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Chapter One
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Finnegan Larson entered the bar with his best friend, Patch. He removed his full pack of military gear and sat down heavily, heaving a huge sigh of relief. After ordering a beer, he looked around and spotted a table with a single man sitting there. Finn knew instantly he was military. He nodded, and before his beer arrived, the man invited him and Patch to join him. He groaned as he picked up his pack to join.

“Afternoon, are you coming or going?” the guy asked.

“Going. All the way home. We’re done.”

Finn looked up when several other men joined them and he looked around at the men seating themselves. “Congratulations. I’m Pete, and these are my buddies, Roger, Frank, Les, Quinn, and Bill.”

“I’m Finn, and this here is Patch.” When the man named Pete frowned, Finn, grinned. “Finn is short for my real name, Finnegan. Patch is... well, he has been our team’s medic for the last few years.”

The man named Bill snorted a laugh, “You ‘patch’ them up and send them on their way?”

“Yep.” Patch never cracked a smile as he gave a one-word answer as he sipped his beer. Ever since Finn had met the other man in grade school, he had always been the strong silent type.

“How long you been here?” Pete asked, as he studied the two men that looked like they’d been pulled through the desert by their ankles.

Finn and Patch exchanged frowns, then looked off into space. Pete began to get worried until Finn turned to him, and said, “Forty or forty-one months, I’m not sure.”

“Holy shit, at once? On one deployment? You haven’t been home in over three years?”

“No,” Patch spoke then, sitting up straighter in his chair while looking at the other men directly. “Like Finn said, I was the medic on the team. We’ve been going through the villages outside the safety zone, to make sure there were no more IEDs or mines. Seemed like we’d get one village cleared, then a month later, there was terrorist activity again in the same location we’d cleared the fucking month before.” He shook his head sadly as he downed the rest of his beer, then sat there in silence staring into the empty glass, watching the foam on the inside slowly slide to the bottom. He looked like he was a million miles away, but Finn knew that he was studying his surroundings and looking for any possible threat. He might have been the medic, but he had eyes like a hawk, and Finn lost count a long time ago as to how many times Patch had saved his bacon.

It was several minutes before any of them spoke. “I probably know, but what unit are you from?” Patch asked.

“We’re D-Force.”

“Figured as much. When do you guys go home?”

“In about a week. We’re waiting to meet up with a few more men, then our mission will start. If you don’t mind my asking, where is home? Do you know what you’ll be doing when you get out?”

“The great state of Montana.” Finn smiled. “Can’t wait to be there and see nothing but that big beautiful blue sky. I don’t know about Patch, but I’m going to take a couple of weeks off before I have to report to work.” When the others frowned, he sighed. “Not that this means anything in the grand scheme of things, but my family is rich, like uber rich. It seems like my great-grandfather, and my grandfather have the golden touch. Whatever they invest, the money triples, or quadruples within days. Instead of lording it over anyone that we have money, about three years before my great-grandparents passed, they started a foundation.”

“For?”

“They donate money to the needy. But it’s not always the big guys they donate to. Because I’m in the military, they donate to the Wounded Warrior Project every year, along with other military agencies... even to the local VA, but they also like to give to the little people. I’m not saying that those aren’t good charities to donate to, I’m just saying that my family wants to spread the wealth.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Instead of donating to the huge national chains you always see begging for money for so much a month, which, by the way, the CEO pockets his thirty percent on the dollar before the money even reaches the places that need it. We donate to the locals.”

“I still don’t understand.” Pete sat back and frowned at the other man.

“Take the big animal shelters. The ones always advertising on TV with the abused animals, asking, or begging for donations. The CEO of companies like that takes money before it’s filtered down to be used for the animals’ care. Why throw money at something that won’t benefit the animals? We at the Larson Foundation will go to the local animal shelters, talk to the people in charge and ask what they need. It’s been known that we have gone out and bought thousands of dollars’ worth of blankets, food, toys, and we’ve even donated enough money to the vet for spaying and neutering hundreds of animals.”

“And because you buy the stuff and donate it, no money exchanges hands. Thus, the head honchos don’t get to take their cut.” Several of the men nodded in agreement to what Bill stated.

“Correct. Other than the vet sending us the bill for the spaying and neutering the animals from the shelters. Oh, and for their shots.” Finn laughed as he shook his head. “Listen to me spouting off like I know what I’m talking about. What I just told you was from overheard conversations at the family dinner table as I was growing up. I won’t know the exact way Larson Foundation is run until I can get in there, read the by-laws, and get my hands dirty. But not the bad dirty.” He chuckled again as he shook his head at them and saw understanding on their faces.

“Wow, and you’ll be going to work for them?”

“Yes, eventually I’ll be taking it over. Grandpa wants to retire. Dad will take over for him, I’ll take over running the foundation from Dad, but not until I get home, relax, and learn the business.”

“That’s good, at least they’re giving you time to get your head on straight before you start,” Pete said and turned to the other man. “What about you, Patch? What will you be doing?” Pete scowled at the look he received and held up his hand. “Not being nosy, just trying to pass the time until our other men arrive. Just some friendly conversation. We’re from Virginia, so we’ll probably never make it to Montana, and will never see you guys after today.”

Patch nodded before he looked at Pete to answer. “I was a third-year medical resident before I joined. I’ve been in for seven years. I’ve been talking with several hospitals back home, which is also Montana. Finn and I grew up together. I’ve got interviews set up next week.”

“What would you be doing?” the man named Frank asked.

“I want emergency-room trauma surgery. Meaning if someone comes into the ER and needs surgery, I’d be the first one they’d call.”

“Cool, and with your experience in the field, that should work in your favor.”

“It does.”

“Well, I see our guys just arrived,” Pete said, as he pulled his wallet and pulled a card, then a second one. “This is my card. I’m based out of Virginia. Like I said, I don’t know if I’ll ever make it to Montana. If I do, I’ll swing by and say hi. If not, then good luck to you. This second card is from a former teammate of ours. He wasn’t so lucky on one of our missions, ended up losing a leg, but he’s great with computers. If you need anything, and I mean anything, give one of us a call. McGee is the best computer geek you’ll ever meet. If you lose something and it doesn’t want to be found, contact McGee, he’ll find it for you. No matter what it is, just tell him Pete and the gang told you to contact him.”

“Thanks, not that I’ll ever need it, but it’s nice to know there’s help out there in the civilian world if it’s needed.”

They shook hands before Finn and Patch picked up their packs and left. It wasn’t like they didn’t want to meet the other men, it was that they had to be at the plane by a certain time and within the hour they were checked into the military transport area and strapped into their seats. The closer the time to take-off approached, the more excited Finn became as he realized that he was really heading home. It had been so long that he hadn’t wanted to get his hopes up. Now, the plane was ready for takeoff, and he couldn’t wait. He looked over at Patch and the two only exchanged grins. They would catch this military plane to Virginia, receive their discharge papers, pick up anything they might have left there before they went on this deployment, then they would catch a commercial flight to their final destination. If Finn had his way, he wouldn’t fly again for the next ten years. He couldn’t wait to get home. As he laid his head back, he unconsciously reached out to pet the dog’s head that had been next to him for the last forty months. When he didn’t feel him, he jerked his head up and looked around. It was Patch that reminded him what he had forgotten.

“He’s not here, remember? We shipped him out with the human wounded.”

“Yeah, forgot for a minute.” The dog he had handled for the time he’d been in Afghanistan had been injured while saving Finn’s life. Patch had done the best he could and sent him away with the others, hoping to get him to a vet in time, but since military dogs were considered as equipment by the United States government, the chances of Finn ever seeing Major again were slim to none. He looked at the ceiling of the plane and sent a silent prayer to whoever would listen to take care of Major, and he hoped his new handler would treat him with love and respect like Finn had. With a heavy sigh, he settled back, and tried to get some shut-eye for the trans-Atlantic flight.

*****

Several days later, their final plane landed in their home state, Finn and Patch were waiting in the baggage claim area to grab their duffel bags. They were dressed in their camouflage, with everything they owned packed in their military duffels. With them slung over their shoulders, they turned to the sound of applause from everyone around them. They looked at each other, then turned toward the crowd and saw everyone from their flight standing there applauding. People began to approach to shake hands and thanked them for serving their country.

“Damn,” Patch said in an aside, at one point. “Never expected anything like this. I just served my country. Why all the attention?”

“Because we got shit on when we returned from Vietnam,” came a gruff, gravelly, elderly voice from behind them and Finn grinned when he turned and saw who had spoken.

“Grandpa.” Finn stepped forward and held out his hand for a shake but was surprised when his grandfather pulled him in for a huge hug. Finn’s first impression was that for an old man he was strong. Finn hoped the back slaps he received didn’t dislodge a lung.

“Welcome home, Son.” After Grandpa had given him the hug, then stepped back, Finn saw his own father standing there.

“Dad,” Finn said, and didn’t bother trying to shake his hand. He immediately hugged him and held on for dear life. He’d always had a close and good relationship with his parents, but the last time he’d seen the two men was before he went to Afghanistan, over three years ago. It had been only days after his mother’s funeral.

“How are you doing?” Finn stood back to look his father over with a critical eye.

“Better now that you’re home for good.”

“Douglas, you’re coming home with us?” Grandpa asked Patch.

“Um... I hadn’t planned on it. I was going to get a hotel room in town.”

“Bullshit. You’re coming home with us,” Grandpa said, and wrapped his arm around the stunned man. Patch and Finn had grown up together and gone to the same school, but Patch had been in the foster-care system whereas Finn had lived with his parents.

“Give it up, Patch,” Finn said, as he picked up his bag. “Gramps won’t let you. You should have known that.”

“Patch? What’s that mean?” his father asked in confusion. “His name is Douglas.”

“His name in the unit.” Finn grinned. “As a medic, several times he just threw a patch on someone and sent them back to fight.” Finn paused when two security guards hurried toward them.

“Excuse us, but are either one of you Sergeant Major Finnegan Larson?”

“I am. What can I do for you?”

“Can you come with us, please?”

“Um, why?” Finn looked at everyone and saw Patch’s wide grin. He didn’t know if he trusted his friend with that expression. The last time Patch had looked like that, they had ended up in a bar-room brawl with the locals from where they were stationed that tried to steal their Jeep outside the bar. Finn shook his head at his friend and his scowl only deepened when Patch remained mum. He turned when one of the security guards spoke.

“You received a delivery here at the airport earlier this afternoon. We received a message to keep it for you, and that you would be on this flight. We were also informed that you would be able to take it home with you. If you’ll follow us, you can pick it up.”

“What the hell?” Finn asked and looked at the others. “Who’s it from? What is it?” He tried to figure out what it could possibly be. “I have everything I own in my pack.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Patch slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go see what it is.”

Finn frowned but followed the guards. Outside a room marked ‘Security’ they instructed him to leave his duffel before entering. After doing as told, he went in with the others. The security officers had some paperwork for Finn to sign. Once completed, one guard said he’d be back and went through another door, and Finn went to say something to Patch, but suddenly he looked up, and then dropped to his knees, arms outstretched, and laughing like a loon. He couldn’t believe what was coming toward him.

“Major!” He grabbed the big black and tan German Shepherd running toward him. “Good boy. Who’s a good boy?” Finn felt like he was five years old and had just received his first puppy. Major was the dog he had handled while in Afghanistan. They had eaten, slept, and worked together twenty-four seven for the last three years. The last time he’d seen the dog, Major had been on a chopper leaving the field with the wounded. Finn saw and felt a small bandage on his side where Major had been shot in the line of duty saving Finn’s ass.

“I don’t understand. Major is property of the US military. He’s not my personal dog.” Finn looked around at everyone in confusion. His gaze settled on Patch.

“The Colonel called me after we landed in Virginia. Turned out Major became depressed and even though he was cleared to go back to duty, no one could get him to do anything. He laid on your rack and barely ate, let alone did his job. He wouldn’t allow the new guy nor anyone else anywhere near your bunk. According to the commander, he wouldn’t even get off your old bunk. Since he’s seven, the Colonel commissioned for the clearance for you to keep him. I stayed connected with him since we left Afghanistan. Because we knew when we were coming home, I kept him abreast of our plans.”

“So, you knew Major would be here when we arrived?”

“No, he asked for your father’s address, and I was under the impression Major would be delivered to the house.”

“If it helps, the dog arrived by military helicopter, here.” One of the guards grinned and handed over an envelope. “This came with him. Two guys dressed like you two brought him in on a leash and explained everything. They said they had to get back to their base, they were not able to wait for you to arrive and left.”

Finn grabbed the envelope, ripped it open and began laughing when he read the letter. He looked down at the beautiful dog and asked, “Major, want to go home with me?”

When the dog woofed and lifted his paw, Finn laughed again and looked at his father. “Hey Dad, can I get a dog?”

His father and grandfather laughed and said, “Looks like you already have one. Where did you get him?”

“He was already with the unit when I arrived in Afghanistan. His handler went home shortly before I arrived. I became his handler and we’ve been together twenty-four seven for the last three plus years. Last time I saw him was two months ago. He took a bullet meant for me. Patch bandaged him up and he went off on a chopper flying out with the wounded. I was told he was property of the US military, and if he were cleared for duty, he would be sent back to the unit. According to this letter from my commanding officer, even though he’s cleared for active duty, because of his age, they wanted to retire him and sent him to me, so he’s mine now.” He held up the paperwork that confirmed it. 

Finn put his hand on Major’s head and said, “Major, this is my father, William. Dad, this is Major.” Finn grinned when his father held out his hand and Major shook it. Next, he turned to his grandfather and continued the introductions. “Major, this is my grandfather, Eric. Grandpa, meet Major.” They shook hands to paw, and Finn hadn’t felt this excited since his first sexual encounter and first car all rolled into one. He took the leash from the security officer, unclipped it and gave a command and everyone watched as Major fell into step beside him. Outside, his father picked up his duffel, and they all headed toward the parking lot.

*****

When they arrived at the house he’d grown up in, Finn walked around the property to introduce Major to his new surroundings and giving him his boundaries. Back inside, his father handed him a large package. “This came in the mail for you a week ago.”

Finn frowned and when he opened it, he burst out laughing. “What is that?” His father asked in confusion.

“Major’s flak vest, his metals, and his medical records. He wore this when we went on missions. Have no clue what I’m going to do with him now. He’s seven, but he’s been in the field since he was eight months old.”

“Talk to the local sheriff,” William said, his grandfather Eric, immediately seconded the suggestion. 

“Why would I do that?”

“Your duties at the Foundation aren’t going to be fifty, sixty hours a week yet. You’ll have plenty of time to do what you want. If you want to keep Major from getting soft, the local Search and Rescue team are always looking for volunteers. Their biggest problem is getting well-trained dogs. Right now, it’s the Sheriff, and maybe six other people, no dogs.”

“Major would fit right in,” Patch said. “One of his jobs was to sniff out human remains after a bombing.” When he realized what he’d said, seeing the horror on the older men’s faces, he mumbled, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I was in Vietnam, so I know what you’re talking about,” Eric said. “But, yeah, once you get settled, talk to the Sheriff.”

“I’ll look into it,” Finn said, and looked at Patch. “When and where are your interviews?”

“Next Thursday and Friday at four different hospitals in Helena.”

“What are you going to interview for?” William asked.

“Trauma surgeon. I was a third-year resident before I joined the service. I only needed to complete the rest of my residency. With my years over there being a medic, I believe I can fast track through them.”

“Well, good luck. You’re more than welcome to stay here until you have to leave,” Eric said, and they went into the kitchen where he made a quick meal. “I’m sure you remember, but it’s almost a three-hour drive from here to Helena.”

“I remember. Thanks for the use of the rack.”

“Just put your bag in your old room.” They took care of their duffel bags and made their way back down to the kitchen. As they sat around the table and talked, Finn asked his father questions about what the other man’s expectations for his job were. His most important question he had to get out first.

“Dad, I know we can get to the business side of the Foundation later, but I have a burning question first.”

“Burning, huh?” William grinned over at his own father. Eric’s snort caused them all to laugh.

“Yeah, when I take over for you, will I be using your assistant, or getting my own? Who is yours and have they always worked with you?”

“Mine is Maggie, and she’s a godsend. Your grandmother hired her to work for her, then after she passed, she worked for your mother. When I took over from your mother, I kept her. I didn’t see the need to get rid of her since I was clueless when I took over the reins. Maggie was able to guide me in the right direction, but she knows, as well as I do, if you want someone else, you’re more than welcome to get someone of your own. We were talking about it when I told Maggie you were coming home and taking over. She said she would be more than happy to help you find someone that fits, and in the interim, she is willing to answer all your questions, and guide you in the right direction.”

“Good. So, what’s her whole name?

“Margaret Pennyworth. She’s been with the company for almost thirty years now.”

“Pennyworth?” Both Finn and Patch asked at the same time. “Do you know if she’s any relation to General Gerald Pennyworth?”

“I don’t know about the General part, but her husband’s name is Gerald.”

“It’s the General,” Eric said. “I’ve had quite a few conversations with the man.”

“Okay. We’ve never met him. He retired before we went in, but we’ve heard a lot about him,” Finn said, and Patch agreed.

“Why don’t you take a few days, get used to being back to civilian life. I’ve got the by-laws here when you want to start reading them. Call Maggie and set up an appointment with her to go in and talk with her.”

“I think I’ll do that.” He turned to Patch. “Your leaving Wednesday or Thursday?”

“Probably Wednesday, around mid-morning. I’ll take my time to drive around, check out the area, and get a hotel room. My first interview isn’t until three o’clock Thursday afternoon.”

“I’ll start reading the bylaws Thursday then,” Finn told his father, and grinned when his grandfather set a platter of sandwiches, chips, and salads in the center of the table and his father passed out drinks. They settled down and caught up with each other’s lives since the last time Finn had been home on leave.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Veronica, aka Ronnie, Parker looked up from her lunch when someone huffed as they sat in the seat across from her. She didn’t bother covering her amusement as she asked, “Rough day at the office, dear?”

“Bite me.” Lorna Hepplewaite looked at her best friend and growled.

“No thanks.” Ronnie grinned. “You’re not my type.”

Lorna snorted a laugh and turned to face her friend. After heaving another big sigh, she admitted, “Sometimes I wish I did swing that way. It would make my life easier.”

“But would it?” Ronnie smirked, before asking, “You’d probably fight to see who was on top all the time.” She grinned as her friend sputtered and laughed gleefully. “Let me guess, your mother?”

“Got it in one.” Lorna opened her lunch bag and pulled out a salad, which she opened and used her fork to toss it around. Ronnie watched her and shook her head in disappointment as she took the other half of her ham and cheese sub and passed it over. Lorna looked over both shoulders before she picked up the sandwich and took a huge bite. “God, that tastes so good.” She moaned as she covered her full mouth with her fingers. With a grin, she started chewing, and rolled in eyes in delight. “Carbs, I like carbs. I don’t care what Mother says, carbs are your friend.”

Ronnie studied her best friend for several silent moments, before she gently asked the question she’d been wondering about for months. “Why do you put up with her?” She ticked things off on her fingers. “You’re young, you’re beautiful, and you’re smart, except for when it comes to your mother. You have your whole life ahead of you. Why do you put up with her shit?”

“Because I still live under her roof and as she likes to tell me at least fifty times a day, I can’t do anything by myself, because I need a man in my life to take care of me.” The look she gave would have frozen anyone in their place.

Ronnie couldn’t help it, she covered her face as she snorted. “Like that ever helped her.” She didn’t bother to temper her scorn from her friend and knew that Lorna would not be offended by what Ronnie said.

“I know right?” Lorna sighed and took another bite of her sandwich. “She’s got it in her fool head that the perfect man for me is supposed to be the new executive starting work here shortly. He is allegedly Old Man Larson’s grandson. Supposed to take over the Foundation or something like that.” She took another bite, chewed it quickly, then guzzled a drink of her water. “And get this shit.” She grinned as she leaned in to tell Ronnie more. “Mother says that I have to try to get you fired, because you’re my biggest competition here at work, against this guy. I’m supposed to do something, no clue what, but something to get you so pissed that you walk out.”

Ronnie snorted so hard she coughed, causing her to inhale her sip of water through her nose. She waved her hand in front of her face as she continued to laugh. When she was somewhat under control, she grinned. “You don’t have to worry about any of that with me.”

“Why not? You yourself are beautiful, young, hell, we’re the same age. You’re smart, and you have men here at work always asking you out. Not only that, but you’re also almost done with school, and you even own your own house with property.” Lorna picked up what was left of her sandwich and grinned. “I bet you even know how to cook.”

“All that’s true, Lorna. But I have no interest in dating a man that sits behind a desk all day. I did that before, and it wasn’t for me, and I vowed that I will never do it again. It’s not worth the hassle, especially when he tried to tell me that I needed to sell my farm, give him the money, because, according to him, I wouldn’t be able to handle it all on my own, quit my job, and be a house girlfriend where he would give me an allowance to live on. Fuck that shit, I want a man that’s not afraid to get his hands dirty. One who knows how to work those hands to fix things, not pick up a phone and call someone else to do it, then bitch because it wasn’t done to his specifications, or costs too freaking much. I do own my own home, along with fifty acres, two horses, and several barn cats. I don’t have Kip with me anymore, but maybe one day I’ll get another one. I start my last year of graduate school in a few weeks. When I’m done, I just have to take the exam and I’ll be a vet. I don’t need a man in my life that won’t appreciate or support me in what I do for a living. Or tells me that it’s not proper for a woman to be a vet. I made that mistake when I dated Steve three years ago. He turned me off to any man who dons a suit every day. No offense to your mother, but he was exactly her type, though he was probably thirty years younger.” She shook her head as she continued to eat.

“I will never again allow a man to tell me what to do, how to live, or how to act. The right thing to study at college, or to pick my friends for me.” Ronnie could feel herself getting worked up, so she drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes, counted to five, and released it slowly. She did this for six breaths, then opened her eyes to continue, feeling much calmer.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, there might be some good ones out there, but I’m not interested. I’d rather be alone than have to endure a relationship like what I had with Steve, or what your mother has had in the past. Don’t be offended, but how many times has she been married?”

“Four, and she’s already lined up number five. I don’t want that for me either. But I don’t want someone like you do. I don’t really know what I want. But I do know, if I ever find someone, I sure as hell won’t quit my job so he can take care of me. I’ve seen firsthand how that turns out. That’s what Mother would do, work, meet a guy and then she’d be on cloud nine when he asked her to stay home. It works for about a year, maybe two, then he starts telling her she’s lazy and needs to get a job. Or she spends too much money, or how she doesn’t appreciate what it takes to work. No thank you. I’ve tried to tell Mother not to quit her job, but she won’t listen. According to her, she’s the more experienced adult and knows best. Crock of shit if you ask me.”

“That’s because you don’t have a dick between your legs.” Ronnie grinned when Lorna snorted. She couldn’t tell if it was in shock, or agreement. “The only time I want a man to tell me what to do is when we’re in the bedroom.” She raised her brows as Lorna laughed. “There, he can dictate to me all he wants, do anything he wants, as long as it’s consensual and safe. But outside the bedroom, it’s equal, fifty-fifty all the way. If he doesn’t like it, then he doesn’t need to be with me.”

“Damn, I wish I could think like that.”

“It’s not hard, Lorna.” Ronnie reached over and gently laid her hand over her friends. “Know what you want and go for it. Don’t settle for what other people think you want, or what they think you need. Go after what you want, what you need. No one else. Please, if you take any advice from me, take this little tidbit to the bank. Don’t let anyone, not your mother, and especially not any man, tell you what you need in your life. Only you know what that is, even if you don’t know exactly what it is now, but I’m sure you have an inkling. Don’t settle for anything less than what you deserve. Once you start thinking for yourself, do things to achieve your goals. I’m not telling you what to do, but I’d advise that the first thing you ought to do is move out of your mother’s house. Once you’re away from her, then I think everything will begin to fall into place. You need to be able to live your life for you, not her.”

“I do have a lot of money saved up. I suppose I could move out.”

“Don’t look for something like where your mother lives. That’s not you. And make damn sure you do your homework before you decide what to do.”

“Homework?”

“Do you want to rent or buy? What neighborhood? Close to work? Out in the country? Do you want to be responsible for the upkeep of not only the dwelling, but also the land? Can you even mow your own lawn? Do you want a condo, or an apartment where you don’t have that responsibility? No matter what you pick you’ll want to know if an HOA is involved. If you don’t know what that it is, it is where people are telling you how your home should look and pay a fee for others to get into your business. Or do you want to do what you want, when you want, and not pay anyone for their rules and regulations? Not to get a citation if your lawn is a quarter inch too long, or the paint shade you just painted the exterior of your home isn’t up to their standards. Did you plant the correct flowers, do you drive the proper color car? Homework.” Ronnie grinned. “Until you can answer those questions, you won’t be able to find what you want.”

“Crap, can I come over to your place and talk to you about this?” Lorna asked, as she looked around the breakroom. “This isn’t really a conversation I want to have here. Mother has spies and it seems like most, if not all, of our conversations get back to her. I’d rather do this privately.”

“Sure, how about Sunday? Pick up the Sunday paper on your way out. If you’re there by ten, we can have brunch. I’ll cook.”

“Deal, after I find a place to live, I’ll have you teach me how to cook.”

“You don’t know how?”

“No, mother has a cook.” She sighed, then giggled. “And a butler, and a maid, and a housekeeper.”

“Ah, so that’s why you still live there. You’d have to pick up after yourself if you lived on your own.”

“Probably.” Lorna sighed, then giggled again. “Maybe I can convince Mother she needs to pay for a cook for me?” She quickly sobered. “No, I don’t want her to lord that over my head. And believe you me, she would.”

“Again, I’m not telling you what to do, but you’re going to want to make a clean break when you move out. Once you’re settled, only see her once a week, or better yet, only once a month at the beginning. Limit your exposure to her. And for god’s sake, don’t give in to her whiny calls and run to her side every time she has a meltdown. If you do that, then you’ll never be free of her. This is just my humble opinion, but if you do run back to her, then you’ve played right into her hands. Be firm, set boundaries.”

“I’ll try.” Lorna sighed and they continued eating, each lost in their own thoughts. It was several minutes before Lorna shook Ronnie’s arm. “Is that your phone ringing?”

“What?” Ronnie shook her head to clear the thoughts she’d been thinking and gave her a confused scowl.

“Is that your phone?” She pointed to Ronnie’s purse. Ronnie picked it up and frowned at the number. She answered it with a question.

“What’s wrong?” Ronnie listened and Lorna covered her mouth when she saw her friends face turn white. “I’ll be there in thirty.” She hung up and picked up her food, wrapped it before throwing it all away. “I have to go.” She hurried away, ignoring everyone in the room, not seeing that most of the men there followed her with their eyes.

*****

Ronnie hurried down to her office in the corner of the huge room and grabbed her backpack, slinging it over her shoulder as she hurried out the door. Down the hall she saw someone standing at the elevator and started running. “Hold the elevator!” she yelled and sighed when the man stepped in and turned to hold it open for her.

“Thank you,” Ronnie said, as she hurried inside. She frowned as she looked around then realized she was in the executive elevator. “Crap, I’m in the wrong elevator.” She looked at the man, shrugged, then asked, “Do you have that card that stops the elevator without setting off the alarm?”

“I do.”

“Could you use it? I’ll only keep you hostage for five minutes, I promise.”

“Okay,” he said, and did as she asked. He watched in shock as the beautiful woman before him pushed a phone in his hands.

“Hold that, and close your eyes,” she said, as she punched numbers into the phone. Not waiting for him to answer, she immediately turned her back to him and while looking over her shoulder said, “Please unzip me.” The man was too shocked to protest, he reached up and did as she requested, then stepped back to watch as she began peeling the dress off her shoulders.

Ronnie heard a strangled sound over the sound of the phone ringing and looked over her shoulder at the man and winked at him. “Thanks,” she said and turned back to face him. “I thought I told you to close your eyes.” Finn did, but he grinned. He heard the phone in his hand ring and when it was answered his eyes opened wide, because he thought he recognized the voice. He saw the woman standing there with her dress around her ankles and she was peeling silk stockings down her legs.

“Pennyworth,” came the firm female voice over the phone.

“Only a penny? I’m worth at least a nickel.” The woman laughed as she pulled out a pair of socks from the pack at her feet. Finn couldn’t get enough of the sight of her in a black lacy bra and panty set. When she turned to lift her foot to pull on a sock, he saw she was wearing a thong. It took everything he had not to reach out and touch. Feeling his cock grow behind his zipper made him want to caress every inch of her body, both with his hands, and his lips.

“That you are sweetie, that you are. What’s up?”

“Did you get that envelope I sent you?”

“I did. Haven’t had a chance to look it over yet. What’s all that noise? Are you okay? You sound rushed.”

“I am. Oh, I’m in the executive elevator with a hostage.” The woman looked at Finn, winked, and laughed. “I’m changing into my real work clothes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t have time to explain, but Hector called.”

“Oh god, is anything wrong?”

“Yes, Paige disappeared. He thinks she headed up the hill. I’m on my way home to find her.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“Probably until next Friday. Might as well try to convince Paige’s family to come live with us.” She stood in the middle of the elevator wearing nothing, but that sexy lacy bra, a thong, and a pair of bright white socks pulled up to her knees. While talking on the phone, she reached down to pull out a pair of jeans from the pack. She lost her footing and fell back into Finn. The man used one hand to steady her. He left it on her hip caressing her smooth skin.

“Sorry,” Ronnie said over her shoulder, as he reached out to touch the colorful tattoo that went from her shoulder to her hip, but she slapped his hand away. He grinned and held up his free hand.

“Please, continue.”

Ronnie grinned and bent over before him and quickly donned the jeans. She then pulled out a tee-shirt, a Henley, and a flannel shirt. She pulled her long brown hair back and quickly put it up into a ponytail, before layering each shirt over her beautiful body.

“Who are you talking to?” the voice from the phone asked.

“I told you,” Ronnie giggled. “I’m holding some suit hostage.” She laughed and blew the man a kiss. “What’s my favorite dessert?” she asked the phone, as she winked at the man.

“Chocolate-covered brownies, with vanilla ice cream, whipped cream, and nuts.”

“Mmm. This guy is all that and with a cherry on top. I could peel his suit off him and lick him like an ice cream cone, but I don’t have time, and besides, he’s a suit.” She curled her lip and sighed. “Such perfection ruined. Anyway, I thought I’d call and let you know I’ll be gone for a week. I don’t know how long it’s going to take me, but since we’ve had a large amount of rain so far this year, I should check things out. But I definitely have to be back before Friday. I have to stop in to see Grady and my advisors at school.”

“Okay, thanks for letting me know and be careful. I mean it. You don’t know what you’re going to run into up there.”

“I know. I sure wish I had Kip with me, he would have looked out for me.”

The woman on the other end of the phone snorted a laugh. “Yeah, okay, but since he’s dead, he wouldn’t be too much help to you now. I’ll tell Grandpa that you’ll be gone. Is Hector going with you?”

“Not that I know of, probably not.” She looked around as she stuffed her office wear in the backpack and stood. As she shrugged into a bright-red down vest, she looked at the man. “Okay, you can turn the elevator back on. I’m ready.”

“Who are you talking to?” the voice from the phone asked.

“I told you, I held a man hostage in the elevator while I changed. Saved me an extra stop. I’ll call you when I return.”

“Okay but be careful. And nice try about taking some suit hostage.” The woman laughed.

“Say hello,” Ronnie said, as she took the phone and held it up to the man.

“Hello.”

“Oh my god! Veronica Parker! What have you done?”

“Hey, I gotta go. Told Hector I’d be there in thirty minutes. Oh, before I hang up, what time do you want me at your place on Saturday for the BBQ.”

“Who told you about that?” The voice on the phone was shocked as she asked.

“You just did.” Ronnie laughed. “I’ll see you by ten on Saturday. I sure hope it’s a big BBQ, it would be great if it were. Love you. Talk to you in a week.” She laughed at the sputtering woman on the phone as she then turned to the man, asking with a wide smile.

“How’s my time?”

He grinned as he looked at his watch. “Four minutes, forty-eight seconds.”

“Talk to you later, Grandma. Love you.”

“Love you too, Ronnie. We’ll talk about you taking people hostage on Saturday. What will the people at work think?”

“As if I care what people think of me.” Ronnie snorted a laugh. “Besides, it won’t do any good. Remember? Today was my last day, so I’ll never see him again. Spiced up his day I’m sure. Talk to you later.” She laughed as her grandmother sputtered and hung up on her. She looked at the man, and felt an instant punch to her lower belly, and her sex turned wet. “You can get us moving now. Thanks for your help, you’ve saved me a lot of time. I have important places to be and I’m in a hurry.”

“Not a problem. I have to say, I’ve been thoroughly entertained and enlightened.” He turned his key and they both looked up as the numbers on display began to count down.

“What are you doing?” Ronnie asked, when he stopped the elevator at the third floor.

“Sorry, but I need payment for being held hostage. You don’t want me to call the cops, do you?” Before Ronnie could answer, he leaned down, took her jaw in one hand, and placed the other on her hip before he jerked her to him as he lowered his head to kiss her. He took total control of her as well as the kiss. After the initial shock of their lips touching, Ronnie moaned and stood on tiptoe to wrap her arms around him and lost herself in the kiss. She didn’t even mind when she felt both the man’s hands on her ass as he lifted her to rub the obvious erection he sported against her.

He lifted his head and said, “Ransom paid. If you ever want to take me hostage again, I’m here six days a week.” He grinned and held her elbows, until her legs stopped shaking.

“Sorry
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