parisian garret in no time.

      I glance at the clock (again). There’s still a slight tinge of anxiety to my anticipation. Deep down, I suspect it’s because I’ve had a bit of a crush on Will since I was fifteen, which is ridiculous because I last saw him in person when I was about eight.

      Then Dad showed me a photo of Will in his Marine uniform when he got some kind of medal for doing something brave. Dad probably told me what it was for, but all I can remember was saying to myself, Holy Shit! That guy is hot! 

      The next day, the high-school boys looked even skinnier and pimplier than they had previously. I promptly gave up on them permanently and spent my time daydreaming. Someday I would meet a man that looked like the guy in the photo. He would give me the same intense stare and sweep me off my feet. Not squashing my independence but always having my back — with a few soul-searing, panty-melting kisses, naturally.

      Of course, I never met anyone like that, and I’m paying the price for it as the only twenty-five-year-old virgin in a hundred-mile radius. No, I haven’t done a survey, but it’s pretty clear I’m the weirdo.

      And anyway, that photo was taken ten years ago. It’s unlikely Will looks like that today, now that he’s almost forty-five. He’s been out of the military for the last five years, possibly has a beer belly now, I reassure myself. What’s to be nervous about that? But a part of me is sure he’ll be even better than my teenage fantasies. So silly when it’s clear he regards me as a kid. And why wouldn’t he? Anytime I’ve answered the phone when he’s called Dad to chat, all we’ve talked about is school. First it was grade school after the powers that be transferred him to another state, later high school and college. That he spoke kindly to me in this deep gravelly voice that always sounded like he was smiling fueled more than a few day dreams while sitting through calculus. Now I’m done with school for the rest of my life — no more! What the heck are we going to talk about now?

      The small digital clock on the stove finally says it’s five to six, so I grab a light sweater and lock the cheap deadbolt on the door as quietly as I can. Then I’m tiptoeing down the hallway. I can hear the guy in 510 muttering to himself as I glide past. I breathe a sigh of relief when I make it to the stairwell and then run down the stairs like an Olympic racer. The lights in here flicker rather alarmingly. I’ve passed some other residents occasionally that I’d rather not chat with, so I try to build up enough momentum for everyone to just move out of my way. I exit the building and have barely enough time to steady my breathing and tug on my skirt a few more times when an understated black SUV pulls up to the curb. I peer into the passenger window to see if it’s Will, but the driver is busy opening the door and getting out.

      I belatedly realize my mouth is hanging open and shut it abruptly. It’s definitely Will. He got more good looking, not less. How is that even possible? Rather than going soft, he’s gotten leaner and the addition of laugh lines around his eyes makes me want to stare into those dark sapphire depths forever. He’s dressed casually in faded jeans and a navy Henley, with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His toned lower arms are a coppery gold from being outside and his hands are working hands, not smooth from sitting at a desk all day. I can’t stop the shiver that rolls down my back, although I’m standing in the sun. It’s disconcerting, feeling like I know him and yet also staring at a complete stranger.

      He comes around the front of the vehicle and pauses, studying me, a slight quirk to his perfectly sculpted lips. His gaze isn’t judging, more like he’s trying to memorize my features, commit them to some internal memory bank. “Sarah? Is that really you? Guess I can’t call you mini-Cal anymore, huh?”

      I smile to hide my grimace. Yup, kid-zoned as expected. “Hi, Will. Thanks for checking up on me. Dad will appreciate it.”

      “But not you?” His dark blue eyes are twinkling as he opens the passenger door for me.

      “I’m getting dinner, aren’t I? What’s not to like about that?” I smile genuinely as I climb into the elegant vehicle. It’s not his fault my body wants to attach itself to his like a limpet.

      “Definitely. Would you mind if we go to the beach instead of a regular restaurant? You’re my excuse to blow healthy eating for one night.” He asks as he gets back in behind the wheel.

      “Sure, what’s at the beach?”

      “Fish and chips to die for, and local blackberry ice cream if you’re in the mood.”

      “Yum!” I sink deeper into the soft leather seat, pleased beyond measure that he’s not pushing a salad on me. You would not believe the number of guys who proclaim me ‘perfect’ in every way and then insist that I’ll want a salad for dinner. I hate salad. I’m always chasing the good bits with my fork and later there’s a pile of radish at the end. But I really hate that they want me to be something I’m not. Whether that’s a salad eater or skinny (or probably both) it’s not happening. I’m not a glutton though, so I may give that ice cream a pass.

      “So how’s the job?” Will glances over at me as he stops at the next intersection.

      “Is work replacing ‘how’s school?’ from here on?” I ask wryly. “It’s fine — mostly meeting the team and doing paperwork so far. I get to work with the animals next week.”

      “I’ve never even been down to the marine center. Is it all sea lions?”

      “I think I’m supposed to check your security clearance before answering that. But yeah, mostly, plus some octopus and a few other things.”

      “Huh, I’ll have to stop in sometime. You can give me a tour.”

      A horrible thought occurs to me. “Will, you didn’t…” I pause, not sure how to ask and dreading his answer.

      “Didn’t what?” He eyes me curiously. I don’t understand why watching his hands on the steering wheel is getting me all hot and bothered, but it is.

      “Have anything to do with me getting this job, did you?” I get out breathlessly.

      He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. Didn’t even know you applied until Cal called me.” Will briefly turns his head in my direction. “Why? Surely you don’t think you’re not good enough? Top of your grad school class?”

      I never told him that. I haven’t even talked to him since my senior year of college. Must have been Dad, which makes me wonder how often they talk about me. I haven’t been at home for more than a week in years. I have no notion what they talk about anymore. Fuck. “No, it’s just that I didn’t actually apply. At least not here. I put in a couple of applications for the offices in California and even Hawaii. You know, places with warm water?”

      He grins. “Yeah, that’s not here. But their loss is Washington’s gain. And mine.”

      If only.

      He parks in a public lot that fronts a nearby beach where there’s a mix of sand and large rocks. There’s a nondescript shack with a big blue plywood fish on the roof that I’m guessing is our dinner destination. We get out and walk up to the tiny building. There’s a soda fountain and various condiments on a side table and a small window to place your order with about ten people waiting. Like the expert local that he is, Will hands me two cups. “You go fetch the drinks, root beer for me, and
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