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      The Georgia Bulldogs losing the national championship game to Alabama was the second worst thing to happen to Lola Prentiss that day.

      It turns out the worst thing was finding the flash drive in her pocket.

      She didn’t notice it at first.  When she and her friends walked into her loft, they flopped on her oversized white sectional sofa and quietly brooded.  It was bad enough to lose in double overtime, but then to get stuck in that damn human traffic jam for fifty minutes totally sucked.  They had all agreed it shouldn’t be that difficult to let people leave.  Just open the damn doors and let people out.  Instead, they had been herded in a huge mass toward one set of doors, which wasn’t built to handle almost eighty thousand people.

      What made it even worse was that Lola had the misfortune to meet up with several of her clients in the crowd.  As a criminal defense attorney in Atlanta for more than twenty years, Lola had handled hundreds of cases, and running into her clients wasn’t a rarity.  And apparently a bunch of her clients were football fans.  What was unusual was her inability to get away from them.  Usually, she could see them coming and make a quick getaway, if necessary, but being trapped like a rat in a very crowded maze made it impossible to avoid conversation.

      The first client was a check forger and a nice enough guy.  He’d simply yelled, “Roll Tide”, hugged her neck and disappeared into the crowd.  The second one was a drug user who’d cleaned up his act and was trapped in the shuffle with his wife and two kids.  Lola was actually glad to see he was doing so well and greeted him and his wife with a smile, a commiserating shrug, and a sad, “Go Dawgs”.

      She couldn’t stand the third guy.  Mitch Willard was a sleazy, little weasel of an accountant who had been arrested for embezzlement and Lola had gotten him the deal of the century in exchange for him basically paying a small fine.  It turns out that Mitch was magical with numbers, but a total waste as a human being, and everywhere he worked, money disappeared into untraceable offshore accounts and shell companies with alarming regularity.  Lord knows how much money he’d accumulated over the years because he was a great accountant, but even better at stealing money that wasn’t his.  Lola had dealt with him as quickly as possible, with as little contact as possible, and was relieved that she hadn’t seen him the past several years.

      They had just cleared the first level ramp and were still slowly shuffling forward when Lola felt a tug on her right sweatshirt pocket.  When she turned around, she saw Mitch standing next to her, looking even more squirrely than usual.  He looked panicked and sweaty, and he grabbed her arm desperately. “Miss Lola, I need your help.”

      Lola tried to pull her arm away, but Mitch held on.  Mitch was short, and about as wide as he was tall, but Lola was surprised at the strength of his grip.  Harrison, one of her best friend’s husband and a former lineman for Georgia, was crammed in next to her, saw what was going on, and leaned his 6’9” body protectively over Lola.  He stared into Mitch’s eyes menacingly and then looked pointedly at where Mitch was still holding Lola’s arm. “Lola, is there a problem here?”

      Lola almost laughed at the expression on Mitch’s face.  He paled and instantly dropped her arm. “No problem, mister.  Lola and I are old friends.”

      Lola visibly shuddered at the idea of that.  She patted Harrison’s chest and winked at him as she turned back to Mitch and explained, “He’s not my friend, he’s a former client, and he was just leaving.”

      He looked around him, eyes wide and desperate, and leaned closer to her ear. “Miss Lola, I’m serious.  I need to talk to you.  It’s a matter of life and death.  I’ve gotten my hands on what might be some extremely valuable information and I don’t know what to do with it.”

      Lola glared at him. “Mitch, in case you didn’t notice, this is not my office, I’m not at work, and if you want to talk to me you can make an appointment.”  She poked her finger in his chest. “And the last time you told me it was a matter of life and death, it was because your wife filed for divorce after you were arrested and she took your favorite hat.”

      Mitch muttered. “That wasn’t an ordinary hat. It was a Stetson, and…”

      Lola waved her hand, and interrupted him. “I. Don’t. Care.  Make an appointment later in the week.  Now leave.”

      He looked somewhere behind Lola, his eyes widened, and he turned, plunged into the crowd, and disappeared.  Lola turned and smiled at Harrison and reached up to pat him on the cheek. “My hero.  Thanks, big guy.”

      He winked at her and they resumed their shuffle.

      It took another thirty minutes to finally get out of the stadium, almost an hour to go the three and a half miles to Lola’s Inman Park loft, and they finally flopped on her sofa at two in the morning.  Fortunately, all of them were off work the next day, so no one was in a hurry to leave and face another round of brutal Atlanta after-event traffic.  They were quiet as they took in the amazing view from Lola’s floor to ceiling windows.

      Lola finally turned to look at her friends. “Anyone want a drink?”  She started to get up, but her best friend Daisy grabbed her arm to stop her.  Lola smiled and stayed where she was, knowing that Daisy couldn’t sit for more than a couple of minutes without trying to feed everyone in her immediate vicinity.

      “I’ll get it.  Y’all want some tea, or something with alcohol?”  She popped up and walked into Lola’s kitchen, opening the refrigerator and bending over to see what was there. “There’s tea, some Cokes, some lemonade I made yesterday, and some bourbon punch, if any of y’all would prefer that.”

      Daisy was an amazing cook, and Lola wasn’t, so she cooked for Lola whenever she cooked for herself and her husband Luke.  Their group of friends knew that Daisy felt better knowing that Lola was eating well, plus she enjoyed doing it, and Lola loved her food, so it worked out for everyone.

      Everyone wanted tea, so Daisy filled glasses with ice and started pouring drinks.  She put them on a tray and carried them into the living room, where she handed them out.  She turned back to the kitchen. “Lola, where are those cookies I made for you?  I’ll put those out, too.”

      Lola shrugged and took a sip of her tea. “They’re gone. I already ate them.”

      Daisy came back out into the living room and looked at her in amazement. “What? Lola Prentiss, I made you three dozen.  Yesterday.”

      Lola nodded. “I know.  They were delicious. I ate half on the way home from your house, and half last night while I watched TV.”

      Daisy just laughed and shook her head. “Girl, if I ate like that, I’d weigh about four hundred pounds.  And it would all be in my boobs and butt.”

      Daisy’s husband Luke grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap, kissing her neck with loud smooching noises. “Sounds good to me.”  He laughed as she tried half-heartedly to pull away, laughing uncontrollably.  She finally gave up and grabbed his face in both hands and planted a big, wet kiss on his grinning mouth.  He hugged her, they smiled at each other and settled back onto the sofa.

      Lola rolled her eyes.  All of her best friends from college were happily married to wonderful men who were all crazy about their wives, and she loved every one of them.  They were all smiling at Daisy and Luke’s antics.  Mark and Sara sat at the end of the sofa, with little Sara on Mark’s lap, as usual, and Harrison and Mo stretched out with their long legs on the ottoman, with Harrison’s arm around Mo’s shoulders.

      Lola sighed dramatically. “Let’s face it, I wish it would go to my boobs and butt.”

      Daisy made a face. “Boobs and butts are highly overrated.”

      Harrison disagreed. “Said no man, ever.”  Mo rolled her eyes, and poked him in the side with a long finger.  He grabbed it and kissed it, and winked at her when she started to laugh.

      Sara laughed. “Lola, you’re 5’10” and built like a supermodel.  Boobs and butt would be overkill.  I say stick with the cookies as a food group because it works for you.”

      It did work for her.  Lola was tall and thin and with her dark hair and skin looked a lot like Angie Harmon, but with bright blue eyes.  She was also one of those women who always look put together, no matter what she happened to wear.  Like now.  She was wearing a pair of ancient jeans, a Bulldog zip up hoody over a black Tshirt, and an old pair of Converse slip-ons, and still looked like she could be coming home from a late night photo shoot.

      Lola smiled back at Sara and stood up to take her sweatshirt off. “Y’all know my food groups are limited to whatever Daisy cooks for me.”  As she unzipped the fleece and pulled her arms out of the sleeves, she heard something hit the floor and bounce on the hardwood.  She tossed the sweatshirt onto the back of the chaise lounge and bent to look for whatever had fallen.  Under the edge of the sofa she saw something shiny, so she picked it up.

      It was a silver flash drive.  Lola looked at her friends and held it up so they could see it. “Is this anybody’s?”

      They looked at her with blank expressions on their faces.  Mark moved Sara off his lap and held out his hand.  Lola handed it to him. “Let me see it.  I carry one like that on my keyring.  Maybe it fell off.”

      He looked at it and handed it back. “Nope.  It’s not mine.”  He looked puzzled. “It was in your pocket?”

      Lola shrugged. “I guess so.  I don’t see where else it could have fallen out of.”  She walked over to her desk, clicked her mouse to wake up her computer, and plugged the flash drive into the USB port.  “Let’s see what this is.”

      The guys wandered over to see what she had found.  Lola scrolled rapidly through the files and saw some kind of spreadsheets, what looked like page after page of computer coding, and several memos from a company called Pandora Unlimited about some computer software or research, or something.

      “Does this look like anything to anyone?”

      They slowly shook their heads and looked at each other.  Luke reached over Lola, grabbed the mouse from her, and went back to the spreadsheets, opening one. “These look like some kind of financial projections.  We used to use similar ones for huge building projects to get an estimate for our costs and then compare those to how much we’d make.”  He shrugged. “I might be able to get an idea of what they’re talking about, but you really should check with an accountant to see what’s really going on here.”

      Lola sat up straight. “An accountant?  Shit, I’ll bet that little asshole Mitch Willard put this in my pocket.  He’s an accountant and I’ll bet this has something to do with whatever ‘problem,’” she made little air quotes with her fingers. “He wanted to talk to me about.”  She shook her head. “I guess he figured I’d have to meet with him if he gave me this flash drive.”  Lola was disgusted at his attempt to manipulate her. “It’s not going to work.  I’ll meet with him once to give this back and to hand him a letter that says I will never work with his sleazy little ass again.”

      The guys looked concerned, and Luke asked if she wanted any, or all, of them to be there in case Mitch decided to cause any trouble.  She smiled and thanked them for being so sweet, but she said it was not a problem.  She had full-time security in her office and she wasn’t scared of Mitch Willard at all, so it wasn’t a problem. She’d have her meeting, kick him out, and be done with him by the end of the week.

      She ejected the flash drive, threw it in the desk drawer, and turned to her friends. “Y’all want to crash here, or are y’all heading home?”

      Everyone agreed that the traffic should be about gone by now, so they all said their goodbyes, set a time to meet the next day for an early lunch, and loaded into Lola’s private elevator to go down to the garage.

      Once they left, Lola put the empty glasses on the tray and took them into the kitchen.  She loaded the dishwasher and turned it on so her housekeeper could put everything away in the morning when she came in.  She turned out the lights and went to bed.
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      Even though she’d gone to bed after 3:00, Lola still woke up before seven.  Damn it.  Why couldn’t she ever sleep late?  She moaned and pulled the pillow over her head, which worked great to block out the light, but pretty much blocked out any air, as well.  Crap. She may as well get up.

      She stood up and stretched and looked out her bedroom window.  It was supposed to be beautiful later today and she had didn’t have to work.  Perfect.  She turned on the TV and headed into the bathroom to brush her teeth.  She took one look at her pale face and tangled hair and winced.  Man, when you get over forty, you sure can tell when you don’t get enough sleep.  She looked rough.

      She walked back into the bedroom to catch the morning news, still brushing her teeth.  She groaned as the news station showed Alabama’s overtime winning play from about ten different angles and was just about to turn off the TV in disgust when she saw Mitch’s face, along with a headline underneath it. “Disgraced accountant found dead”.  Lola stared at the TV in disbelief.  What the hell?  She paused the TV and ran into the bathroom to spit out her toothpaste and rinse her mouth, then came back, sat on her bed, and ran the story.

      Apparently, Mitch had been found dead in the stadium by a maintenance worker after everyone had left the building.  There were no details about the cause of death, but the rest of the story detailed his previous arrest, and there was a freakishly unflattering film clip of her escorting Mitch into his sentencing hearing.  Crap.  She remembered that day.  She had the flu but wanted to get rid of Mitch and his case so badly that she went to the hearing with a hundred and two degree fever, a hacking cough, and a terrible headache.  She’d never seen the footage before, but she looked like total shit and now that’s what was going to be shown every hour on every damn station.  Great.

      Lola threw down the remote and went into the bathroom to take a shower.  As she stood in her shower, letting the hot water knock the cobwebs out of her tired head, she decided she’d call her friend, Vicki, at the medical examiner’s office and see if they knew anything yet.  She had to admit, it was kind of weird that Mitch ended up dead the same day he’d approached her with a situation that was a “matter of life and death.” Lola didn’t like the little creep, but she didn’t wish him dead.  Maybe slightly maimed.  Mostly, just far away from her.

      She left a message with Vicki to give her a call when she had time, put her hair in a ponytail, pulled on an old UGA sweatshirt, some old jeans and some slip on canvas shoes, and headed out to run some errands. Her phone beeped as she pulled into the restaurant, and Sara told her they’d already ordered her favorite sandwich and to come on in.  Lola smiled, especially when she went in and saw the lunch line already out the door.  She saw her friends and went to join them at their table in the corner.

      Everyone looked tired but relaxed.  They waved her over and she pulled out a chair between Luke and Mark, kissing them both on the cheek and waving to everyone else as she sat down.  Daisy was perky, as usual. “Hola, Lola.”  Lola smiled despite herself.  Daisy was so constantly cheerful that it always amused her.  “You sleep in this morning?”

      Lola rolled her eyes. “Depends on if you consider 6:50 to be sleeping in.  How about y’all?”

      Everyone but Sara had gotten up early.  Shocking.  Sara could sleep twelve hours a night, if you’d let her. Mark laughed and pointed his head toward Sara. “Yeah, I barely got sleeping beauty, here, out of bed.  I finally had to entice her with the promise of beer and fried pickles, and that eventually got her butt up and out.”

      Sara shrugged. “I’m a simple woman with simple tastes.”  She smiled and took a huge bite of her brie BLT and said with her mouth full, “I needed something fantastic to get me over that shit from last night, and pickles and beer is pretty damn close. Losing sucks ass.”

      Leave it to Sara to sum it all up in a few profane words.  Lola loved her friends.  They had all met their first year at Georgia and Sara, Daisy, and Mo were her college roommates.  She listened to the conversation around her and smiled fondly as she looked around the group.

      Sara was 4’9”, with the strongest Southern accent you’ve ever heard, a booming voice, and a vocabulary that would put a sailor to shame.  She was a talented interior designer, and she and Mark, an architect, had four kids, three in college and one in high school, and had been married since they finished grad school in 1995.  They were a study in contrasts.  Mark was about 6’1”, tall and athletic, with a nice smile and some of the kindest eyes you’d ever see.  Sara was adopted from China as an infant, and looked like a tiny, delicate, porcelain China doll, at least until she opened that mouth, and then that image was blown to bits.

      Lola met Sara her second day at Georgia.  She overheard Sara tell this hilarious story of how she didn’t realize she was adopted until she was twelve, and then was completely traumatized by the whole idea.  Her parents had never tried to hide the fact that she was adopted, and they tried to tell her about her Chinese heritage from the time she was a very little girl, but the whole adoption thing apparently didn’t click.  Apparently, she assumed her entire family were tall, blonde, blue-eyed Chinese people, and she was the only one who happened to look classically Asian.  Anyway, the story was so funny that, when Sara was done, Lola went over and introduced herself, and they became immediate friends.  It turned out they all lived in the same dorm, and she and her roommate, Mo, moved into an apartment with Lola and Daisy the next year, and they all lived together until they graduated.

      Mo was a volleyball player at Georgia and Sara had introduced her to her now-husband Harrison their first year in college.  Mo was a nurse and was studying to be a nurse practitioner, and Harrison was a high school football coach and teacher at a local high school. Mo was soft spoken and had a body like a fitness model and Harrison saw his main role in life as making sure than his Mo was never uncomfortable, unhappy, annoyed, or inconvenienced.  They were pretty great together.

      Daisy was her best friend in the world and the closest thing she had to a sister.  She and her husband Luke had been married for a few years now, and the three of them spent a lot of time together.  Lola went to their house for dinner a couple of times a week, and Luke, a general contractor, and Lola had flipped several houses together.

      Suddenly, Lola’s phone rang.  She saw it was Vicki, and excused herself from the table and went outside and sat on a bench under a tree.

      Vicki sounded stressed. “Hey, Lola, what’s up?”

      “Hey Vicki.  Thanks for calling back.  You’ve got a guy on your table, Mitchell Willard…”

      “Yep.  He’s our next case.  You know him?”

      “Unfortunately.  He’s a client of mine and I saw him after the game last night and I wondered if y’all know what happened to him.”

      Vicki took a deep breath. “Well, we’re about to start the autopsy, so, at this point, we have only done a quick preliminary exam.  Doc Miller assumed at first that it was a heart attack.  Little fat fifty-year-old dude, it made sense.”

      That made sense to Lola, too.  “Okay, so that’s not a big surprise.  Thanks, Vicki, I won’t keep you. I…” Then Lola realized what she had said. “Wait.  What? At first?”

      “Yeah, until he saw a needle puncture on the guy’s chest and started to look around.  Lola, sorry about your client, but it looks like this possibly could have been intentional.”

      Lola was shocked.  “Like he was injected with something?”

      “Exactly.  We won’t have the toxicology reports back for a few weeks, but it looks suspicious.”

      “Can you rush it?  I’ll be happy to pay for it myself.”  Lola figured it was worth the money to get some answers as soon as possible.

      “I can try.  Hang on.”  Lola could hear Vicki rustling around in the background. “Yep.  Here it is.  As soon as we’re done, I’ll put a rush on it.  I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything and I’ll send the bill to your office.”

      Lola thanked her and hung up.  Now she was worried.  Mitch had said it was a matter of life and death, and now he was dead.  Maybe the little weasel wasn’t exaggerating, after all.

      She stood up and started pacing, thinking furiously.  Who would want to kill Mitch?  She snorted.  Shit, scratch that, who wouldn’t want to kill Mitch?  He probably stole a bunch of money, again, and this time picked the wrong person to piss off.

      “Lola?”  She heard Daisy’s voice behind her. “You okay?”

      Lola smiled a little too brightly at her friend.  “Of course, I was just coming back in.”

      Daisy narrowed her eyes and stared at Lola. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Damn it.  That’s what happened when you had the same friends since you were a kid.  You couldn’t fake them out.  She sighed. “Nothing going on.  I just had an extremely annoying phone call, and I was just remembering why I pretty much hate my freaking job.”

      Daisy relaxed and laughed. “That I totally get.”  She grabbed Lola’s hand and pulled her toward the door.  “Come on in and join us before your lunch gets cold.”

      Lola followed Daisy back inside.  She had planned to tell everyone what had happened to Mitch, but she figured she’d keep it to herself until she had a better idea of what was going on.  Something about this situation really bothered her.  He was technically still a client, and even though he was a total sleazeball, he didn’t deserve to die for that.  Let’s face it, if being sleazy was enough to get someone killed, the streets of Atlanta would be ass-deep with the bodies of most of Congress and about 95% of TV preachers.

      When she sat back down at the table, everyone looked up at her expectantly.  Mo asked her if everything was okay, and Lola assured them all that she was fine, but she was tired and sometimes her job sucked ass.

      Everyone laughed and the conversation started back up.  Apparently, everyone was trying to decide if they all wanted to go somewhere in the spring, and Daisy had just pointed out that she and Luke were thinking of buying a lake house and suggested they could all go there, when Mark asked Lola, “Hey, did you ever figure out what that flash drive was?”

      Holy shit.  The flash drive.  Lola picked up her glass of tea and took a sip to give herself time to think.  Was that what got Mitch killed?  He did say that he had information.  Maybe that was the problem. She pasted a smile on her face, and lied. “Turns out that was from a client last week.  I had on my sweatshirt after we won the Rose Bowl game, and I must have just put it in my pocket without thinking.  No biggie.”  She grabbed a sweet potato fry and pointed it at all of them. “That was client information, guys, so erase that whole thing from your memory.”

      Mark smiled at her. “Hell, I didn’t know what it was anyway.”  He winked and took a huge bite of a red velvet cupcake then moaned in appreciation with his mouth full. “Holy shit, that’s almost as good as one of your cupcakes, Daisy.”

      Lola smiled at him absently, but her mind was racing.  She didn’t want her friends involved with this, especially if the flash drive was the reason Mitch ended up dead.  First thing she needed to do was to get that thing someplace safe and then she could figure out what to do next.

      Everyone was finished and were about to leave, so Lola grabbed some money out of her wallet and threw it down on the table. “Hey guys, I have to get going.  I’ll talk to y’all later.”

      Daisy narrowed her eyes and looked concerned.  Lola knew she’d be getting a call later. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

      Lola smiled brightly. “Gotta go.  That call was for a work emergency I need to take care of.  You know…someone stupid did something stupid.”  She waved and headed for the door. “Talk to all y’all later.”

      She walked out the door, then once she was out of her friends’ sight, she ran to her truck, jumped in, fired it up, and headed home with her mind racing.  Did Mitch steal money and piss someone off, or was there something on that flash drive?  What could Mitch have been involved with that was so important that it got him killed?

      For once, the lunchtime traffic wasn’t bumper to bumper and Lola made it from Roswell to Inman Park in under forty minutes.  She hit the button for the garage gate and flew inside, shutting the gate behind her.  The elevator went straight from the garage to her condo, so she pressed her thumb to the keypad and went upstairs, impatiently waiting until the doors finally slid open into her foyer.

      Lola ran across the room to her desk, yanking open the drawer and rapidly rifling through it.  She panicked when she couldn’t find the flash drive at first, then she saw it under a CD and grabbed it.  She stuck it in the USB port, her computer started up, and the same files from last night popped up on the screen.  Lola scanned through the pages to make sure everything looked the same, and when it did, she ejected the flash drive and put it in the pocket of her jeans.

      She let her breath out in a whoosh.  Now what the hell should she do?

      She stood up and went to the kitchen and poured a glass of tea, then walked over to her window and stared blankly over the city.  Who could she call that could help her without putting them in danger?  She was on good terms with a ton of cops around town, but until she knew what, and who, she was dealing with, she was hesitant to get anyone else involved.  She thought about calling Daisy’s dad for help since he was the sheriff of Fulton County and could be trusted with anything, or maybe her friend Mike, who was also her security guy and occasional bodyguard, but she would prefer to keep anyone she loved out of this mess until she figured out what was going on.

      Finally it hit her.  A few years before, Luke had accidently located his ex-wife and ex-business partner after they had run away to Belize with millions of dollars in stolen Katrina relief funds.  A New Orleans FBI agent, Steve Prince, had helped capture the fugitives and send them to prison.  He had been a huge help and a great guy, and as an FBI agent, might have some idea of where she could start to find some answers.  She pulled up her contacts on her phone, found his number, and headed into her bedroom to give him a call.

      Lola walked into the back of her closet and opened a concealed panel, put her eye up to the scanner and a hidden door slid open.  She walked into the panic room and shut the door behind her, took seat on the couch and put her feet up on the coffee table.  A satellite phone sat on the end table and she picked it up and dialed Agent Prince’s number.

      As she sat there in what her friends called “The Batcave”, Lola grinned.  She had balked when Mikey had first insisted she have the room installed, thinking it was a ridiculous waste of money, but now she had to admit that it had been a great idea.

      Mike Wilson was not only her right hand man and head of her security, but she had known him since she was in elementary school.  Mike had been her brother’s best friend since third grade.  He had joined the Navy after college, became a SEAL, and had retired after twenty-two years because of an injury during his last mission that caused him to lose eighty percent of his hearing in his left ear and a small portion of his peripheral vision.

      Lola had called him several years ago when he returned home and asked him if he’d come work for her. As a criminal defense attorney, and a former prosecutor, Lola had her share of disgruntled clients, plus she had recently dealt with a huge corporate espionage case that threatened the freedom and livelihoods of very wealthy and desperate men.  Add that to the fact that she had buttloads of family money, and it had combined to make her a popular target for various unsavory characters over the years.  Mike had set up elaborate security at both her office and her loft, and he acted as her bodyguard when necessary.  He also managed and did the accounting for all of her businesses, including her law office, and managed her family’s charitable foundation.  It was a great arrangement for both of them.

      Mike designed it so the panic room could be accessed through her smart phone.  She could use a retinal scan or fingerprint scan, or she could enter a code on the hidden keypad.  The room itself had a separate air source, was bullet and blast-proof, was completely sound-proof, surveillance-proof, and bug-proof, and had monitors attached to hidden cameras throughout the house so she could see what was going on outside the locked door.  She liked her comfort, so it was completely furnished and had a tiny bathroom, kitchenette, computer, and a big TV, so she often went in there when she wanted to make an important phone call and needed privacy. Knock on wood, she’d never had to use it because she was in danger, which Lola was pretty thrilled about.

      Lola waited for Agent Prince to answer.  He didn’t pick up, so Lola left him a message asking him to call her as soon as he could.  After she hung up, she went over to the computer and booted it up, which took a while because of the elaborate firewalls and protections that Mike insisted on installing.

      When it finally came up, she took the flash drive out of her pocket, plugged it in, and flipped through it again.  The spreadsheets and the computer code weren’t any more understandable than they were before, so she went directly to the memos.  They mention programming and pathways, so what was that about?  Software maybe?   Was it some kind of computer experiment?

      Maybe if someone could figure out the computer code, they’d have an idea of what the hell the memos were discussing, but she was completely clueless.  Annoyed, she ejected the drive and put it in the small wall safe hidden in the bookcase.  A hidden safe inside a hidden panic room?  That should keep it safe enough.

      She went back to the computer and did a search of Mitchell Willard.  The first three pages that came up dealt with the circumstances of his death, so she skimmed over those. The rest dealt with his prior crimes and his trial, and she grimaced when she saw plenty of pictures of her looking like death warmed over at his sentencing.  She couldn’t find anything on his current employment.

      She went to a different website and logged in.  This was a website that would allow her to check an individual’s background, including employment records, criminal records, arrest records, marriage and divorce records, bankruptcies, and other background information.  After so many years as a criminal defense attorney, Lola had decided that most people are liars by nature, so she ran checks on all of her clients and employees.

      Bingo.  There was tons of stuff on Mitch.  Divorced, right.  Bankruptcies, of course.  Plenty of old lawsuits, most of them trying to get money back that Mitch had stolen, she was sure.  Tons of jobs, most of which he was fired from, usually because they suspected him of stealing but had a hard time proving it.  Mitch was a total sleazeball, but freak smart and extremely knowledgeable about hiding money.

      It looked like Mitch’s current job was with a pharmaceutical company, DeLeon Labs.  Lola was curious.  Was DeLeon the guy’s name or did the company deal with stuff that makes you look younger like Ponce de Leon’s quest for the fountain of youth? She opened another window and pulled up DeLeon Labs.  Apparently, the owner, Marco DeLeon, claimed to be a descendant of Ponce de Leon, and somewhere along the way, the surname had ended up as DeLeon.  The business was a pharmaceutical business that mainly manufactured opioid pain medications and various types of prescription grade sunscreens and acne treatments.

      Lola shrugged. What kind of information could Mitch have taken that could have gotten him killed?  Was he threatening to sell the cure for zits to the highest bidder?  That didn’t make a whole lot of sense.  More likely, he took a ton of Mr. DeLeon’s money, and Mr. DeLeon got pissed and got even, and if so, she totally understood that.

      That looked like a dead end, so she opened another tab and typed in “Pandora Unlimited”.  There were entries for Pandora radio, Pandora wireless, the story of Pandora, but nothing about a company named Pandora doing any research or dealing with software, other than software that monitored business IT systems.  She tried the same search on the background check website, and nothing came up.

      Well, that was frustrating.  Lola was trying to figure out another angle to try when the satellite phone rang.  She ran to the table to pick it up. “Lola Prentiss.”

      Agent Prince sounded genuinely glad to hear from her. “Hey Lola, Steve Prince.  How are you and all your buddies doing?”

      Lola flopped on the sofa and laughed. “Well, personally we’re all good.  I’ll make sure I tell everyone I spoke to you and you said hey.”  Both good Southerners, they went through the obligatory small talk, asked about work and each other’s families before they finally got down to business.

      “Steve, I might have something going on that I’m not sure how to handle and I wanted to get your opinion.”  Lola proceeded to tell him all about Mitch coming up to her after the game and sticking the flash drive in her pocket and ending up dead, the weird stuff on the flash drive, and her worry that someone could come after her, or someone she cared about, in order to get it.  “Since I don’t know what’s on it, I wasn’t sure what to do next, and I don’t want to risk the safety of anyone else.  Worse, I feel stupid making a big deal of it at this point because this could be a whole lot of nothing. You have any ideas of how to proceed?”

      There was silence on the end of the line, then Lola heard him take a deep breath. “Wow, Lola.  I see your problem.  You have no idea if there’s an issue, and if so, you don’t know how big it is.  Or who’s involved.  Or if it’s dangerous or not.”  He paused. “Where’s my damn phone?”  She could hear him shuffling around papers on his desk. “Hang on, Lola.  Let me find my cell phone and I’ll be right back with you.”

      Lola sat there on hold, rubbing her eyes.  Apparently stress and a few hours of sleep after a total letdown was a bad combination.  She could feel herself finally relaxing when Prince came back on the line.

      “Lola, here’s what I think you should do.  You got a pen?”

      She grabbed a pen and paper off the coffee table. “Yep.  Ready to go.”

      “I was looking for his new cell number, but I couldn’t find it.  Here’s the main number.”  He rattled off an Atlanta number.  “If you don’t hear from him in an hour or so, call that number and ask for Jake Morrow.  If anyone asks who you are, give him your name, tell him you’re my friend and that I said to call Jake.  If he’s available he’ll talk to you then, otherwise, I promise he’ll call you back.”

      “And I can trust him?”

      Prince laughed. “Yep.  I can personally promise you that he is completely trustworthy.  He’s a retired FBI agent and he now owns a corporate security firm there in Atlanta.”  He laughed, “He’s also my little brother.  Well, I guess that technically he’s my half-brother same mom, different dads, but my brother either way.  He has a big firm, lots of IT and accounting guys, and I’m sure they can take a look at that and tell you exactly what the deal is with that flash drive.”  He paused. “And Lola, don’t show it to anyone else or hand it to anyone except my brother.  I’ve done this a long time, and some of those big corporate guys aren’t folks you want to mess with.  As soon as I hang up with you, I’ll call Jake, so give me twenty or thirty minutes to track him down and fill him in.  Then I want you to go ahead and try to get ahold of him.  I don’t want this to drag out.”  She heard him curse under his breath and more papers being shuffled. “And if I could find my damn phone, I could give you his cell number just in case.”

      Lola snickered. “That’s what happens when you have too much going on.  Some days, I’m so all over the place I couldn’t find my ass with both hands.”  She plumped up the pillows behind her head. “Actually, I’m on a secure satellite phone instead of my regular cell phone.”  She recited both numbers. “So have him call me on the satellite phone.”

      “You got it.”  She could hear the smile in his voice. “And Lola, until you know this is nothing, you need to be careful. I’ve seen some bad things happen over the years, and I don’t want anything to happen to you or your friends.”

      Lola thanked him and told him she’d keep him posted on what was going on. She hung up and looked at her watch.  She figured she’d call Jake in an hour if he didn’t call her first, and until then, maybe she’d go grab something to eat out of the kitchen.  She didn’t get to finish her sandwich, so maybe she still had something fun Daisy had made last week.

      Lola was about to get up when she heard a text come in.  Prince had texted her Jake’s cell phone number.  She stuck her cell phone in her back pocket and, hungry as usual, picked up the satellite phone and padded toward the kitchen.

      She had just taken a huge bite of some questionably aged enchiladas when the satellite phone rang.  She picked up the phone, chewing rapidly, but finally answered the phone with a mouth full, so her “hello?” sounded more like “Hhhmmmooo?”

      There was dead silence on the other end of the line, then a confused voice said, “Uh, I’m sorry, I’m looking for Ms. Lola Prentiss?”

      Lola had been chewing rapidly trying to swallow what was probably about half an enchilada, but realized it was a losing battle and just spit the mouthful into the sink.  “Hey, this is Lola.  Is this Jake?”

      She heard a chuckle, and a deep voice with a Southern accent said, “It is, Ms. Lola.  My brother tells me you might have gotten yourself into a bit of a pickle.  What can I do for you?”

      Whoa.  Lola dropped back on the sofa as he was talking. Holy shit, his voice was just about enough to make her drop her drawers and invite him over.  Smooth, and deep, kind of growly, totally hot.  For a moment, she was so distracted just listening to him that she wasn’t really paying attention.  Finally, she got ahold of herself.  Remember?  Dead guy?  Maybe bad guys coming for her?  What the hell?  That’s what happens when you lose the national championship, you get no sleep, and then have to deal with stuff like dead clients and a man that sounds like sex on a stick.

      She sat up and tried to focus on the conversation. “Yeah, Jake, I might be in a little trouble.  Sorry, I was up late last night and I’m not really firing on all cylinders today.”

      He laughed. “Me too.  I guess everyone was up too late watching the game.”

      Oh my.  Hot voice, college football fan.  So far, so good.  Until his next words were like a dash of cold water to her face. “It was an amazing game.  I couldn’t believe we actually pulled it out.  Roll Tide.”

      She pulled back and looked at the phone in disbelief before she put it back to her ear.  “Roll Tide?  Shit. Your brother didn’t tell me you’re a Bama fan.”

      There was dead silence on the other end, then he started to laugh. “Is that a problem?  Would it make it worse to tell you I’m not just a fan?  I played football there for two years and I got my undergrad and master’s degrees there?”

      She gritted her teeth. “Hell yes, it’s worse.  That’s just how my day’s been going.  My client that I can’t stand was murdered at that game right after I saw him and he told me he had information that was a matter of life or death.  I think he gave me a flash drive that has all kinds of stuff on it that I don’t know what it means, and I may, or may not, have some pissed off people after me that may, or may not, have already killed my skanky ex-client.  And now I need some help and the best guy for the job is a damn Bama fan.  I’m having a weird-ass day, Jake.”

      “Well, that is a weird-ass day, Ms. Lola.  Why don’t we meet up and see if we can figure out what’s going on?  I took the day off, so I can meet you whenever it’s convenient for you.”

      “Fine.  Why don’t you come over to my place and I’ll show you the flash drive and maybe we can figure out what’s going on.”

      He didn’t think that was a great idea.  “Lola, I think it might be better if we met at my office.  I have all kinds of security there on my computers, plus that way I can make sure no one overhears us.  For all I know, maybe there are guys after you and they’ve already bugged your place or tapped into your computers.  I want to make sure you’re safe.  My brother said he’d kick my ass if anything happened to you, so give me a break…I’m trying to do my best to keep my ass as safe as possible.”

      Lola laughed. “Come on over, Jake.  I promise you, my place is totally secure and my computers are perfectly safe.  I don’t want to leave my house and carry this thing around, and we can talk here without having to worry about anyone being able to overhear us.”

      He was skeptical, but finally agreed.  She told him she’d text him the address and for him to call when he got there and she’d buzz him in.  He told her he’d see her in the next forty-five minutes, or so, and hung up.

      He sat there for a minute, a little discombobulated.  His brother had called him telling him he needed a personal favor, that a friend of his in Atlanta might be in some trouble, and could he please meet with her and give her a hand.  As soon as he heard it was a woman, he was immediately suspicious.  Ever since Jake had gotten divorced five years ago, his entire family was constantly trying to set him up, as if he were so pathetic that he couldn’t find his own dates.

      Okay, so maybe it was true, he’d been too busy building up his business the past several years to focus on his personal life, but that didn’t make him pathetic.  Okay, so maybe it was true that his only official dates the past few years were for charity events that he couldn’t get out of, and maybe he had taken his sister’s best friend, who was a lesbian in a ten-year relationship, but that didn’t mean he was pathetic.  It’s not like he didn’t like women. He had a friend from college that enjoyed an occasional friends-with-benefits relationship whenever she crawled out of her CDC lab long enough to realize that a booty call might be a good thing to blow off some steam, so he had even had sex occasionally.  He wasn’t pathetic, he was just busy.  Mostly he just wished his family would leave him alone.

      Whatever. He was about to grab the keys to his SUV, a 2017 Ford Explorer, but took a second to check outside.  He walked out onto his back porch and realized it was sunny and 65 degrees, so he decided to take his convertible.  He grabbed the keys, went to the garage, put the address Lola had texted him into his phone, put down the top, and headed to Inman Park.
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      It took Jake about an hour to get to Lola’s building.  When he called, she told him to come along the side of the building and go to the second door and she’d buzz him into the garage so he could take the elevator to her condo.  He did, and when he pulled in, he saw that he was in a private garage with only a big, red, Ford F-150 and a red Mercedes two-seater convertible in the spaces.  He parked, got into the elevator, and it started to rise.

      Upstairs, Lola leaned against the island counter in the kitchen and waited for the elevator to get to her floor.  She had been in her bedroom when he called up, so she’d buzzed him in from her intercom system, but she hadn’t been near the monitor so she could see what he looked like.  And now she could look, but she had to admit she was kind of curious as to whether the rest of him was as hot as his voice, so she just waited for him to appear.

      The truth is, Lola had spent most of her life dating young, dumb, energetic men-boys that liked to go out, liked to have sex, and then would go away and leave her alone.  Or as she explained to Daisy and the gang, her ideal man was “young, hot, and dumb who preferably didn’t speak English, except for ‘harder’, ‘faster’, and ‘wait in the car’”.  Maybe also “go get the car,” in case it was raining.   Her one serious relationship ended so painfully that she had no interest in investing the time and energy it took to sustain a relationship, so she stayed away from anyone who might want something more than a good time.  She had a wide social circle with a lot of good friends and then she had Daisy, Mo, Sara, and their husbands, her very best friends, so she always had plenty of love and companionship, so she never felt like she was missing anything.  Of course her family worried that she wasn’t married, but at 46, Lola felt like that ship had sailed, and she was perfectly happy with her life.

      That didn’t mean that she wasn’t always interested to see what was out there to have some fun with for a little while.  If Jake looked half as good as he sounded, he might make for a little interesting entertainment for a while.  She heard the beep indicating the elevator had arrived and waited impatiently for the doors to open.

      He was looking down, messing with his phone, when the doors finally opened, so she saw him before he saw her.  Apparently, he was in the middle of a conversation so he stepped in the foyer to finish talking.  Lola sucked in her breath.  Holy shit, she couldn’t really see his face, but his body sure matched the voice.  As his conversation continued, he became more irritated, and soon he was stalking back and forth in her foyer as he talked in a low, angry voice.  She knew he had to be at least six inches taller than she was, which would put him three or four inches over six feet, because, from where she was standing, his face was actually hidden behind a six-foot ficus but she could still see the entire top of his head.  Lola just watched him while she had the chance. He looked like he could still play college football, with wide shoulders, a thick chest, and long, strong legs.  Maybe not a six pack, but he looked like he kept himself in great shape.  He wore a Henley thermal shirt and a pair of faded Levi’s that hugged his thick thighs and his butt and Lola found herself staring at the front of his jeans to see if that looked as nice as the rest of him.

      Of course, she was still staring at his crotch when he slammed the phone in his pocket and stepped out of the foyer.  Crap.  Busted.  She raised her eyes to his face to find him grinning at her and pointing to his face. “Uh, I assume you’re Lola? Sugar, my eyes are up here.”

      She straightened up and looked him right in the eye with a smirk. “Sugar, I was getting there.”  She walked toward him with a smile and her hand outstretched. “Hey Jake.  I’m Lola.  Thanks for coming over on your day off.”  She tilted her head and looked at him speculatively as he folded her hand in his. “Hmmm. You and your brother don’t look anything alike.”  She tried to look cool and collected, but the truth was, she felt rattled just holding his hand.  What the hell?  It felt like an electrical connection between the two of them.  So weird.  Normally, she was always the one in control when dealing with men, but something about this guy felt different.  She wasn’t sure she liked the feeling.

      He hadn’t taken his eyes off her face and said automatically, “We both look exactly like our dads, so we don’t look much alike at all.  But we both kind of look like our sister, who looks like our mom.”  He shook her hand. “Not important.  Very nice to meet you, Lola.”

      They both kept staring at each other, still shaking hands.  Jake couldn’t take his eyes off her.  Long dark hair, beautiful olive skin, bright blue eyes, tall, and long legs for days. He’d bet those legs would fit pretty nicely wrapped around his waist, or maybe over his shoulders.

      Finally, Lola laughed, having a pretty good idea of where his thoughts had gone.  She knew because she was right there with him.  Holy crap, that man was potent. Dark, almost black, hair with a little gray at the temples, a lean, boxy jaw, dark skin, bright green eyes below thick, straight dark brows, a beautiful smile, and dimples that were really just overkill in a face like his.  A slightly crooked nose and several scars on his chin and one through his eyebrow kept him from looking model handsome, but she actually thought it made him look even more attractive.

      She dropped his hand and backed up a step with a half grin on her face. “So Jake, I have to admit, you’re a fine-looking man, and, despite the fact you’re an Alabama fan, I’d love for us to eventually have some fun together, but how about a little business first?  Come with me.”  She turned around and started down the hall, assuming he’d follow her, which he did.

      When they got to her living room he stopped to stare at her wall of windows showing the Atlanta skyline. “Damn, Ms. Lola, this is a beautiful place and your view is amazing.  Is this yours, or do you rent it?”

      She stopped beside him. “I own the building and my place is the entire top floor.  That’s why I have the private garage and my own pool and outside area.”  She pointed to the other side of her kitchen where he could see a small pool outside a screened porch and a patio area. “Here, I’ll show you the rest of it.”  As she walked him around, she told him how it had been an old lace factory and she’d bought it when the latest owner died and converted it into her unit and thirteen other ones.  Her best friend Sara had decorated her condo, and another friend’s company had done the interior design on the rest of the condos.  They went out by the pool and Jake stood there with his hands on his hips, looking around her small patio and then out at the skyline.

      While he enjoyed the view of Atlanta, she enjoyed the view of him.  He had a great ass and whenever he moved, she could see the muscles in his back shift under his shirt.  When he turned to point out a building in the distance, she could see the outline of a gun in a holster in the small of his back.  Once a cop, always a cop, she figured.

      His voice interrupted her staring at his ass. “Damn, Ms. Lola, this place is amazing.  Your friend is one hell of a designer.”  He walked over to the rail and looked down and saw a large pool and patio area on the ground floor. “Is that for the other owners?”

      She nodded. “Yep.  They have a pool and patio area and every unit has at least three covered parking spaces underneath.  I had the whole thing sold before it was halfway done.”  She smiled and leaned back against the railing. “This is my favorite real estate deal, ever, even though I technically lost money by the time it was done because of some custom stuff I did.  It cost a freakin’ fortune to put the pool in up here.  I don’t care, I still love it.  And hell, I’d have to pay money for a place to live anyway, so I consider it a wash.”

      He was confused.  His brother told him she was a criminal defense attorney and dabbled in real estate, but this kind of place cost serious bucks.  Something wasn’t adding up, and he didn’t like mysteries.  He narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. “So, Ms. Lola, what do you do for a living?  You must be one hell of an attorney because this place ain’t cheap.  Or else you do more than dabble in real estate.  What’s your deal?”

      She looked at him innocently and batted her eyes. “I assume you’re interested because it might help you with my situation?  Otherwise, that’s kind of a rude question, and really none of your business, don’t ya think?”

      He shrugged and smirked at her. “Yeah, probably, but truthfully, you and my brother are already friends, so really, that means we’re just about friends and I’m just trying to get to know you better.”  The corner of his mouth tipped up in a little smile. “Or it could just be that I’m curious by nature.  My brother didn’t say anything about you being some high powered attorney extraordinaire, he just said you were a friend who may need some help.  So, again, what’s your deal, friend?”

      She shrugged. “No big deal, Mr. Nosy.  I used to prosecute white collar crimes but now I’m a criminal defense lawyer, and I dabble in real estate and whatever else interests me.  My family has been in Georgia since the 1700s and they used to have a bunch of businesses and used to own a shitload of downtown Atlanta real estate, and they sold it all and then they died, and now I have a shitload of family money.  That’s pretty much it.”

      “Well, okay, then.”  He grinned at her and turned to go back inside. “Let’s get to work.”

      Lola shook her head and leaned against the railing with her arms crossed over her chest. “Nope.  I showed you mine, so you show me yours.  Your turn, friend. What’s your deal?”

      Fair enough. “Mine’s a lot less interesting.  I was in the FBI for about ten years and I got shot when I was providing backup during a bank robbery.”  Lola felt her eyes get big and looked at him for more details.  He shook his head. “It wasn’t a big deal, I got shot in the shoulder, but it did some nerve damage and sometimes if it’s cold or I’m super tired, or if I sleep in a funny position, a couple of my fingers go weak, including my trigger finger, so I quit.”  He shrugged. “In the FBI, you can’t qualify on the range when you can’t pull a trigger with either hand, so that was pretty much it.”   Lola had a feeling that it was a much bigger deal than he let on, but she just nodded as he continued.  “I could’ve stayed in the bureau in some capacity, but I’d been getting tired of the bureaucratic crap for a while, so I took it as a sign that it was time to go.”

      Lola was curious. “So you started your own security business?”

      “About fifteen years ago.  My Master’s is in computer engineering, and I’d worked in cyber crime for most of my FBI career, so corporate security was a natural fit.  It turns out I have a knack for following a computer trail, which was great for tracking down pedophiles, but it’s also great for investigations.  Another retired agent and I started the business. I handle all investigations and the computer security side, and he’s in charge of physical security for businesses.”

      “Like bodyguard services?”

      He nodded. “Lots of stuff.  We provide bodyguard services, we set up security plans and install systems for buildings and plants, whatever people need.  We also have a division where we’ve hired retired SEALS and other special forces guys to test security in government facilities and other businesses that need top notch security and then we fix any problems we find.”

      Lola was impressed. “Wow.  That’s really interesting.”  She smiled as she looked at him. “I’ll bet you live in a pretty nice place, too.”

      He shrugged and grinned at her.  Those dimples popped and Lola felt that smile all the way down to her stomach.  Okay, and other lower parts.  Damn, he was a fine looking man. “I guess you’ll just have to come see for yourself, Ms. Lola”.

      She nodded and slowly looked him up and down. “I guess I will.”  She winked at him and turned to go inside. “Come on, Jake.  I have something to show you.”

      He didn’t hear what she said.  He had been trying to see if her back view was as nice as her front, but her old sweatshirt was huge and hit right below her hips.  It was driving him crazy.  Was the rest of her body as amazing as her legs?  He’d always been a sucker for long, lean women, and Lola was exactly his type.  And those bright blue eyes were amazing.  He wondered if she was seeing anyone and if not, if she’d be open to some dinner.  Screw dinner.  He really just wanted her under him.  Or over him.

      He dealt with women clients all the time and never had this kind of problem.  It had been a long time since he felt such a strong, instant attraction for a woman. Actually, the last time he felt this way was when he met his ex-wife.  He shook himself mentally.  What the hell was wrong with him?  She obviously had a problem, and he was supposed to be helping her out, not trying to figure out a way to help her out of her clothes.

      He suddenly realized they’d stopped and were in her bedroom.  He stared at her.  “Where are we going?”

      She laughed at his confusion. “This is my bedroom.”

      He inclined his head toward the bed. “Yeah, I got that part.  But why are we here?”  He tried to look casual as he gazed around at the sleek furnishings and a different view of the skyline. “Nice, by the way.”  Nice view.  Nice bed.  Shit, surely he hadn’t said anything out loud about getting her out of her clothes.  Did he?

      She turned toward her closet. “I have a panic room that’s completely secure back here.”  She tapped a hidden panel in the back wall and scanned her eye.  A door slid open and she walked through the door, saying with her best sultry, Mae West imitation, “Come into my lair, little boy, if you dare.”

      He laughed and followed her inside.  She hit the button to close the door and walked across the room to her computer, pulling over an extra chair for Jake.  “Here, let me log in and I’ll show you what I’ve got.”

      As she typed busily into her computer, Jake looked around.  He saw the monitors on one wall and recognized a live feed of all of the rooms they had just been in, plus a live picture of the garage, the elevator, and several views outside the building.  He whistled. “Ms. Lola, this is some setup.”

      Lola stopped typing. “It’s awesome, isn’t it?  We call it the Batcave.  My main man Mike did it for me after I had a nasty run in with some corporate guys I was prosecuting several years ago. He’s an ex-Navy SEAL, he’s my brother’s best friend since elementary school, he does my personal and business security stuff when I need it, but mostly, he runs my businesses for me.”  She finished entering information and as she waited for the computer to run through its scans and setup she turned to face him.  “This place is bullet-proof, blast-proof, sound-proof, poisonous gas-proof, and all kinds of surveillance-proof.  The computer has every protection possible and the encryption level is whatever the highest level is.” She smiled. “You’d know whatever it is.  Me, not so much.  Anyway, we put this in during the original construction so that Mike could build it and reinforce it exactly the way he wanted.”  She laughed. “And I’d get the stuff I wanted, like a bathroom. Mike says it isn’t as perfect as it could be because I’m on the top floor and I insisted on plumbing with a drain, but he reinforced everything, put filters in, blah, blah, blah, so even he agrees we’re safe as a kitten here.  Plus, he put in a generator, so in an emergency, I could stay here as long as I needed.”

      Jake was impressed. “Your buddy knows what he’s doing.  This place is great.”  He tried to sound casual. “So your ‘main man’, Mike. He’s great with security and he runs your business.  I take it y’all are more than business partners?”

      Lola could tell he was as fascinated with her as she was with him, so she decided to mess with him.  She gave him a wide-eyed innocent look. “Mike?  Well, like I said, he pretty much does everything for me.”

      To say Jake was disappointed was an understatement.  It figured.  The first time he’d met a woman in years who blew his doors off, and she was taken.  He nodded and smiled faintly, and looked at the computer, which was still running through its start-up routine. “Oh, okay, then.”  He then looked directly at her before looking back at the monitor. “He’s a lucky man.”

      Lola tried to look serious. “He is.  He’s got a job he loves, he makes tons of money, he’s in great shape, and he and his husband just adopted a baby from Guatamala.”  She waited for the words to sink in. “And I love him like a brother.”

      His head whipped around. “He’s gay?”

      She laughed. “Yep.  ‘Way gay’, as he says.  He and his husband were both in the Navy during the whole ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ crap, so rejoining the regular world was pretty great for them.  As soon as marriage became legal, we all hopped on a plane and they got married on the beach in Hawaii.  It was amazing.  My brother was his best man and I was the flower girl.”  Her eyes were shining at the memory. “Which meant that I stuck flowers in my hair and walked down the aisle and passed out tropical fruit jello shots to the wedding guests.  It was a great wedding.”

      Her computer beeped to indicate it was finally ready to go, and Jake motioned for her to move. “Switch chairs with me.  I want to see what I’m working with.”

      Lola stood up and went to get the flash drive out of the safe while Jake started poking around.  Within seconds, he was completely immersed in the computer, talking to himself under his breath.  Lola sat down and watched him as his fingers flew across the keyboard.  Apparently he was impressed with what he saw, and he finally sat back and looked at her. “Mike is your main man.  He did a great job with this system.  It’s secure, everything’s set up right, and I like the way the system is organized.”  He smiled. “Tell him if he ever wants a job, I’ll hire him.”

      She looked alarmed. “Stay the hell away from Mikey. He’s mine.”

      He laughed at the expression of panic on her face. “Okay, okay.  Maybe I’ll just borrow him occasionally.”  She narrowed her eyes at him and he winked.  Then he got serious. “Okay, sugar, enough messing around.  It’s work time.  Tell me what happened last night, from the beginning.”

      She told him the story, making him roll his eyes with a couple of nasty comments about Alabama, and he listened intently, occasionally asking questions when something wasn’t clear.  When she got to the part about the flash drive, she handed it to him and he looked at it and stuck it in the USB port and then listened as she continued her story.  When she was done he sat there, thinking intently.  “Okay, so you’re not sure this flash drive is from Mitch?”

      She shook her head.  “Not for sure.  But otherwise, I don’t know where it came from.  I lied to my friends that it was from someone else, because I didn’t want them involved, but the truth is, no other client has recently given me a flash drive and he specifically said that he had gotten some information that ‘was a matter of life and death’.  And then he turned up dead.”  She took a deep breath. “Bottom line, I need to figure what’s on this flash drive to see if it’s something I need to worry about.  Because if it is, there’s already one dead person here, and I want to know if someone’s looking to make me the next.”

      He nodded. “I get that.” He turned toward the computer and pulled up the flash drive.  “Let’s see what’s what we’ve got.”

      He rapidly scanned through the files until he got to the part that looked like computer coding and then he stopped. Lola pointed at it. “I have no idea what that is, but it looked like some kind of computer code.  Can you tell anything from looking at it?”

      He nodded as he slowly scrolled through the pages. “It is code.  Hang on a minute.”  He stared intently at the screen, his lips moving as he muttered under his breath.  Without looking away, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pair of glasses and put them on.

      Lola sat back in her chair and took the time while he was focused intently on the screen to really look him over.  Whew.  Now he looked even better in a kind of Clark Kent, hot, nerdy way.  She was actually kind of shocked at her instant reaction to him.  Generally, if she felt a strong attraction to anyone, she would either immediately walk away, or as Daisy put it, attempt to “screw him out of her system”.  Most of the time it worked because, other than her only serious boyfriend in college, she had yet to find a man that didn’t start to annoy her after a few days. Now, for the first time in years, she actually wanted to spend a little time with this guy to figure out what it was she found so appealing.

      Jake sat back in his chair and took off his glasses. “Lola, what do you know about computer coding and security?”

      “I know how to spell it, and separately, I could use each of those words correctly in a sentence.”

      That made him chuckle. “Okay, let me give you the simple version.  Yes, this is some kind of code.  It looks like some kind of computer learning app or game, but I really can’t tell exactly what it is right now because I don’t know a lot of specifics.”  He stopped and looked at her. “How much detail do you want?”

      “As little as possible.”

      “Okay, here’s a very simplified version of how computer code works. Computer programs are written using a certain language, which is basically whatever language a coder chooses to use when he writes specific code.  In order for that code to run on a computer, that code has to be translated so that it can used on a specific computer, because different computers have different sets of instructions programmed inside of them.  You use a program called a compiler to translate that code so it can be executed by machines that want to run the program. Bottom line, first you write it, then you translate it using a compiler so that computers can use it.  You with me so far?”

      

      She nodded slowly. “I think so.”

      “Here’s where it gets tricky.  Since I don’t know what source code was used to write this, I can’t just read this program to see what it says.  It would be like me trying to read a story in Italian without a way to translate it.  I can tell it’s Italian when I see it, and I recognize words here and there so I might have a vague idea what it’s about, but since I don’t actually read Italian, I couldn’t tell you what the story’s specifically about.”

      “So there’s no way to figure out what this is?”  She looked disappointed.  “Shit, so we still don’t know if this is from that weasel Mitch?”

      He patted her leg comfortingly. “No, what I’m saying is that I can’t tell in two minutes while we’re sitting here.  That’s what my computer minions are for.  Trust me, I have dozens of very skilled programmers and hackers at my disposal that will be able to figure this out.  That’s what we do.”  He put his glasses back on and turned back to the computer. “Let’s see what the rest of this is about.”

      He looked at the spread sheets. “These are projections of something, and whatever it is, it looks like they’re expecting whatever it is to increase significantly over a period of time, whether it’s money or sales of an item, or whatever.  Without knowing what they’re talking about, these numbers don’t mean much.”

      “I got that.”

      Jake scrolled up to the memos and started rapidly scanning them. “Is this Pandora Unlimited the company that Mitchell worked with, Lola?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.  He worked with some pharmaceutical company, Deleon Labs, no Pandora anywhere I could find.”

      “What does Deleon Labs do?”

      She rubbed her face.  The lack of sleep was starting to catch up with her, plus she was still hungry.  She knew that was a bad combination for her, but she knew they needed to figure this out, so she tried to ignore her growling stomach and answered his question.  “Some skin stuff, prescription sunscreen and acne treatments, plus some opioid pain meds and prescription level anti-inflammatories.  Nothing weird or experimental.”  Lola looked frustrated.  “How is any of this information worth killing someone over?” Lola stood up and started pacing across the room, “Seriously, Jake, this doesn’t make any sense.  It’s much more likely that slimy asshole stole money from the wrong person and it got him killed.  I can’t see why anyone would get killed over these vague memos and random projections.”

      Jake watched her pace, enjoying her energy and her expressive face.  When she finally stopped pacing she stood watching the monitors with her back to Jake.   She lifted her sweatshirt to fan herself with it and Jake finally got a glimpse of her tight little butt.  Perfect.  He cleared his throat and she turned around as he pointed to her fanning herself. “Hot flash?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, just a little hot under the collar.  I’m pissed off, Jake.  I don’t like people screwing with my life, and the fact that it’s that little shithead Mitchell doing it makes it even worse.”  She stalked over to the seat next to Jake and threw herself in the chair.  She pointed to the memos. “I thought these memos looked like they were related to some kind of testing, or something, maybe a clinical trial?”

      He wasn’t sure. “I don’t know.  It talks about programming and pathways.  Path can be a computer term, so maybe it has to do with software.  I really don’t know.”

      She dropped her head back against the headrest. “So really, we don’t know anything more than we did before.”

      He ejected the drive, put it in his front pants pocket and shut down the computer.  He then took off his glasses and spun her chair to face him, putting his hands on the arms of the chair so she was hemmed in.  She lifted her head and looked at him as he smiled at her.  “That’s not true.  We do know there’s some kind of computer program and we know that I have people who can figure out exactly what we’re looking at.  I can get some more information on the company Mitch worked with and maybe figure out what this Pandora Unlimited does.  We don’t know if the flash drive is from Mitch, but we do know Mitch is a complete weasel.  That’s something.”

      Jake pulled her chair closer and leaned forward so that his face was almost in the curve of her neck. “And I just discovered that you smell as delicious as you look.”  He closed his eyes and inhaled. “What is that?  Coconut?”

      Lola smiled and tilted her neck so he’d have easier access. “Coconut and vanilla body butter.”  His nose tickled its way down her neck and she could feel his lips lightly drag down the length to the sensitive spot where her neck joined her shoulder.  Damn, she wanted to feel that mouth on hers.  She moaned a little, really more of a “Hmmmmmm…” before she finally came to her senses and pulled back. “Hey wait, buddy, we’re not done with business, yet.”

      He straightened up and looked at her, his eyes hot and hungry, and he slowly smiled. “Sorry. I thought we were.”

      Lola felt that look all the way down to her stomach and she felt her nipples tighten, but she tried to concentrate and shook her head. “Nope.  What did we decide?  Will you help me out?  You’ll put together a contract?  Do you need a retainer?  Just tell me what you need to get started.”

      Jake looked offended and leaned back so there was more space between them.  “This is just a friend helping a friend.  There may be nothing to this, so I’m not charging you anything till we decide exactly what we’re dealing with, here.  Let me give it to the guys in my lab, and in the meantime I’ll do what I do, which is poke around to see if I can find some information on Mitch, this Deleon Labs, and Pandora Unlimited.  As soon as I hear anything, I’ll let you know.  And in the meantime, you need to be super careful where you go and what you do. And if you see anything funny, call me immediately. Got it?”  He scooted his chair forward and started to pull her chair toward him so she fit between his widespread knees. “Now, where were we?  You said that we, quote, ‘could have a lot of fun as soon as the business was done.’  I don’t know about you, but I think we’re done for now.”

      Lola put his hand on his chest to hold him back. “Hang on, big boy.  We’re almost done.  Let’s get a couple of things clear first.  One, you’re not the boss of this operation, so understand that if we do any of this, we do it as partners and we work together.  I want to know whatever you find.”  He wanted to roll his eyes, but he wisely held back, fairly sure that if he did, she’d punch him in the face.  She continued. “Secondly, I will pay you for your time.  Your geek minions aren’t free, and I have no problem paying for your services.  I expect to pay some sort of retainer, and I’ll pay you just like any other client pays you.”  She dropped her hand and leaned back in the chair with a challenging smile. “Got it?”

      He didn’t move, he didn’t say anything, he just sat there looking at her with a small polite smile.  She started to look confused. “What?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.  Now are we done with the business portion of our meeting?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him.  “I don’t know.  Are you okay with all that?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever, partner.  I’ll have my assistant send you a standard retainer agreement and we’ll go from there, and as far as keeping you updated on what’s going on, I want to spend time getting to know you, so if you want me to keep you current on everything, you’ll have to meet with me.”  He started to lean toward her. “How’s that?  Now, are we done?”

      Lola was tired of fighting it. “Yep.  Now we’re done.”  She leaned forward, grabbed his face, and kissed that beautiful mouth before he could say another word.  Before Lola knew it, they were locked in one of the hottest kisses she’d ever had.  Her arms were tight around his neck and he had one hand buried in her hair and the other around her hips so he could pull her closer between his spread knees as they kissed.  After a few minutes, he couldn’t decide whether to lift her onto his lap or drag her down to the floor, and that’s when he realized they needed to slow down.  He pulled his head back, and took in her dazed expression, her pink cheeks and her lips swollen from their passionate kiss.  Whatever this crazy attraction was, he wanted them to take their time to figure it out.  He didn’t want them to just jump into bed, because he was pretty sure that’s where they were heading if he didn’t put the brakes on.  He decided to throw her a curve ball and see what happened.

      He hugged her close and put a big smooching kiss on her neck. “So, you hungry?”

      Lola was totally confused.  What the hell?  Why did he stop?  Shit, how could he stop?  She felt like another minute or two of kissing and she was going to pull off her clothes and climb him like a tree.  Maybe it didn’t affect him as much as it did her.  She pulled back and looked down at his lap. Nope.  That wasn’t the problem.  She looked him in the eye and saw the same desire she felt reflected back, so she decided to play along and see what happened. “Sure.  I can always eat.”

      He let his breath out slowly and separated them, rolling his chair back so he could stand up, which left her sitting eye level with what looked to be a very uncomfortable bulge in the front of his jeans.  He held out his hand to help her up.  She took his hand, and as she stood up, she looked down pointedly at his crotch. “Ouch.”  She leaned toward him, laughing. “Is that the flash drive in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”

      He laughed, unembarrassed, as he followed her gaze. “Ouch is right.  Lady, you have no idea.”  He put his hands in his front pockets with the thumbs out so they framed his crotch nicely and smirked at her.  “But come on Lola, a flash drive?  This looks more like an oversized hard drive, don’t you think?”

      Lola rolled her eyes at his comment, trying not to laugh.  She dropped his hand and walked over to the panel to let them out of the room. “Hey buddy, I’m not the one who wanted to stop, so that problem is all on you.”

      As they walked down the hall, Jake grabbed her hand and pulled her to a stop.  “Just to be clear, I didn’t want to stop.  I just thought maybe it was a good idea if we took our time getting to know each other first, that’s all.  If I didn’t care about that, you’d already be under me by now, heels to Jesus, as my grandmother would say.”

      That made her burst into laughter. “Heels to Jesus?  That’s hilarious!” She stopped in the middle of the hall, bent over because she was laughing so hard.  “That’s now my new favorite phrase for sex.”

      Jake was enjoying her hilarity. “What’s your old favorite?”

      She tried to look serious but was still snickering. “Well, I don’t have just one, but when we were kids, my brother and Mike used to try to find the funniest or nastiest terms possible and then they’d tell them to me.  Like ‘hide the sausage’ or ‘knockin’ boots,’ ‘giving a hot beef injection,’ ‘bury the bone,’ or Mike’s personal favorite, ‘going to the boneyard,’ which in retrospect makes perfect sense.  In fact, I think that may be the name of a local gay bar.”

      Jake laughed. “Riding the pony express.  Talking on the bone phone.”

      “That’s a blow job.”

      “Still counts as sex, President Clinton.”

      Lola grinned at that. “How about ‘launching the meat missile’ or ‘makin’ bacon’ or ‘riding the boloney pony’?”

      Laughing, Jake held up his hands in surrender and then gave a ridiculous, deep bow. “You win.  Your knowledge of euphemisms for sex is both extensive and impressive, Ms. Lola.  Maybe we’ll have to try a few of them out for ourselves.”

      She sniffed haughtily and grabbed her phone and her keys. “We’ll see.  You may have missed your window of opportunity.  Now you’ll have to feed me, instead, and no, I’m not in the mood for a ‘hot beef injection’.”

      He put his hand on her back and guided her toward the elevator.  “What’re you in the mood for?”

      They stepped in the elevator and she turned and looked at him with an innocent smile as she leaned toward him until they almost touched. “Me?  You should know, Jake, I’m very particular with what I put in my mouth, but the good news is that I’m pretty much always hungry.”  She batted his eyes at him, and then winked when she saw the dumbfounded expression on his face.

      Jake just stared at her.  Lawd have mercy, she was something else.

      When the elevator opened, they stepped out and Lola stopped dead in her tracks.  Her jaw dropped. “Holy shit, Jake, is that your car?”

      He grinned. “Yep.  It was my uncle’s and my dad and I restored it ourselves over the last couple of years.  Beautiful, isn’t she?”

      She slowly circled around the shiny car and stared at it in awe. “It’s amazing.  1968 GTO convertible, in Meridian turquoise with the matching interior and the white top.”  She looked ecstatic. “Does it have the standard V8 with 350 horses?”  He nodded and she peeked inside at the pristine interior.  “Jake, y’all did a great job on the restoration.

      He dangled the keys in front of her. “Thanks.  You want to drive?”

      “Seriously?”   She looked like a kid at Christmas and held out her hand.  He dropped the keys into her palm and she opened the door and slid behind the wheel.  He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she caressed every surface she could touch.  He couldn’t wait to find out what those hands felt like on him.

      Jake opened the glove compartment and grabbed a couple of pairs of sunglasses and handed her one.  She put the glasses on, started the car and revved the engine a little.  The throaty roar filled the whole garage, and Lola moaned her appreciation as she put it into gear.  The metal security gate opened as soon as they pulled up, and Lola pulled out onto her street.

      It was a pretty day, sunny and in the sixties, but it was still a little cool, especially with the top down. Jake turned on the heater and twisted to face her.  “So, what’re you in the mood for?”

      Lola smiled at him. “How about a burger? We could go to George’s in Virginia Highlands.”

      “Sounds good to me.  I’m never in this area anymore unless I’m visiting my folks, so I hardly ever get to eat there.  I grew up right by Piedmont Park off Myrtle.  We lived in a big old house my mom inherited from her parents, but it had been divided into a triplex, so the five of us lived in the one three bedroom apartment, and we rented the other two out.”  He pulled a ball cap out of the back seat and slid it on and handed another to Lola. They were stopped for a light, so Lola quickly pulled it on without looking at it and pulled her ponytail through the back hole.  He smiled at the picture she made in his big sunglasses and hat.  Apparently, she hadn’t noticed it was a Bama hat, and he grinned to himself, imagining her reaction when she realized.  “Steve and I shared a room from the time we were born to when we went to college.”

      She laughed.  “I grew up in Sandy Springs and went to Riverside High.”

      Jake laughed. “I spent a lot of time in your neck of the woods.  I spent my junior year stalking a Riverside High cheerleader all over Sandy Springs.”

      “Pervert.” She rolled her eyes.

      She pulled into a parking spot that had magically opened right in front of George’s and they parked and went inside.  When they slid into the booth, Lola suddenly realized that she was starving.  A waitress came by and Lola ordered a loaded burger with a side of onion rings and a basket of tots and a Corona light.  Jake smiled at her order and also got a burger and onion rings and a Sweetwater IPA.  “You going to share those tots?”

      She grabbed the menu again. “I’ll share, but then we’d better get something else, because I’m pretty hungry.  How about some nachos?”

      Jake started laughing. “No way you can eat all that.”  He looked at her skeptically when she shot him a challenging glare. “Seriously?  You don’t look like you can put away that much food.”

      The waitress came by with their beers, and Lola took a big swig and pointed it at him.  “Hey, buddy, don’t let the scrawniness fool you.  I’m going to tell you up front I can pretty much eat my own body weight in food.  Consider this a fair warning: I’m extremely expensive to feed.”

      Jake grinned.  He loved a woman who could eat.  In his experience, people who were passionate about things like food and fun were generally passionate in everything, and he couldn’t wait to find out if that was true with Lola.  “Good thing I’ve got a job.  I take it you’re a good cook, then?”

      She laughed ruefully. “No, actually, I’m a terrible cook.  If it wasn’t for delivery and my best friend, Daisy, I’d probably starve to death.  Daisy is an amazing cook, and she loves to feed people, so every Sunday she cooks for herself, her husband, and for me, and she packs it up in little containers that I just have to reheat.  I also go over a couple of nights a week to eat and hang out with them, so it works out great.” The nachos came and Lola pounced on them immediately.  “Unfortunately, with the game and all, this week is all screwed up schedule-wise, so Daisy didn’t have time to cook until today.  I’ll drop by tomorrow after work for dinner and to pick up my Daisy dinners for the week.”  She stuffed a couple of nachos in her mouth, chewed, and swallowed.  “What about you, Jake?  You a good cook?”

      He took a long swig of beer to chase his nachos. “I’m okay.  I make a great breakfast, I have about five dinner recipes I can make pretty well, and I’m awesome with a grill and smoker.”  He smiled at her. “You’ll have to come to my place and I’ll cook us some ribs.”

      She closed her eyes. “Mmmm, I love ribs.  Really, I love any kind of meat, but pork is my favorite.”

      “Not ‘hot beef’ or ‘sausage’ or ‘boloney’?”  He teased.

      Lola’s mouth was full of nachos, and she choked, laughing, and took a swig of beer to chase it down. “Not unless it’s being injected, hidden, or I’m going to ride it.”  She winked at him and smiled. “What part of town do you live in?”

      “I have a place on the south side of Lake Lanier, in Cumming.  My office is in Roswell, so the commute’s not bad, and I usually go in before the traffic heats up.”  He finished his beer and asked the waitress for a couple of waters. “I also have a great setup so I can work at home a couple of days a week, so it’s not bad at all.”

      They finished the nachos just in time for the burgers to arrive.  Lola was no longer starving, so she slowed down and she and Jake just took their time.  She marveled at how comfortable she felt with him, despite the fact that she found him so attractive.  Usually, by now, she’d be tired of conversation and would be ready to either go home alone or take whatever faceless man she was with to a hotel, wear him out, and then go home alone.  With Jake, it was totally different.  Talking with Jake felt like hanging out with her best friends, except for the fact that she could barely keep her hands off him.  Whenever he’d smile and those dimples would pop out, it was all she could do not to just reach across the table and grab whatever part of him she could reach with both hands.

      By the time they finished eating and talking, almost two hours had gone by, and Lola was finally full, although she did ask for a piece of chocolate cake to go, which made Jake smile.  He paid the bill and they walked out to the car. Lola looked exhausted, so Jake said he’d drive.  He opened her door for her, then got into the car and put up the top since it was now dark and chilly.  They turned the car toward Lola’s house and were there in about ten minutes.  She used her smart phone to open the garage gate since they weren’t in her car, and they drove inside and parked.  Lola turned to tell him goodbye, but Jake shook his head. “No, I’ll walk you up.” He grabbed her cake and they went upstairs in companionable silence.

      When they stepped into her foyer, she finally caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror across from the elevator, saw the front of her ballcap, and came to a dead stop.  “What the hell is that shit on my head?”  She snatched off the hat, looked at it in disbelief, then turned around and starting bashing Jake with it. “Roll Tide?  You jackass, you let me walk around in public with a hat that says ‘Roll Tide’ on it?”

      Jake was laughing so hard he couldn’t defend himself.  He held up the bag of cake in front of him as a shield, trying to ward off the hardest blows. “Lola, stop, you’re going to make me drop your cake.”  She stopped hitting him, grabbed her cake, threw his hat at his head, and then stalked off toward the kitchen.  “That’s it, Jake.  Take your stupid hat and go home.”

      Jake was still grinning and followed her through her condo, using a pleading tone. “Come on, Lola, don’t be pissed.  I was just having a little fun.”  She growled something at him under her breath, which made him start laughing again. “I’m sorry, Ms. Lola, did you say something?”  He started to move closer to her. “I thought I heard you saying how handsome you think I am, despite the fact that I tricked you into wearing a Roll Tide hat?”

      She put her cake in the fridge and turned to face him, holding her hand out to keep him from coming too close and trying not to smile. “Uh, no.  As a matter of fact, that’s exactly the opposite of what I was saying.”

      He put his hands in his back pockets and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Look honey, no hands.  I’m completely defenseless, so you won’t feel right if you punch me.  Would it make you feel any better if I told you I was sorry?”

      The feel of his breath in her ear gave her goosebumps.  She closed her eyes and smiled as he placed little soft kisses down her neck. “Nope. Doesn’t help me a bit.  Sugar, you’d better remember this moment, because payback is a bitch.”

      She felt him smile against her neck as he came back up, nibbling, and gently sucking on her skin, and she gave a little purr. “Mmm, that does feel…”

      The rest of her words were cut off when Jake’s mouth covered hers and he took his hands out of his pockets to pull her against him.  What started off as a sweet kiss rapidly became hotter and more demanding.  His tongue swept into her mouth and she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself against his entire front.  He groaned into her mouth and he ran his hands down over her hips and grabbed her butt to pull her hard against him. As they kissed, Lola could feel him getting harder and bigger against her stomach and as she grabbed his hips and rubbed herself against him, Jake felt like he was about two seconds away from embarrassing himself.  He pulled back and they stared at each other, both breathing hard.

      She looked at him and invited, “You want to stay for a while?”

      Jake looked at her regretfully as he quickly kissed her and then pulled away and put his hands back in his pockets. “No, I think I need to go.  If I don’t go now, I’m afraid I won’t leave, and I think I should.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? I’m a grown-ass woman, Jake, and I know what I want.  You’re welcome to stay for a while, if you’d like.”

      “Oh, I’d like,” he said with a half smile. “But I’ve got a feeling that you’ve got something weird going on here, and I need to get started on that.  I’m going to drop by the office on the way home and get one of my guys to get started on that flash drive, and then I’m heading up to my house.  Tomorrow I’ll get started doing a little research on our weasel, Mitch.”

      Lola couldn’t believe he’d just leave. “Blah, blah, blah.  Just remember, sugar, all work and no play makes Jake a dull boy.”  She smiled sweetly and looked pointedly at the front of his jeans. “And an uncomfortable boy.  You know I can help you with that situation, right?”  She rolled her eyes when he didn’t come closer.  “For God’s sake, Jake, lighten up.  I’m just talking a little recreational sex, you big baby, I’m not asking you to marry me.”

      This woman was going to be the death of him.  He stepped closer until his lips were right by hers. “Ms. Lola, there’s no doubt in my mind that you could totally take care of my situation.  And I can’t think of anything on Earth I’d like more than a little recreational sex with you.  But you know what, Lola?  You’re not only gorgeous, but you’re funny and I really like you, and for the first time in a very long time I actually want to get to know someone instead of just jumping into something purely recreational.”  He pecked a quick kiss on her lips. “So I’m going home.”  She looked pouty and aggravated at that, and he tried not to smile.  “Can I take you to dinner tomorrow night?  We can talk about your case.”

      Lola was still irritated that he was going to leave her all riled up. “Fine, whatever.  Just text me tomorrow to let me know when you want to meet.  I’m in court in the morning, but I’m totally free in the afternoon, so no problem, we’ll figure something out.”

      He winked at her and headed toward the elevator door.  “Night, Lola.  Sweet dreams.  I’ll be thinking about you.” He hit the button and when the door opened, he walked inside.

      “Night, Jake.  Sweet dreams to you, too.”  She smiled sweetly, and as the door started to close, she called out. “Oh, and by the way, I’ll be thinking of you, too.  Especially when I give myself a couple of epic orgasms, to take the edge off.  Too bad you won’t be there to join me.”  She blew him a kiss. “Have a good night.”

      He groaned, and she laughed as the door closed.  That’ll give him something to think about. Damn, he was a lot of fun. She was actually excited about seeing him tomorrow.  She went into her bathroom, ran herself a hot bath, and settled in with her e-reader to read for a while.
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      Jake was at work the next morning by seven.  He had stopped by the evening before on the way home and dropped off the flash drive to Jerry Jeff Jenkins, the manager and most senior member of his “nerd herd,” as his computer geeks affectionately referred to themselves.

      Jerry Jeff was one of the first people Jake hired when he started his own business.  Jake had actually met Jerry Jeff when he was still an agent with the FBI and he was sent to arrest Jerry Jeff at his middle school graduation ceremony.  Jerry Jeff had overheard his parents discussing his uncle’s being denied VA benefits after he was injured in Afghanistan, so he hacked into the VA’s computer system and moved his uncle to the top of the waiting list.  When the hack was discovered, the head of the local VA insisted that Jerry Jeff be prosecuted, but instead, Jake helped him cut through some red tape so his uncle could finally receive the help he needed.  Jake explained to Jerry Jeff that he couldn’t go around hacking into government computer systems, and then told him to stay in school, get great grades, and come work with him in the FBI when he graduated. They stayed in touch, and by the time Jerry Jeff finished grad school, Jake had just started his own business, and he hired Jerry Jeff immediately.

      It had been one of the best decisions he’d ever made.  Jerry Jeff was brilliant, completely loyal, and tireless.  He had a top secret security clearance and Jake never had to worry about any leaks or disclosures on any projects that were supervised by Jerry Jeff.   Not only had he designed a computer security system that, so far at least, had never been hacked or penetrated, despite Jake offering a ten thousand dollar reward to any other member of the nerd herd who could do it, but he also had a terrible temper if you messed with him, and few people wanted to screw with Jerry Jeff Jenkins.

      Jerry Jeff wasn’t your stereotypical, skinny computer geek.   He was actually a redneck from south Georgia who spent his free time fishing, hunting, and competing in the heavyweight division in local amateur mixed martial arts competitions. He was almost six and a half feet tall, about two hundred sixty pounds, and most of the time he looked like he’d spent the last several years as a roadie with some Lynyrd Skynyrd cover band, with his hugely muscled body, straggly beard, ball cap, faded t-shirts, cowboy boots, and old jeans.

      This morning, he looked even rougher than usual, and Jake figured he’d probably stayed up all night working on the flash drive.  He was in one of the private, secured computer rooms and was sound asleep.  His size fourteen boots were propped up on the desk, his arms were crossed across his massive chest, and his head was wedged against the corner of the wall as he slept, snoring a huge, rattling snore.

      As Jake walked up to Jerry Jeff’s desk, he could see his computer flying through some kind of computation series, so he walked over to his desk and leaned on the desk next to his feet.  He softly called Jerry Jeff’s name and gently shook his boot, having learned the hard way that if you startled Jerry Jeff awake, you may end up with a kick or punch to the head.

      Jerry Jeff slowly opened his eyes.  Jake smiled at him and put a Yeti bottle on the desk next to his feet.  “Bullet coffee with four shots of espresso.”  He held up a bag with his other hand.  “Two muffins, one banana with extra fiber, one pumpkin bran.”  Jake put the bags on the desk as Jerry Jeff slowly sat up and stretched and squinted his bleary eyes at the computer.  “Anything looking interesting so far?”

      Jerry Jeff held up one finger as he opened the bottle and took a big gulp.  He closed his eyes and smiled as the hot coffee worked its magic.  He took another couple of swigs and put it back on the table.   “You could say that.”  Jerry Jeff reached into his drawer and pulled out a huge travel mug that he filled up with the rest of the coffee.  He opened the bag, ate a half of one of the muffins in one bite, and washed it down with the hot coffee.  As he started to wake up, he turned to the computer, minimized whatever he was doing and opened another window.  He looked over to Jake and pointed to an area on the screen.  “What’s that look like to you?”

      Jake pulled up a chair so he could sit close enough to see, put on his glasses, and scanned the information.  “There’s not a lot of detail, but it looks like some kind of learning program, or maybe a training app of some sort.”

      “You’re right.”  Jerry Jeff nodded.  “I haven’t finished running an analysis of this, so I still can’t tell all the details but from what I can see so far, it looks to be some kind of program that focuses on retraining the brain or improving cognitive function for some specific purpose.”  He took another bite of muffin and another gulp of coffee.  He pointed toward the screen.  “When I was in grad school, I helped a professor design a computer program to help retrain the brain of people who sustained head trauma or were stroke victims and parts of this look a lot like that, but I can’t be sure what we’ve got until I can restore the rest of this flash drive and then finish this run-through.”  He looked curious.  “Where did you get this?”

      Jake shrugged.  “A friend of mine had a client turn up dead, and we’re trying to figure out if this had something to do with it.”  He looked around and, once he saw no one else was there, he drew his brows together and leaned closer.  “Jerry Jeff, no shit, don’t mention this to anyone and don’t let anyone else see it.  I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t want anyone to know we know anything because it might put my friend in danger.  Or you, for that matter.”

      Jerry Jeff smiled at him and easily dismissed any threats to his own safety.  “I’m good.  But your friend, is it a lady friend?”

      Jake snorted at the hopeful look on Jerry Jeff’s face.  “Shit, Jerry Jeff, you trying to get me a date, too?”  He flopped back in his chair.  “Yes, it’s a woman, and until we know what’s going on, we all need to be quiet and careful.  Make sure no one sees what you’re doing here until we figure out the deal.”

      “You got it, boss.”  Jerry Jeff sobered immediately.  “I’ll only work on this in the private rooms and I’ll figure out what’s going on and let you know.”  He elbowed Jake and bobbled his eyebrows.  “In the meantime, you’d better keep a close eye on her to make sure she stays safe.”  He took another huge bite of muffin, and smiled at Jake as he gulped it down.  “I’ll probably have this done by this afternoon, so I’ll get back with you later today.”  He handed him a copy of the flash drive.  “Here’s a copy you can use if you want to take a look at it.”

      Jake thanked him and ignored his matchmaking attempts.  He headed back to his own office and started finishing up some final reports for huge investigative job they’d just finished for one of their biggest clients.  He took the final report out to his assistant, Marie, and instantly realized he’d made a huge mistake when she handed him an entire box of paperwork.  He glared at her, and she shrugged.  “Sorry, boss, but sometimes it sucks to be you.”

      He agreed.  He sighed and took the box back into his office and started sorting the mountain of papers into stacks.  The rest of the afternoon, he slogged through the stacks, signed orders and reports, approved various requests, wrote out instructions, and took care of the hundreds of daily details that plague business owners.  When he finally hit bottom, he repacked the box and handed it to Marie.  She was on the phone so she winked at him, mouthed “thank you,” and he went back into his office.

      He glanced at the clock and saw that it was already almost four o’clock.  He took the copy of the flash drive out of his pocket and inserted it into the correct port on his computer.  He scrolled through to the end and pulled up the memos from Pandora Unlimited, but he still didn’t see any information that was specific enough to be useful.  He stared at the screen for a few minutes, and finally decided that his time would best be spent finding out as much information as possible on Mitchell Willard.

      He decided to start at the beginning, so he Googled Mitch’s name.  Most of the stories that came up were related to his death, but after a few pages, he began to see hits related to his prior arrests.  Jake started laughing when he saw the pictures of Lola attending his hearing when she had the flu.  Bless her heart, she really looked sick.  He took a screenshot of the picture and sent it to his phone and then texted it over to her with a quick message.  “Wow.  You don’t look so good here.  I could only think of one thing that could make you look this pitiful.  This must’ve been taken immediately after your Bulldogs got their asses kicked by Bama in the National Championship game.  Roll Tide.”

      He saw the little bubbles start jumping around below the message and grinned as he waited for her reply.  He couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say about his comment, and he didn’t have long to wait.

      When the text popped up, he started laughing.  It was a five second video of Lola in a Bulldog ballcap, standing with her back to him, looking at him over her shoulder.  She blew him a kiss and then slapped that hand to her butt.  He picked up his phone and called her number and she answered on the first ring.  He lowered his voice and tried to sound confused. “So sugar, I don’t get it.  What exactly are you trying to tell me?”

      She laughed.  “Oh, I’m not surprised you’re confused, ‘Bama boy.  I know y’all are a little slow, so let me help you out.  Do you need me to verbally tell you that you can kiss my ass, or is the gesture sufficient?”

      “How about I come over and literally kiss your ass, and instead of gesturing with that hand, you can use it to direct me to any other body parts that need kissing.”  He heard a quick intake of her breath and grinned.  Hell yeah, she wanted him as much as he did her.  He couldn’t wait to see her again.

      He could hear the smile in her voice as she answered.  “Sweetie, you had your chance to play last night and you blew it.  Tonight, I’ll let you tell me what you found out today, but I wouldn’t count on any of your body parts getting any attention from me.”  She grinned when she heard him snort. “Now, back to business.  Got any info for me about what’s on that flashdrive?”

      He leaned back in his chair and kicked his feet up on the corner of his desk.  “Not yet, but it looks like my chief minion is making some headway, so I expect to have something for you by tonight.  I’m also going to see what I can find on how old Mitch had been spending his time lately.”  He laughed.  “I can see that spending time with him wasn’t so good for you.  In that picture, you look like something the cat dragged in.”

      “Ha. Ha.  You’re hilarious.  That just goes to show you how much I wanted to get rid of Mitch.  I had the flu, I was sick as a dog and I hauled my feverish ass to the courthouse just to get rid of that case.  I coughed and hacked and wheezed my way through a plea to a misdemeanor theft by taking charge.  He stole over a million dollars, and I got him 20 hours of community service and he had to pay a hundred dollars in restitution.”

      Jake whistled long and low.  “Holy shit, Lola, how did you swing that?”

      She shook her head at the memory.  “The truth is, everyone knew he did it, but no one could prove it and no one could find the money.  Mitch was a total scumbag, but he was brilliant, and he could cover a money trail better than anyone.  His employer was so pissed about the whole situation, he insisted that Mitch be convicted of something, and the only charge they could prove was that Mitch had taken home an old typewriter he found in a storage closet.  Mitch admitted he took it and magnanimously agreed to plead to a misdemeanor theft and pay restitution in the amount of a hundred dollars, which was the value of the typewriter.”

      Jake winced.  “Ouch.  I’m sure his boss wasn’t too happy about that.”

      “I’m sure he wasn’t.  And I would say he’s definitely someone we should take a look at, except he was killed in a plane wreck about a month after the hearing, leaving a wife and two little kids.”

      Jake shook his head.  “It sounds like there’s a long list of people who could have it out for Mitch.”

      “Absolutely.  When he was my client, he somewhat admitted that he’d stolen money from just about every employer he’d ever worked for, and no one was ever able to catch him.  Odds are that he stole from the wrong person and it finally caught up to him.”

      Jake agreed.   “True.  Except for the part about the flash drive and it being ‘a matter of life and death’ and then him ending up dead.  That’s a little too much of a coincidence, if you ask me.”

      “Me, too.”  Lola, like Jake and most people who worked in the criminal justice system, didn’t much believe in coincidence. “I’m stuck in court all day today, so I won’t have time to do any research on any of this.  Sorry to stick you with all this.  How about I make it up to you by buying you dinner?”

      “Sounds good.  Want me to pick you up at home?”

      Lola thought about it.  “No, actually, why don’t you come over after work and we’ll eat at my place?  I feel better discussing all this in private.”

      “Sounds good to me.”  He stopped and thought about it.  “Wait. You’re not cooking, are you?”

      Lola snorted.  “Hell no.  Daisy texted me this morning and she dropped off my meals for the week while she was out running around, so we’ll have something fabulous for dinner, I promise you.”

      “Sounds great.  I’ll be over in a couple of hours, say around six, if that’s good for you.”

      “Perfect.”

      They both hung up and immediately got back to work.
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      “Come on up.”  Lola smiled as she saw Jake look up at the camera and wink at her and she buzzed him in.  She bustled around the kitchen, stirred the jambalaya in the pot on the stove, took the salad out of the fridge and put it on the table, and poured them each a glass of tea.  She heard the elevator open and called out to him.  “Hey, Jake, come on in.  I’m in the kitchen.”

      As he came into the kitchen, Lola stopped what she was doing.  Damn he looked good.  He was wearing old jeans that fit like a glove and a dark green cotton sweater that showed off his broad shoulders and green eyes.  When he smiled at her, she felt the effect of those killer dimples in her stomach.  And let’s get real, in other places, too.  He ambled across the kitchen and put a bottle of wine on the counter.  “Hey Ms. Lola.  I brought some wine to go with dinner.”  He reached out, hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her close to him.  He kissed her on the forehead, then her nose, then a quick peck on the lips, and then let her go.  He turned to see what was on the stove.  “Damn, you weren’t kidding about Daisy’s cooking.  What smells so good?”  He lifted the lid.  “Holy shit, is that jambalaya?  That smells amazing.”

      She nodded.  “It is amazing.  We’re having jambalaya, salad, and some of Daisy’s red velvet cupcakes for dessert.  You’re going to love it.”  She turned and picked up the wine he’d brought, glanced at the label, and handed him a corkscrew.  “This wine should be great with it.  Go ahead and open it and I’ll start getting dinner on the table.”

      “Sounds great.”  He opened the bottle of wine, watching her as she grabbed a hot pad, shoved a big spoon in the pot and brought the jambalaya to the table.  She looked fantastic with no makeup, a pair of tight, faded jeans that showed off her endless legs and a tiny, long-sleeved UGA t-shirt. She wore big, fluffy socks and had her long hair in a ponytail that bounced with every movement.

      “Okay, big guy.  Time to eat.”  She waved him to a chair and he sat down.  She scooped out a huge serving for both of them and then put the spoon back in the pot and dropped into a chair across from him.  She forked up a bite and pointed it at Jake.  “And when you meet her, do not tell Daisy I served her jambalaya straight from the pot.”

      He grinned at her.  “She wouldn’t like that?”

      Lola wrinkled her nose.  “No, she would not.  She’s like a mini-Martha Stewart.  Everything is served in special bowls, and special plates, and it always looks beautiful and delicious.  I’m more about the function.  If I put the jambalaya in a bowl, I’d have to wash the bowl and the pot, and I just don’t see the sense in that.”

      He agreed.  “Me either.  It tastes the same, so why make more work?”

      “Right?  That’s what I tell her and she just shakes her head.”  Lola tasted the jambalaya and closed her eyes in appreciation.  “But Lawd have mercy it tastes amazing.”

      “Lola, this is fantastic.”  He forked up another huge bite and almost moaned as he chewed.  “This is the best jambalaya I’ve ever had and I’ve spent a lot of time in Louisiana over the years.”

      Lola smiled.  “Just wait till dessert.  Her red velvet cupcakes are even better.”

      “Is she a professional chef?”

      “No, she’s a writer.  But she loves to feed people she cares about, and fortunately, I’m one of them.”  She dipped some more jambalaya from the pot and raised her eyebrows to Jake to see if he wanted more.  He nodded, so she put another large serving on his plate.  “She also knows I eat a lot, so she always includes enough for me and about five other people so I don’t mind sharing with you.”

      They were both starving, so they quickly finished the entire pot of jambalaya, with Jake again marveling at how much food Lola could pack away.  She just smiled and shrugged.  “I told you.  I can eat.”  She stood up and grabbed her plate and the pot and headed into the kitchen, with Jake right behind her with his plate and their glasses.  They cleaned up the kitchen and loaded the dishwasher.  He grabbed their glasses of wine and Lola grabbed the container of cupcakes.  She stood there, uncertain about where to direct him to go.  “You got some information for me, Jake?  If so, and we need the computer, let’s head into the Batcave.  If not, we'll head out to the porch and eat cupcakes.  Your call.”

      He smiled at her.  “The Batcave it is.”

      She grinned.  “You found something?”

      He winked at her.  “You bet your ass I did.  It’s not a complete picture, and I don’t know all the details yet, but at least we have a place to start.”

      They went into the Batcave and Lola closed the door behind her.  She put the food on the table and started up the computer, while Jake decided to try one of the cupcakes.  He took a huge bite then moaned out a muffled, “Holy shit, this is amazing,” as he chewed.

      Lola grabbed one and took a big bite, also moaning at the taste.  “Mmmm.  Aren’t these the best things you ever put in your mouth?”

      Jake winked at her and swallowed.  “Well, it’s the best food item I’ve ever put in my mouth.  I’ll have to let you know if it’s the best thing I ever put in my mouth.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “You’re a nasty boy, Mr. Morrow.”

      He shrugged, unrepentant.  “Just a hopeful one.”

      The computer finally came up and Jake pulled a flash drive out of his pocket, sat down, and plugged it into the USB port.  He typed in a bunch of commands and pulled the other chair up.  “Sit here, Lola.  I want to show you what Jerry Jeff and I found today.”

      Lola sat down and he pulled her next to him.  “Jerry Jeff?”

      He nodded, distracted as he typed in commands.  “He’s the head of my computer security department.  Basically, the king of the nerd herd.  I asked him to figure out what this program is all about, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t do just that.”

      He finally reached a big screen that looked like a powerpoint title page.  “According to Jerry Jeff, this is some kind of brain training program.”

      “Like that one on TV that’s supposed to be a series of games and puzzles that help you improve your memory?”

      Jake nodded.  “Kind of.  Actually, it’s more like programs that are designed to help people recover after a stroke or injury by helping the brain form new neural pathways to avoid the damaged areas.”

      “And that’s what this program does?”  Lola was thinking rapidly.

      “Apparently.  Jerry Jeff spent a lot of time working with these types of programs in grad school, so he recognized what it was pretty quickly.”

      Lola was nodding her head.  “That would make sense.  The memos we saw that discussed pathways and programming? Maybe they were talking about reprogramming people’s brains by forming new neural pathways.   Maybe this is some innovative new program to help people after an injury. ”

      Jake shrugged.  “Could be.  Unfortunately, this is only part of the program, so we don’t have enough information here to be able to tell what it’s for.”

      “What do you mean, it’s only part of the program?”

      He looked irritated.  “Unfortunately, it was an old, crappy flash drive and whatever information he tried to copy wasn’t recorded properly.  Jerry Jeff is trying to recover some more information from the original, but unless he does, we still don’t know any specifics about what the program does.”

      They both sat there, lost in thought.  Finally, Lola spoke.  “Okay.  Let’s just say that this is all the information we can get.  Why would someone be willing to kill someone over a program that is intended to retrain the brain?  There are already a ton of those programs out there, so what could this one do that would be so different?”

      Jake shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Let me show you what I found out today about your little buddy, Mitch.”  He closed the file and opened another one.  This one had “Mitch Willard” written across the top and showed an index below it with tabs beside each description.

      Lola smiled as she read the index out loud.  “Lawsuits, bankruptcies, personal life, financial records.  I’ll bet you found lots of interesting things here.”

      He laced his fingers behind his head, leaned back in his chair, and smirked.  “You could say that.  I found his hidden bank accounts.”

      Lola sat up straight and grabbed his arm.  “Shut UP!  You did not.  No way.  Everyone has looked for that money, over the years.  The FBI, every local law enforcement agency, hell, even the DEA got involved once when he was suspected of stealing money from some drug guy.”

      He grinned as he grabbed the mouse and clicked on the financial records tab.  A long list of several offshore accounts came up, each of them with anywhere from a few thousand to over a million dollars in them.  She smacked his arm.  “How in the hell did you find these?”

      He laughed at her disbelief.  “Uh, hello, this is what I do.  I investigate.”

      She rolled her eyes.  “Yes, but that’s every cop’s job, and the FBI’s job, and not one agency was ever able to track this down.  And you did it in one day.”

      He smirked.  “And that, my friend, is the difference between working in the private sector versus the government.  I was in the FBI for years, and it always drove me nuts that all of the different law enforcement agencies protect their information instead of sharing it.  So, when my partner and I opened this business, we decided that we would find a way to use all of the information available to help protect our clients and our country.  Jerry Jeff and I designed a program that basically uses data mining technology to access information from every database you can think of, local and federal law enforcement ones, banking, travel information, shopping information, hell, we can even access some of the commercial DNA registries.  Any info you want, I can find it with the help of my buddy, Big Al.”

      She was intrigued.  “Big Al?”  Then her face screwed up as she got the reference.  “Wait.  Big Al.  Isn’t that the name of the elephant that’s the Bama mascot?”

      He grinned.  “Yep.  Roll Tide.  But that was actually just a happy coincidence.”  He winked at her and she rolled her eyes.  “Actually, Jerry Jeff and I started calling it that because all of the names that actually described what it did, sucked.  The shortest title that best describes what it does is ‘Assimilating Law Enforcement Data using Artificial Intelligence,’ or ALEDAI, which is a shitty title, but the first letters were ‘A’ and ‘L’, so Al, then that became Big Al.  I guess we could market it under ALEDAI.”  He wrinkled his nose like something smelled bad.  “But honestly, after 10 years in the Bureau, I have a special dislike for using acronyms.”

      “If you can’t use ‘Big Al,’ why not just use ‘Al?’  You know IBM’s big supercomputer is called ‘Watson.’  Al is short and sweet.”

      Jake nodded.  “That’s not a bad idea.  And Al is a lot more fun that ALEDAI, or whatever other stupid acronym we could come up with.”  He laughed.  “Let’s face it, no one’s going to care about the name.  Everyone will be way too busy screaming about how we’re invading people’s privacy. I expect the first few years we’ll be the poster boys for the idea of weighing the rights of privacy against public safety.”

      Lola wrinkled her nose.  “Unfortunately, I’m sure you’re right.  That’s what lawyers do.”  She was thinking rapidly.  “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of lawyers lined up to fight this?”

      Jake shrugged. “Pretty much.  Let’s face it.  We are accessing a ton of data from all kinds of sources, including law enforcement, government, commercial, and private sources, and using that data to track people, to track money and resources, to detect crime patterns, to predict everything from recidivism rates to likely terrorist targets.  There are plenty of things it can do that definitely skirt the line of violating individual privacy.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him.  “Hmmm.  Is it legal for you to be accessing and using this information, Mr. Morrow?”  She put her hand on his thigh and slowly rubbed back and forth.  “I’d hate for you to get into trouble.”

      He looked at her hand on his leg and his breath caught.  He put his hand over hers, and slid it up a little higher.  Her eyes widened and he could see the pulse in her neck jump.  He leaned forward and kissed her just below her ear and smiled when he saw her skin break out in goosebumps under his lips.  He whispered in her ear.  “You don’t have to worry, Ms. Lola.  It’s all perfectly legal.  We do a lot of work for the government, and we all have top security clearances.  We are specifically allowed access to various federal databases, and we’re in negotiations now to sell access to our program to several different federal law enforcement agencies.  Different agencies will have different levels of access, but pretty soon, thanks to Big Al, following money trails and finding fugitives will get a whole lot easier for everyone.”

      Lola pulled away from him and sat back in her chair so she could see his face.  Her brows drew together and she wrinkled her nose.  “Wow.  That’s a little concerning, Jake.  The whole thing sounds a little big brother-ish, don’t you think?”

      He shrugged.  “Sure.  But let’s be realistic.  Lots of the information we access is from public sources.  You’d be amazed at how much of your personal information is out there just because of the websites you access, where you shop, where you bank.  Commercial databases can help us hunt a person down just as much as law enforcement ones.

      Lola’s eyebrows shot up.  “Really?  Can anyone can buy access to commercial databases?”

      “Sure.  If you have enough money. That information is extremely valuable and big companies sell that stuff all the time to whoever wants to pay for it.  Think about it.  Every time those multipage privacy policies come up on a website, pretty much everyone just clicks ‘I accept’ and moves on.  Nobody actually reads it so no one knows what they’re agreeing to.”  He leaned forward and pulled up a popular shopping website, then clicked on the privacy policy.  It was over ten pages long and he scrolled through them rapidly.  “Look at all this.  If you want to buy a pair of boots, you’re not reading all this shit, you’re clicking ‘I agree’ and ordering your boots.”

      Lola nodded.  “That’s true.  I’ve never read any of that stuff and I’m a lawyer.”

      Jake closed that window and turned back to face Lola.  “If it makes you feel better, my partner and I both agree that we’re only selling to law enforcement and intelligence agencies.  No commercial applications.  I don’t mind helping to catch criminals and terrorists, but I’m not going to be involved in businesses hijacking private information for personal gain.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Come on Jake.  Like the government has never used individual’s private information improperly before?”

      Jake ran both his hands through his hair, obviously frustrated.  “Again, I understand we’re walking that line every time an investigation is started, and there are always going to be individuals that cross that line.  I can’t help that.  But I think the benefit outweighs the negatives when it comes to being able to stop crimes and stop terrorists.  When you’re talking about organized crime and drug cartels and terrorists, do you realize how much you can do to fight them if you can track their money?  This is a total game changer."

      Lola had spent several years prosecuting white collar crimes, and she knew exactly how important following the money could be in an investigation.  She nodded.  “You’re absolutely right.  But I can’t help but be a little squeamish when you start talking about people’s private information being accessible like that.”

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong, and I’m not even saying I disagree.  I just think that there is always going to be a tug of war between individual rights and public safety, and our program isn’t going to change whether people are going to do the right thing, or not.  I think you’ll find that there will be a quick rush to establish what kind of searches require a court order or a search warrant, but it’ll all work out in the end.”

      Lola nodded her head.  Hell, they could argue this all day.  “Agreed.  Okay, back to Mitch.  So you and Big Al found his money, what else?”

      He clicked on one of the accounts.  “Well, it looks like he might be back to his old tricks.  There was a series of money transfers from DeLeon Labs to one of these accounts.  So either he was stealing, which is most likely with his history, or he was being paid money for something other than his regular job.”

      Lola looked at the account and her brows drew together.  “How do you know that?”

      He clicked on another account.  “Here’s his regular bank account, and you can see his paychecks were directly deposited into his account twice a month, like clockwork.”

      “Okay, so what were these other deposits?”

      Jake shrugged.  “Who knows?  Maybe it was a project he was working on.  Maybe he was stealing some every month. Maybe he was blackmailing someone in the company.  I guess we’d have to talk to his boss to figure that out.”

      “Anything else?”

      Jake shook his head.  “Not on here.  Jerry Jeff was running tests on Big Al most of the day, so I only got to run a very quick check on Mr. DeLeon, and that was kind of interesting.  He is the CEO and founder of DeLeon Labs and he actually started this company when he was in college.  He’s from Florida, and while he was in college at Florida…” As a Bulldog fan, Lola involuntarily winced at the mention of the University of Florida and Jake laughed at her reaction, then he continued.  “…He started this business.  He began by importing a super strong sunscreen from Australia, then he got a degree in chemistry and then a PhD in biochemistry and started making his own.  He got interested in skin care, then he somehow bought some patent that was about to expire for an opioid drug and found an offshore company to produce it.  Supposedly, it is designed so it works a little differently than most opioids and you can take less of it and get the same effect.”

      Lola found that interesting.  “Is that true?  That could be pretty valuable if it is since everyone’s freaking out about the opioid epidemic.”

      Jake scanned the page.  “Nope.  No studies could duplicate the findings, so they couldn’t make the claim.  It looks like now they’re in the process of trying to reformulate it so that they can extend the patent or get a new one, but there’s nothing definite at this point.”  He flipped the page and continued reading.  “It does look like the pain med is their biggest money maker, so I’m thinking that extending the patent is a pretty big deal to the company’s bottom line.”

      “Okay, so that’s somewhat interesting, but still doesn’t seem to be something that could get someone killed.”  Lola’s eyes narrowed.  “Did you have time to look into Pandora Unlimited?”

      “I did a quick search in a regular database and found a couple of Pandora Unlimited companies registered in a few states, but none of them looked relevant.  Most looked like holding companies, or private investment groups.  I didn’t see anything that looked like it dealt in research or some kind of software business, but I can do a more thorough search on that later.”

      Lola sat back in her chair and slid down on her tailbone with her long legs in front of her and her head draped back over the top of the chair and let out a heavy sigh.  Jake swiveled away from the computer and smiled at her disgruntled expression.  “So what do you think, Ms. Lola?”

      She rolled her head so she could see his face.  “Well, Jake, the way I see it, we have an idea of what’s on the flash drive, but we’re no closer to knowing what’s going on, if anyone knows I have the flash drive, and if it’s a problem that I have it.”  She stood up, put her hands on her hips and leaned over Jake.  “Is that about it?”

      He nodded.  “Yep.  Pretty much.  Hopefully, Jerry Jeff will be able to recover the lost info on the flash drive, but until he does, I’m afraid that’s all we got.  So what should we do about it?”

      She put her face right next to his.  “Well, I guess I’ll just try to be careful and see if anyone comes after me.  And in the meantime…”  She took her hands off her hips and placed them on either side of Jake’s face.  “I guess I’ll just have to keep myself busy and take my mind off the whole situation.”

      She leaned in and placed a sweet kiss on Jake’s mouth.  As she slowly drew back, Jake put his hands on her waist and pulled her toward him.  She put her hands on his chest to stop him, grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head.  He sucked in his breath at the sight of her in her little lace bra and pulled her forward so that she was straddling his lap and his face was buried in the curve of her neck.  He kissed and sucked and nibbled her neck as he pulled down the stretchy cups of her bra, pinching her nipples into little hard points.  Lola moaned at the sensation and she grabbed his head and pulled it up so she could give him a kiss that was anything but sweet. Jake groaned in her mouth, wrapped his arms around her middle and stood up.  She locked her legs around his waist and he walked her through the door of the Batcave, through the closet, and into her bedroom.  Jake sat on the edge of the bed with her still wrapped around him, and pulled his head back so he could see her face.  She was flushed, her lips were swollen, and her eyes looked like they were glowing electric blue in the dim light of her room.  They were both breathing hard and Jake reached his hand up to take her ponytail down.  “So what are you in the mood for, Ms. Lola?  I promise I’m game for anything.”

      She rose up on her knees and stepped backwards off the bed so she was standing in front of him.  “Let me get this started, and you can hop in whenever you see a jumping place.” Lola winked at him and slowly unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms.  Her nipples were hard and she cupped her small breasts and fondled them as he watched every move she made.  She then ran her hands down the front of her body until she reached the button of her jeans.  She unbuttoned them and slowly slid her hands down into the front of her pants, then around to the sides so she could push her jeans down over her hips and down to the floor and off her feet.

      When she stood back up, wearing only a black, lace thong, Jake’s breath caught in his throat.  Holy shit, she really was his perfect woman.  Long and lean, with a tiny waist, a perfect little round butt, strong legs, freak smart, a great smile, and a ton of attitude.  He also loved the fact that she was only a few inches shorter than he was, and it certainly made pretty much any sexual position a lot easier.  He grinned at the thought and reached out to grab her arm.  He pulled her so that she was standing between his legs and he put his hands on her shoulders and slowly ran them down her back, down her hips, and finally stopped with both hands on her ass.  He fondled her slowly, squeezing gently at first and then harder and he finally used both hands to grab her close and grind her against him.  They kissed for what seemed like hours, deep kisses that got hotter and wetter.

      Finally, they broke apart, their hands rubbing whatever part they could touch, and stared into each other eyes, breathing in short, ragged gasps.  Lola grinned.  “Damn, son, if it gets better than that, it’s going to kill one of us.”

      Jake agreed, and winked at her as he laughed.  “Yep, but what a way to go, Ms. Lola.”

      Lola ran her hand down Jake’s chest and hooked her fingers in his waistband.  “Baby, these have got to go.”  She tugged, and he obligingly stood up.  She unbuttoned his pants, slowly pulled his zipper down and slid one hand into the front of his Levi’s.  When she touched nothing but hot, bare skin she smiled and wrapped her hand around him.  Of course, he wasn’t wearing underwear, the show-off.  And, of course, that part of him was just as impressive as the rest of him.  He grabbed the bedpost on the footboard for balance, sucked in a breath and his head fell back as she squeezed him firmly and slowly moved her hand up and down.  “How’s that, Jake?”

      He wasn’t sure he could form words, at that point, but he managed to groan and push his pants down to the middle of his thighs to give her better access.  He wrapped his hand over hers, squeezing her hand harder around himself and moving their hands slightly faster.  He managed to choke out a strangled, “Amazing,” before the power of speech completely left him as Lola reached between his legs and began to slowly fondle his balls with her other hand.

      Jake finally released her hand and stepped back out of her grasp.  He pushed his jeans to his feet and kicked them off and then slowly stepped toward her.  “Your turn, lady.”

      Lola held out her hand and pushed against his chest to keep him back.  “Nope.  We need to skip a couple of steps and get right to the good stuff.  No more fooling around.  I need you inside me now.”  She turned her back to Jake, slid her panties down her legs, went toward the bed, and bent over with her hands braced on the footboard.  With her legs slightly apart, she smiled at him back over her shoulder and lowered her upper body toward the bed, raising her ass toward him and making sure he could see how wet he’d made her.  She winked at him and slightly moved her hips from side to side. “Hey Jake, how’s this work for you?”

      Jake stood there with his mouth open, his eyes glued to the scene in front of him.  Without breaking his gaze away, he reached down, grabbed his wallet out of his discarded pants, and pulled out a condom.  He slowly moved toward her, ripped the packet open with his teeth, and rolled it on roughly.  When he reached her, he bent over and gently kissed the back of her neck as he rubbed his hair-roughened chest against her back.  He fondled both breasts, slowly massaging and then pinching and rubbing her nipples until they were hard and distended and her breasts were swollen.  Jake stood up and rubbed his hands over her hips and down the back of her thighs, then up the inside of her legs, constantly rubbing and fondling, until he finally reached between her legs.

      Lola gasped as he slowly rubbed his hands over her, and then moaned as used one hand to rub between her legs, and with the other, he thrust one, then two fingers inside her and began to move them slowly.  She began to grind against his hand and Jake thrust his fingers inside her more forcefully.  Suddenly, she stopped moving and tried to pull away from him. “Wait, Jake, I don’t want to come like this.  I want you inside me.”

      He didn’t slow down and he used his other hand to move her hips toward him. He said in a low, husky voice, “Sugar, there’s plenty more where this came from.  Let’s just get you a nice little warmup and then I’ll hop right in, just like you said.”  Just then, he felt her inner muscles clamp around his fingers and he spread his fingers and held them deep inside her as she started to climax.  As soon as she finished and collapsed weakly over the footboard with her head and upper body on the bed, Jake pulled his fingers out and moved over her.  He whispered in her ear as she smiled at him through a tangle of sweaty hair, her eyes closed and her body relaxed.  “You ready for the real thing, sugar?”

      She nodded.  “Give it your best shot, big boy.”  She opened one eye.  “But just to let you know, that wasn’t half bad for your first try.”

      He grinned, a big, smug, full-of-himself, grin as he moved behind her.  Jake grabbed her hips where she’d collapsed against the footboard and raised them up in the air.  He steadied her with one hand and used to other to line himself up.  He rubbed himself up and down, and then pushed all the way inside her in one steady thrust, holding still once he was fully seated.  He’d already just about embarrassed himself when he’d watched her come with just his fingers, and he had to take in a deep breath and concentrate when he finally got inside her and felt how hot, tight, and wet she was.

      Lola gasped at the way he completely filled her up and she reached back and grabbed his hand to keep him still.  “Damn, Jake.  Give me a second.”  As she adjusted around him, she felt herself start to relax and she turned her head to smirk at him.  “Holy shit, Jake, you should’ve given me a little time to work that thing in.  That’s a lot to take in, all at once.” And before he could make a smart-ass comment, she added in a deep voice, “I know.  That’s what she said.”

      They both laughed, and Lola smiled back at him.  “Okay, Jake, you’ve rested enough.  Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      He nodded and slowly pulled himself almost all of the way out, then slowly pushed back inside her.  He did that for several strokes, until he finally felt her start to relax and loosen around him.  “Hold on, Ms. Lola, I’m going to try this a little harder.  You ready?”

      She raised herself up on her elbows and pressed her legs tightly together as she ground her butt against him.  She moaned a little.  “Ready, Jake.  Now get to work.”

      At that, Jake started thrusting a little harder and a little faster, adding a little grind and twist at the end of each stroke.  The feel of him inside her, big, hard, hot and smooth, was unbelievable, and the way he moved his hips caused a friction that had her on the edge again.  She raised her head and looked back at Jake.  “Jake, please.  Harder.  I’m almost there again.”

      Jake grinned as she moaned and dropped her head as he grabbed her hips in both hands and slammed into her even faster and harder.  “Like this?  Sugar, you want to finish like this?”

      At that point, Lola lost it.  She moaned his name as her hips gyrated against him and he felt her inner muscles clench around him.  He kept hammering at her until she finally collapsed limply on the bed.  He let go of her hips, braced his fists on either side of her shoulders, leaned over her and rubbed his chest against her back as he continued moving inside her, now slowly and gently.  “You okay, sugar?”

      She didn’t open her eyes, but nodded and moaned out a long, husky, “Mmmhmm.”

      He kissed her ear and then stood back up, still moving lazily inside her.  He put his hands on her hips and pulled her up onto her feet, supporting her weight in his hands.  “Okay, Ms. Lola, if you don’t mind, I think I’d like to join you, so hang tight for a few.”

      She opened her eyes and looked back at him, winked, and closed them again.  “Go for it, Jake.  So long as you’re willing to do the work while I lay her for a few, I’m more than happy to participate.”

      At that, he started thrusting harder and faster.  At first, Lola was just lazily enjoying the feel of him pounding into her, but then she started to feel herself get more excited.  She lifted her upper body off the bed and looked back at him.  He had her hips in his hands, his head thrown back and his eyes shut as he pounded relentlessly into her.  She could see the sweat on his wide chest, and she could feel him getting even bigger and harder inside of her.  Finally, he slammed himself into her, holding himself deep inside as a groan ripped out of his chest, and his hands tightened on her hips.  She felt him throbbing inside of her, and the sight of him, combined with the feel of him deep inside her, was enough that she felt herself coming along with him.

      He grabbed her around her waist and held her against him as he climbed over the footboard and onto the bed.  He then collapsed on top of her, careful to move his large body slightly to the side so she could breathe.  They both lay there, trying to catch their breath and trying to cool down.  Jake finally recovered enough take care of the condom, and when he rolled back beside her, he pulled her tangled hair off to the side and dropped a kiss on the back of her neck.  When she opened her eyes and smiled back at him, she started to laugh at the look on his face.  He looked very pleased with himself.  “So, Ms. Lola, three times.  See? Not too shabby, huh?  I told you we’d have a good time.”

      She yawned and tried to look bored.  “It wasn’t too bad.  But before you get all cocky about it, you should know, that was all me.  It doesn’t take much to get me off, Jake.”  She winked at him and stuck out her tongue.  “It’s kind of my superpower.”

      Jake laughed and started to tickle her as he pinned her to the bed.  “Really?  Well, good for me.  You just made my life super easy.  I’ll just hop on like a bunny, get mine and be done, and you can make sure that you have a good time.”

      Lola was finally able to squirm out enough so she could flip over onto her back and avoid his tickling fingers.  She smiled up at him, grabbed his hands and held them against her chest.  He shook them loose and cupped her small breasts.  “These are perfect, Ms. Lola.  Just like the rest of you.”  He pecked a gentle kiss on her lips as he idly played with her nipples, smiling as they instantly hardened and she got goose bumps on her chest.  “I love how responsive you are.  You’re just fun to play with.”

      She laughed, and raised her head to return the kiss.  “You’re pretty fun, yourself, Jake.”  She worked one hand down between his legs and gave him a squeeze and a slow stroke.  “And I like your toys.”

      He moaned as she gave him one more stroke and then pulled her hand away.  “Hey, I’m completely willing to share my toys.  Come back here.”

      She smiled, turned to her side, and snuggled her butt up against him.  “Why don’t we get a little sleep, and if either of us wakes up during the night, we can play a little more?”

      Jake turned so that he spooned her and nestled one arm between her breasts and used the other to pull her hips tightly against him.  “Deal.”  He kissed the back of her neck, snuggled in, and was asleep almost immediately.  Lola smiled and followed him into sleep.
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      “Good morning, Sunshine!  I can’t believe you’re still in bed.  Get your lazy ass up and go with me to the Farmer’s Market, and I’ll make you the best…holy shit!”

      Jake opened one eye and looked over his shoulder to see a small blonde woman standing at the end of the bed with her mouth open, staring at his bare ass.  He propped himself up on one elbow and looked for the end of the sheet to cover himself, but he realized he was lying on it, so he grabbed a pillow and put it over his lap as he turned and sat up in the bed.  She was still standing there with big eyes staring at him, and he smiled and held out his hand.  “Hey, I’m Jake Morrow, a friend of Lola’s.”

      She took his hand and shook it automatically.  “Hey Jake, I’m Daisy.”  She dropped his hand and smiled at him with sparkling eyes and an impish smile.  “A ‘friend,’” she used her fingers to make air quotes, “of Lola’s, huh?  Since when?”

      Lola strode into the room, obviously just out of the shower.  “Since none-of-your-business, Miss Nosy.” She whipped off her towel and snapped it at Daisy as she walked naked toward the closet.  She was rewarded with a loud pop and a resulting yelp from Daisy, who rubbed her butt and glared at Lola.  Lola stuck out her tongue as she disappeared into the closet and came out a few seconds later wearing a huge Falcons jersey that covered her to her knees.   “What are you doing here, Daisy?”  She came over and sat on the bed next to Jake, snuggling next to his side and bracing her arm across the pillow in his lap.

      Daisy couldn’t stop smiling as she looked at Lola cuddled up against Jake.  “I knew you weren’t in court today, so I came by to talk you into going to the farmer’s market with me.  I’m making a bunch of pastries and cakes today, and I figured you could be my Sherpa and help me carry all that crap to the car and then we’d grab some breakfast.”  She grinned and tilted her head toward Jake.  “I didn’t know you’d already had your breakfast.”

      Lola grabbed Jake’s pillow and was about to snatch it off his lap to throw it at Daisy, when Jake stopped her hand.  “Uh, Lola, that pillow is the only thing I’m wearing right now, so unless you want Daisy to get a big eyeful, you need to leave that pillow right where it is.”

      Daisy batted her eyes at Jake and grinned at him.  “Ooh, a ‘big eyeful’?  I’ll bet it is.  Sugar, don’t stop on my account.  If your front view is as nice as your back view, I’ve got no problem with a quick peek.”

      Lola rolled her eyes as Jake started laughing, and Daisy joined in.  Daisy sat on the end of the bed.  “So, Jake, I just got off the phone with Mo, Sara, and Bella, some other friends of ours and we’re all getting together at our house for dinner later this week.  Why don’t you come by with Lola?  You’ll get to meet everyone and the food’s great.  Harrison and Mo picked up a bunch of ribs, Bella and Jack are bringing beer, and Sara and I are doing the sides and desserts, and it should be great.”  When Lola looked like she was about to decline, Daisy leaned forward and wheedled.  “Come on, Lola, I promised Harrison I’d bring some red velvet cupcakes.”

      Jake instantly answered for Lola.  “In that case, we’re in.”

      Lola pointed toward Jake with her thumb.  “Another fan of your red velvet cupcakes.  He had his first one last night.”

      Daisy stood up and headed toward the door.  “Great.  We’ll see you then.  I see y’all are busy, so I’m off to the farmer’s market.  Y’all have a good day and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”  She stopped and turned back to them, grinning at Lola as she asked Jake a question.  “Oh, by the way, Jake, how old are you?”

      His brows drew together and he answered slowly.  “Uh, forty-seven.  Why?”

      Daisy smiled brightly at him.  “No reason.  And what do you do for a living?  Are you a personal trainer or a waiter?  Maybe you do a little modeling or work at the mall?”

      He wasn’t sure where she was going with this and hesitated before answering.  “Uh, no.  My business partner and I own a corporate security company.”

      Daisy now stared at Lola, who stared right back.  “That’s great.  And you speak English and can converse in complete sentences.  Interesting.”  She winked at Lola, laughed, and headed toward the door.

      Lola snorted and called out, “Hilarious, jackass.”  Daisy waved over her shoulder and kept walking.  They heard the elevator beep as she left.

      Jake was confused.  “What was that all about?”

      Lola just shook her head.  “Nothing.  Just Daisy making a smart commentary on the type of men I usually date.”

      Jake stretched out on the bed, took the pillow off his lap, and stuffed it behind his head so he was propped up against the headboard.  “So what kind of men do you usually date?”

      Lola looked at him sprawled out naked on her bed and felt her heart speed up.  Lord have mercy, he was a fine-looking man. Even after she woke him up once around two and then he repaid the favor at five this morning with a round of truly stupendous oral sex, she could still go another round.  She was having problems focusing on his question.  “What?  Oh, nothing special.  Usually just young and dumb, not particularly ambitious and easy to boss around.”  She snatched off her jersey and threw it on the floor and then scooted up the bed to kneel beside him.

      “And the English speaking part?”

      She shrugged.  “I don’t care if they speak much English.  I don’t need them for conversation.”

      Jake smiled at that but didn’t make a comment.  “Come on, sugar, let me get cleaned up and I’ll take you out to breakfast.  Then we’ll run by my office and see if Jerry Jeff has found out anything else interesting.”

      She wrinkled her nose and ran her hand down his chest and stomach.  “Sure you don’t want to take a quick detour before you take your shower?”

      Jake was about to take her up on her offer and grab her hand and wrap it around him when her phone rang.  She glanced at the screen.  “It’s Mikey.”

      She answered the phone and he saw her expression change. She turned pale and sank down on the bed as she listened to Mike’s end of the conversation and he immediately sat up and moved closer “When did this happen?”  Jake could hear Mike talking in the background as Lola continued asking questions.  “How many?  Do we have any pictures?  Do we know how they did it?  What did they take?”  She nodded.  “Okay, we’re on the way.”

      She hung up the phone and stood to face Jake.  “Well, I guess we have an answer as to whether I’m involved in this stuff.  Someone was in my office last night.”

      Jake’s mind was racing.  Shit.  “Did they trash the place?”

      Lola shook her head.  “No, as a matter of fact, everything looked perfectly normal, and the alarm was still set when Mike got into the office this morning.  The only reason he knew there was an issue was because he’s got so many little special traps and safety devices around the office and on all our computers that he got a notification that someone had accessed our computers from inside the office. He did a little looking around and realized someone had gotten inside.”

      Jake was quiet, running the information through his head.  Finally, he looked at her.  “So we’re dealing with people good enough to get in and out of your office without setting off alarms, without any obvious signs of entry, and we never would’ve known if you didn’t have Mike taking care of your security.  I don’t like the sound of that, at all.”

      Neither did Lola.  “Let’s go see what Mike’s figured out so we know what we’re dealing with.”

      They were dressed, in Jake’s truck and then at Lola’s office in ten minutes.  She introduced Mike and Jake, and Jake could tell that Mike wasn’t thrilled with the fact that she’d gone to someone other than him for a security issue, but he didn’t say anything.

      Jake asked Mike about the break-in.  “What do you know?”

      “Well, I got here about 0800,” he shook his head.  “Sorry, old habits.  I got here at eight o’clock, and I was the first one here, and everything looked totally fine.  I turned off the alarm, I put on some coffee, and I sat down to read some materials I’d printed off yesterday afternoon.  About thirty minutes later, I sat in front of my computers and I immediately saw that I had gotten several text notifications that our computers had been accessed after midnight last night.  Normally, I would get those notifications on my phone immediately, not eight hours later, so I knew something was seriously wrong. Then I pulled up the video feeds from the various security cameras and all of them had been tampered with so that there was no live feed for approximately 43 minutes, from about one to one forty-three this morning.”  Mike looked furious. “I went into the computers and saw where they had tapped in to access the computer system, and basically, they just played a loop of already recorded video surveillance and took their part out of it.  If I hadn’t been looking for it, I never would have found it.”

      Jake asked a few specific questions about how the computer systems were specifically accessed and asked Mike to show him the portion of the videos that had been tampered with.  At that point, Lola excused herself to go check on a couple of things in her office, telling them she’d be back in a few. Mike answered Jake’s questions, showed him how the system was set up and how it had been overridden, and gradually came to realize that Jake’s computer knowledge was even more extensive than his.  Mike leaned back in the chair with his arms crossed over his chest and stared at Jake with narrowed eyes.  “Who did you say you worked for?”

      Jake imitated his pose and faced him across the desk.  “I didn’t.  But I worked in the FBI’s cyber crime division for almost 10 years, and now I own a corporate security program with a business partner. Nighthawk Corporate Security.”

      At that, Mike straightened up and he stared at Jake.  “Wait. You own Nighthawk?”

      When Jake nodded, Mike finally started to smile at him as information started to click.  “Okay, now I know who you are.  You’re the computer guy.”  When Jake nodded, Mike continued.  “I know a lot about Nighthawk.  I’ve got several buddies that have retired and gone to work for you.”  He grinned.  “I’m also good friends with Jerry Jeff.”

      Jake raised his eyebrows. “Lola said you were a SEAL, so I get why you know a lot of our guys, but how the hell do you know Jerry Jeff?”

      Mike laughed.  “I was pretty pissed when I had to leave the SEALs because of an injury, and I started doing some local mixed martial arts competitions just to blow off some steam.   I met Jerry Jeff and we became sparring partners and I still work out with him a couple times a week.”  Mike grinned.  “He tried to get me to come work for you before I came on board with Lola.  He said you’re the only computer guy besides us who,” he made air quotes with his fingers, “’knows his shit and isn’t useless in a bar fight’, which, in the language of Jerry Jeff, speaks very highly of you and your organization.  Jerry Jeff doesn’t speak highly of much.”

      “That’s the damn truth.  He’s a tough nut, but he may be the smartest computer guy I’ve ever met.”

      Jake and Mike stared at each other, sizing each other up, until Lola came back into the room.  Lola looked between the two of them and decided she’d had enough of their posturing nonsense.  “Hey boys, I’m back, so y’all can go ahead and put your dicks away.  I’m confident they’re both huge, so no need to decide whose is bigger.”  She hesitated and then smiled and batted her eyes.  “Although, come to think of it, that may actually be what my dreams are made of, so maybe y’all should go ahead and whip them out.”

      It worked to break the tension.  Jake started to laugh and Mike rolled his eyes at her.  She grinned at both of them.  “What did I miss?”

      Mike shook his head.  “Nothing much.  Jake was just about to tell me what started this whole mess and why you didn’t come to me first when you thought you had a problem, but you’re here, so why don’t you fill me in?”

      Lola explained about seeing Mitch at the game, the flash drive, and about Mitch turning up dead.  Mike nodded.  “Okay, and why didn’t you come to me as soon as you found the flash drive and realized you might have a problem?”

      Lola winced.  She knew that Mike wasn’t going to like her answer.  “I wasn’t sure what was going on, if anything, and I didn’t want to involve you, or anyone else I knew, because I didn’t want to compromise your safety.”

      “I’m sorry, what? You didn’t want to compromise my safety?”  Mike took a deep breath to try to calm himself down, but it didn’t work, so he tried again.  Screw it, he was pissed.  “Lola, are you shitting me?  You know I’ve been in combat, I’m was a SEAL, for God’s sake, I’ve guarded presidents and dignitaries, and you don’t trust me to keep you, or myself, safe?  What the hell?  This is what I do.”

      Lola put her hand on his arm and waited until he calmed down enough to talk to her.  “I know all that, Mike, and I trust you with my life and everything and everyone in it.  Honestly, I just didn’t know what, if anything, was going on, and until I did, I was just thinking that I didn’t want to put anyone I loved in danger.  That’s all.  I didn’t think it through.  I’m sorry I didn’t come to you first.”

      He stared back at her, gauging the truth of her comment.  What he saw in her eyes must have satisfied him, because he nodded at her, then grabbed her around the neck to pull her close so he could kiss her forehead.  “Okay, fine. Apology accepted.”  He let her go and she went to stand next to Jake, who put his arm around her shoulders.  The gesture wasn’t lost on Mike.  He looked between the two of them and his narrowed eyes met Jake’s, who calmly returned his stare.

      Lola watched them and finally sighed.  “Look, if it’ll move things along, one of y’all could flip a coin to see who gets to pee on my leg to mark me as your territory and we could move past this.”  They both glanced at her and went back to their stupid macho staring contest.  Lola rolled her eyes.  “Okay, Mike, here’s the deal.  Remember Agent Steve Prince that helped Luke capture his ex-wife who stole all those Katrina funds?  Well, I called to ask him if he had any ideas about who could help me with the flash drive, and he recommended Jake, who happens to be his brother.  I called him and he agreed to help me.”

      Mike snorted.  “Help you with what?  Tucking you into bed at night?”

      Lola was pissed.  “Mike, I don’t need another big brother right now.  Whatever’s going on with us is none of your business.”

      Mike was glaring at Jake.  “This just happened kind of fast, don’t you think?   You hopped right on top of things, didn’t you?”

      Before Jake could say a word, Lola got up in Mike’s face. “Mike, you’ve got to be kidding.  Back off.  I’m forty-six years old, and don’t need a keeper.  And when has any man ever taken advantage of me?”

      Mike was about to make a comment, but Lola slapped her hand over Mike’s mouth.  “Shut up, Mike.  We’re not going there.  Ever.  You know that.”   She removed her hand and he nodded in agreement.

      Mike and Lola glared at each other, until Mike finally took a deep breath and relaxed.  “You’re right, Lola.  Sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.”  Mike turned to face Jake.  “Sorry, Jake, all that was out of line.  I’m frustrated with the situation, and took it out on you.”  He held out his hand and Jake immediately shook it.

      “We’re good.”  Jake understood why Mike was irritated with Lola, and he was fine with that, but he was interested in why Mike was concerned about someone taking advantage of Lola.  Obviously, something had happened in the past that was something she didn’t discuss.  Now wasn’t the time, but when this was all over, he and Lola were going to have a conversation.  He shook his head and asked, “Are there any external security cameras on this block?”

      Lola nodded.  “I know for a fact that the garage on the corner has security cameras.  They had a bunch of kids stealing stuff out of their cars, so they have cameras all over the place.   And I think the restaurant around the corner has them at the front and back doors.”

      Jake pointed toward Mike’s seat.  “You mind?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Jake sat down, and rapidly began typing.  Within a few seconds, he was logged into his system at work and had brought up traffic cameras on the block and typed in the time in question.  The three of them started scrolling through video footage from the streets around Lola’s office.  The traffic was light, and most cars just sped by her office, but at about twelve fifty-five a.m., a black, crew-cab Ford F-150 truck with tinted windows slowly cruised past Lola’s office, and the next camera picked it up after it turned the corner.  It continued down the block until it turned into the bank on the block behind Lola’s office.  Four men got out, all in dark clothes and ballcaps pulled low on their foreheads, and the cameras caught them walking toward the office.  They lost sight of them as the men turned the corner, but they didn’t show up again on the camera on the street behind the office.  Lola was confused.  “Where’d they go?”

      Mike shook his head in disgust as he answered her question.  “I think this is part of the footage they accessed and erased.”  He grabbed Lola’s arm to get her attention.  “The security here isn’t as tight as I wanted it to be, but it’s still not an easy system to disarm and mess with.  These aren’t ordinary thugs, Lola.  I’m going to put in the same system that I installed at your house, and I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

      Lola nodded.  “Fine.  Mikey, you do whatever you think is best and I’m sorry I wouldn’t let you make the changes when you wanted to before.”  She turned to Jake.  “So we can’t see these guys any closer?”

      Jake didn’t answer.  He was muttering to himself under his breath, typing rapidly and flipping through screen after screen of pictures.  Finally, he stopped at a screen that showed a big, black Ford truck, but it was daytime.  “I think that’s our truck.”

      Lola and Mike leaned forward so they could see more clearly.  Lola looked at the time stamp at the bottom of the picture.  “That’s yesterday afternoon, Jake.  Why do you think it’s the same truck?”

      He glanced up at her.  “I figured they would have had to come check the place out, so I ran it through a program we use that works like facial recognition programs.  I put in the truck info, put in time parameters, and it spit out several options, which were easy to narrow down.”

      Lola’s eyebrows pulled together and she leaned even closer.  “Sorry, Jake, it just looks like a big, black F-150, just like every other one in Atlanta.  Why this one?”

      He pulled up the video of the truck’s night-time visit and pointed to an area on the tailgate.  “See how the reflected light looks kind of irregular right here?  You see that same irregularity every time it passes by a light.  I think that’s a vertical dent, so I put that in as an identifying factor, which cut down the possibilities significantly.”

      Mike looked at the picture.  “Any chance of getting a license number?”

      Jake shook his head.  “The number’s altered or it’s fake.  I ran it, and it comes back to an old man who was at the doctor’s office at the time in question, and his truck, with that same license plate number and no dent, was parked in the doctor’s parking lot.”

      Mike turned and smirked at him.  He knew that Jake had probably been poking around in places he shouldn’t be, but he didn’t care so long as they got the info they needed.  “You already checked that out, huh?”

      Jake didn’t look up.  “Yep.  I’m running the afternoon pictures through one of Jerry Jeff’s enhancement programs to try to get a decent image of the people in the truck, but it’s not done yet.  I also got some camera footage from the garage and the restaurant to see if we can get anything from those, but so far, these guys did a good job of keeping their faces off camera.”

      Jake got a notification that the programs were finished.  He pulled up the results on the screen and shook his head in disgust as he waved at the screen.  “Shit.  That’s all we’ve got.”

      There was one picture of the driver from the side from the afternoon footage, but with a ballcap and sunglasses he was pretty much unrecognizable.  Jake pointed to the side of the driver’s head.  “His nose is pretty average size and shape, and normally, I could use ear shape to identify him, but his hair is over his ears, so I’ve got nothing to go on.  Basically, he’s just a taller than average guy, in good shape, with what looks like long-ish dark blond, or light brown, hair.”  He tapped a few keys and the picture of the four guys came up, but they kept their heads down, and with the caps, they were also unrecognizable.  The restaurant camera had caught a partial view of one of the men’s faces, but not enough for the program to offer an identity, and not enough for them to be able to recognize him in the future.

      Mike leaned forward and pointed to the hand of one of the men.  “Is that a tattoo on the back of his hand?”

      Jake enlarged the area and tried to enhance it, but it just made it more blurry.  “It’s something, but I can’t tell what.”  He sat back in his chair.  “I don’t see anything we can use.  Basically, they’re four guys in good shape, who drive a black Ford F-150.”

      Lola and Mike looked at each other and shrugged.  They didn’t see anything else, either.  Mike took a deep breath.  “Okay, I’m going to get to work on the security system here and get everything changed out.  I’m also installing more cameras that won’t be visible to any asshole who tries to get in here, and I’m setting up an alarm so that if anyone approaches the building or tries to access our computers, I’ll get an immediate notification.  Normally, I completely shut down the system and physically disconnect from the internet so no one can access our system when we’re not here, but I’m going to reconfigure the whole thing so this won’t be a problem again.”

      Jake nodded his approval.  “Great. Here’s what I’m worried about.  If they didn’t find it here, the next place they’re going to look is Lola’s house.  I know the Batcave and the Batcave computer are secure, but what about her condo?”

      Mike shook his head and glared at Lola.  “It’s actually a great system, but again, it’s not as secure as it would be if Lola would actually use the system the way it’s designed.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Mikey, you know I appreciate all you do, but I don’t want to live like that.”  She turned to look at Jake.  “He wanted me to activate the cameras and motion sensors inside the house in different zones, so when I’m locked in my condo at night, I can activate the entire house except my bedroom.  He also wanted to LoJack me so he could track me whenever he wanted to.”

      Jake and Mike exchanged a look, and Mike shrugged.  Jake turned back to Lola.  “Lola, I don’t get it.  What’s wrong with that?”

      Lola gritted her teeth.  Men.  Ugh.  She tried to calmly explain her position.  “Jake, what if I can’t sleep and want to go to the kitchen to get something to eat?  Or it’s a beautiful night, and I want to go outside to sit by the pool and enjoy the view?”

      “I still don’t get it.  Just turn off the alarm for whatever zone you want to go into.  Why’s that a big deal?”

      Lola took a deep breath and reminded herself that their hearts were in the right place.  “I just don’t want to live like a prisoner in my own home.  I don’t want to get up half asleep and set off the alarm because I forgot to turn it off.  When that alarm goes off, it scares the shit out of me.  I set the alarm every night so I can tell if someone’s coming in, and that should be enough for any normal person.”

      Jake waved his hand toward the screen.  “Well, right now, you’re not a normal person, and when you’re in your house, you need some extra protection.  You need to activate the motion detectors, and I think putting a couple of trackers on you is a great idea.  When we stop by my office I’ll pick you up a few that we can put in your clothes, in your purse, on your car, and Jerry Jeff designed some that look like an ordinary small earring.”  Jake laughed and shook his head, marveling at Jerry Jeff’s different talents.  “You can get it in gold or silver, and he even has one shaped like a little skull.  He’s quite an artist.”

      Mike laughed at the idea, and looked at Lola.  “Have you met Jerry Jeff yet?”

      She shook her head.  “I take it he’s a man of many talents?”

      Mike and Jake exchanged a look and grinned at each other.  Jake laughed.  “That’s an understatement.  He’s one of a kind.”  He turned to Mike.  “You got the security upgrades taken care of?”

      Mike nodded.  “I’ll do the updates here, but I’m still not crazy about her being in the house knowing that these assholes are probably trying there next.”

      Jake stood up and stretched, then slung his arm around Lola’s shoulders.  “That’s easy to fix.  Lola, we’ll go by and get your stuff and you’ll stay with me till this all settles down.”

      Lola didn’t like the idea of someone running her out of her house, but she liked the idea of someone possibly coming in while she was asleep even less.  And staying with Jake had some excellent side benefits.  “Fine.  That whole idea completely creeps me out, so I’m not going to complain, but if we don’t figure this out in a couple of days, we’ll need to reassess.”

      “Deal.”  Jake would take what he could get. “Mike, you’ve got the security upgrades here covered, but let me know if you need anything from me or any of my guys.  I’ll make sure we set all the motion sensor zones when we leave the condo.  Anything else?”

      Mike shook his head.  “Nope, that’ll do it.  If they go to the condo, I already have perimeter cameras that are on a completely separate system and there’s no way those assholes will spot them.  We’ll have clear pictures of them from every angle, and they’ll never know it.  Now that I know what they did, there’s no way they can access anything without me being immediately notified, by one or both systems, so we’ll have options.  We can call the cops, we can take care of it ourselves, or we can let them do their thing and just monitor them.”

      Jake and Mike exchanged a glance.  Lola knew they wanted to take care of it themselves.  “Guys, just call the cops or let them leave and we’ll identify them and track them down later.  We don’t know who these guys are and I don’t want to take any chances with your safety.  I don’t want y’all injured over a stupid flash drive that may, or may not, have some kind of valuable information on it.”

      Both of the men were quiet.  Lola knew that, if they had the option, Jake and Mike would stake out her condo personally, hoping those guys would try to break in.  That was the main reason she agreed so easily to stay with Jake, and she was about to call Mike’s husband to make sure he kept him at home the next night so she wouldn’t have to worry about him, too.

      Lola smiled brightly.  “Well, it looks like we’re going to be busy the next few days, and Jake, if you want me to do anything useful, you’re going to need to feed me.”

      Mike snorted and clapped his hand on Jake’s shoulder.  “Better you than me, buddy.  Good thing you have your own company so you can afford to feed her.  She eats like a damn lumberjack.”

      Jake ruffled Lola’s hair affectionately as she stuck her tongue out at Mike.  “Yeah, I’ve already figured that one out.  I’ll take her for a big breakfast and then we’ll stop by her condo on the way to my office.  Let us know if you need anything from us.”

      “Will do.”

      Jake and Lola grabbed some breakfast and then headed to her house.  When they got into her garage and headed upstairs, Jake reached under his shirt and pulled a Glock semi-automatic pistol from his kidney holster.  He turned to look at her, his face stern and unsmiling.  “Stay behind me and do exactly what I say.  If anything happens, try to take cover and get as low to the floor as possible.  Mike didn’t warn us of any trouble here, but I don’t believe in taking chances, so we’re going to be careful.”

      Lola nodded.  As the elevator opened, Jake silently stepped into the condo with Lola close behind him.  Lola turned to type a code to keep the elevator open and on that floor in case they needed it.  They crept through the house, Jake not relaxing until he had cleared the entire place.  Finally, he holstered his gun and turned and smiled at Lola.  “Good job, sugar.  Thanks for staying close.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Please.  I’m not an idiot, Jake.  Last thing I want is for one of those assholes to grab me and haul me off.  I’ve got some decent self-defense moves, and I’m better than average with a gun, but I figure you’re better than I am, so whatever you tell me to do is just fine with me.”  She batted her eyes and moved closer until he could feel her stiff little nipples against his chest.  He sucked in a breath as she leaned up to whisper in his ear.  “Believe it or not, there are plenty of times I actually like to be bossed around.”  She gently bit his earlobe and licked inside his ear.  “Maybe we’ll have to try that sometime.”

      Jake’s eyes closed and he grabbed Lola’s hips to pull her tightly against him.  He was lowering his head to kiss her when he harshly blew out the breath he’d been holding and took one step back so he couldn’t feel her against him.  She grinned as he shook his head and ran his hands through his short hair, obviously frustrated.  “Damn it, Lola, you’ve got to stop doing that.  We need to get your shit and get out of here, and every time I turn around you’re doing something that makes me forget everything I’m supposed to be doing.”

      She tried to look innocent and shrugged with both palms up.  “What are you talking about?”

      He laughed, shaking his head, kissed her quickly, grabbed her hand, and started towing her down the hall.   They got to her room and he propped himself against the doorframe while she opened a suitcase on the bed and went into the closet to get some jeans and sweaters.  She threw open her armoire and picked out some sweatshirts and other warm clothes, and she pointed to the dresser next to Jake.  “Hey, would you get me some warm socks and some short athletic socks, out of that drawer?  And the drawer under it has some workout clothes, and I just need a couple pairs of tights and shorts and two tanks and two long sleeve shirts.”

      “Sure.”  He moved to her dresser to grab what she’d asked for, but the first drawer he opened was her underwear drawer.  She had several barely-there lacy thongs and matching bras, and he grabbed two sets, one in black and one in red, and one pair of crotchless panties.  “How about these?”  He asked hopefully, smiling as he dangled them off his fingers.

      Lola laughed.  “Sure, but would you also get those cotton bikinis on the right hand side and those two white sports bras and the two little beige pullover bras right in front of you?”

      Jake pulled them all out and handed them to Lola, who stuffed them in her suitcase.  He then grabbed her workout clothes while she went into the bathroom to pack her toiletries.  She threw some shoes and boots into the suitcase and was about to close it when Jake stopped her.  “Wait, what about work clothes?”

      Lola shrugged.  “I don’t need them.  Long story, but I’m sort of in the middle of making a big work change, so I only have a few cases right now and I had my secretary file an emergency leave of absence on all of them.”  She closed the top of the suitcase and zipped it up.  “Okay, ready to go.”

      Jake pushed her hand aside and grabbed the suitcase.  “Okay, sounds good.  Let’s get out of here.”

      They stopped by the kitchen to pack a cooler with the rest of the food Daisy had brought, set her alarm system, and headed down to the garage.  Within a couple of minutes, they were heading toward Roswell and Jake’s office.  Lola was staring out the window, obviously deep in thought.  Jake reached over and took her hand and shook it to get her attention.  When she turned her head to look at him, he brought his hand up and kissed her knuckles and smiled at her.  “You okay, sugar?”

      She smiled back at him.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  I just hate that weasel Mitch has been the one to screw with my life.  He’s such a pain in my ass, and it figures that even when he’s dead he’s still causing me grief.”  She turned her body to face him.  “Jake, do you think we’ll be able to get to the bottom of this?  The idea of having to live like this for an extended period of time totally sucks.”

      He hated that she looked so uncertain.  He preferred the snarky, confident Lola.  “I’m sure we’ll figure this out.  Jerry Jeff seemed pretty confident that he’d be able to restore the flash drive, so hopefully we’ll know something today.”

      They pulled up to Jake’s office almost an hour and a half later, thanks to another wreck caused by an Atlanta driver with his head up his ass and his eyes on his phone.  It was a big, square, red brick, non-descript three-story building with no windows and no signage, surrounded by a concrete and metal fence with razor wire along the top.  They were admitted through a gate by armed guards who also quickly searched the vehicle.  They parked underneath the building in a private garage, and then Jake put his eye up to a scanner for a retinal scan so they could pass through a door into the building.  They walked through a short corridor, which Jake explained was actually a scanner for weapons and explosives, and ended up inside the main part of the building.

      Inside, the building looked completely different than the outside.  There was an expensive looking reception area with a long, wooden desk.  The Nighthawk logo hung above it.  A beautiful woman dressed in all black with long dark hair and coffee colored skin was seated at the front desk and she warmly greeted them as they walked in.  Jake smiled at her and stopped by her desk. “Hey, Bina.  Everything okay, today?”

      She nodded.  “No problems, Boss.  Marie sent me the info on a couple of new clients for you to meet with next week, and I’ll have their background checks and proposals done by then.”

      “Great.  Thanks so much.  Just send me the info when you get it and tell me what time to be here.”  Bina nodded and Jake grabbed Lola’s hand and pulled her forward.  “Bina, I want you to meet Lola.  Lola, Bina, the world’s best front desk guardian and investigator.”  They nodded and smiled at each other, and Jake turned to go, dragging Lola behind him.  “Later, Bina.”

      As they walked toward the elevator, Jake dropped his voice and explained in a low tone, “Bina is former Mossad.   She got injured in a firefight several years ago and decided to make a career change, but she’s still deadly, if necessary.  She is the first line of defense once you get in this building, and I’ve never had to worry about anyone getting past her.  She also does background checks on new clients and puts together a package so I know what they need, and if there are any concerns about them I should know about.  That woman is a total bulldog…nothing gets past her.  Plus, she’s beautiful, so most people underestimate how dangerous she is, which is a huge benefit to her, and us.”

      The elevator opened and they stepped on. As they rode up to the second floor, Jake explained a little about his business.  “We are divided up into two sections, computer security and investigations, which is my side of the business.  My partner’s side involves physical security, like personal protection services, facility security, and we also test security programs for businesses and government facilities.  There’s a ton of overlap between the two sections, which allows us to handle any security need a person or business may have.”

      The elevator opened and they stepped into a cavernous room full of loud, young computer experts.  Jake grinned at Lola.  “These are my computer minions, fondly referred to as the ‘Nerd Herd.’  He swept his hand in front of him, indicating the room.  “There’s everything a computer geek could need or want so they can keep going if they’re working on something.”

      “How many computer folks do you have?”

      Jake thought about it.  “About fifty full-time and a bunch who work on a contract basis.  Don’t forget, they’re not just for computer security.  They’re also involved with investigations, background checks, and for helping set up facility security programs and testing existing programs.”

      He pointed to the huge open section in the middle with computer stations and various pieces of computer equipment, a section on the side with individual cubicles, and a coffee bar and snack bar in the corner.  “That’s their actual work space.” He swung around and pointed to a door in the corner.  “That door leads to a room with small individual cubicles with beds in case they need a nap.”  He shook his head.  “When those kids get going, sometimes they’ll be here for days at a time.  That’s why there’s also men’s and women’s locker rooms with showers, so it doesn’t get too rank in here.”

      Lola took in the rest of the space. Along one wall there was an area that looked like an arcade, with old school air hockey tables, pinball machines, and tons of vintage machines like Mrs. Pacman, Donkey Kong, and Tetris.  There were gaming stations with huge monitors, every type of gaming accessory made, and an enormous screen on the wall.  A half-court basketball court was along one wall.  Next to that were several pieces of gym equipment, including a heavy bag for boxing and kickboxing, and a full-size competition trampoline.  Along the other side wall were a row of doors with a green or red light above it.  “Those are individual computer rooms in case you need privacy for the project you’re working on.  If the room is in use, the red light will be on, green means it’s open.  Jerry Jeff is in one of those rooms working on your stuff.  Those computers are completely secure and no one can see what you’re working on, so it’s great for projects like yours.  Let’s go see if we can find Jerry Jeff.”

      There was only one secure room occupied, so it was pretty easy to find him.  Jake knocked and when no one answered, he put in a code on the keypad and carefully opened the door.  He grabbed Lola’s hand and pulled her in behind him, asking her to shut the door.

      Jerry Jeff had on headphones and was muttering to himself as he rapidly pounded on the keyboard.  “Lola, stay back here.  You have to be careful waking up or interrupting Jerry Jeff, and I don’t want you to end up with a size fourteen boot upside your head.”  Lola backed up against the door as Jake placed himself in a defensive stance and carefully tapped Jerry Jeff on the shoulder.  “Hey Jerry Jeff, we just came by to check on your progress.”

      Jerry Jeff calmly turned around, taking out his ear buds.  “Hey Jake.”  He saw Lola standing against the door. He stood up, shoved Jake out of the way and grabbed Lola’s hand and started to shake it.  “You must be Lola.  So glad to meet you.” He smiled a charming smile and towed her over to a chair next to his and indicated she should sit.  “So tell me, are you married or dating anyone?”

      Great.  Jerry Jeff was in matchmaking mode.  Before Jerry Jeff could say anything else, Jake grabbed Lola’s chair and rolled it away from Jerry Jeff and put his own chair down between them.  When Lola looked up at him to see what he was doing, Jake rolled his eyes, obviously irritated by Jerry Jeff’s efforts, and she started to laugh. As Jake plopped down in his chair, Lola bent forward so she could see around him.  “Hey Jerry Jeff, I’m not married or dating anyone and I like your outfit.” She winked.  “Especially your hat.”

      Jerry Jeff was decked out in an Allman Brothers’ 1973 Stadium Tour shirt that stretched tightly across his massive chest, a pair of ancient, faded Levi’s,  a pair of rattlesnake cowboy boots, and a UGA ballcap.  He smiled at her, and when she smiled back, he turned and punched Jake in the arm. “Way to go, son.  It’s about time you found a woman with some taste.”

      Jake’s entire arm went numb, but he refused to let Jerry Jeff know how hard he’d hit him.  He was also irritated that Lola didn’t think they were dating, but he figured they could discuss that later.  He turned to Jerry Jeff.  “So, maybe we could talk about work?  Were you able to restore the flash drive?”

      That sobered Jerry Jeff up.  He turned to his keyboard and brought up the file.  “Yeah, I got all the information back.  And Jake, I’m really not sure how all this information fits together, but I do think it looks like there might be a lot of money involved.”  He turned to look at Lola.  “And Ms. Lola, as you know, big money can mean big problems, so I hope that’s not the case here.”

      He pulled up the program on screen and slid his mouse to Jake.  “Take a look at that and tell me what you think.”

      Jake put on his glasses and rapidly started scrolling through the program.  It all looked like random letters and numbers to Lola, so she turned her attention to Jerry Jeff.  “So Jerry Jeff, Mike tells me y’all still work out together every week.  Are you still competing?”

      He shook his head.  “Nah.  Unless I want to start competing professionally, there’s not a whole lot of competition for a guy my size, and I don’t have the time to train professionally.”  He winked at her.  “I also like to eat real food and drink beer, and you have to watch everything you eat or drink if you’re a professional, so it doesn’t work for me.”  He leaned forward.  “So back to what we were discussing before.  So you’re not married or dating anyone?”

      Jake’s head snapped around.  “Jerry Jeff, cut the shit.  Yes, she’s dating someone.  She’s dating me, so drop it.”  He muttered under his breath and went back to the program.

      Jerry Jeff grinned at Lola.  “Well, congratulations, Ms. Lola.  It’s about time someone starting dating our Jake.  You know, he got divorced about five years ago and ever since, he’s had the worst luck with women.  His family and I have tried to set him up a bunch of times, but it never works out.  His sister and I have about decided he’s too bossy and set in his ways, so it would be difficult to find anyone willing to put up with how difficult he can be.”

      Lola could tell Jake was trying to ignore their conversation, but as his face flushed and his jaw got tighter and tighter, she knew that he was about to blow, so she winked at Jerry Jeff and stared at Jake as she spoke.  “Really?  You know, actually I could see that.  He is bossy, and he can definitely be difficult.  Let’s face it, he’s not a bad-looking man, so I knew something had to be wrong with him.”

      Jerry Jeff glanced at Jake and his eyes were full of mischief as he smiled at Lola.  “Right?  Well, now you know.  You’ll be interested to know that the only dates he ever goes on are with his sister’s friend, and she’s not only gay, but married, so she’s really not available. I was talking to his mama about it, and we decided…”

      Jake’s patience apparently hit its limit.  He lifted up the keyboard and slammed it back down on the table, startling both Lola and Jerry Jeff.  “Enough, you two.  Will y’all please shut up so I can see what the hell I’m supposed to be looking at?”

      They looked at each other and started laughing hysterically. Jake shook his head, disgusted with both of them.  “Y’all are both total jackasses,” he growled, making both of them laugh even harder.  He ignored them until he finally got to the end.  He turned to look at Jerry Jeff, who was still laughing with Lola, and stared at him until he finally quieted.  “Y’all done?”

      Jerry Jeff and Lola grinned at each other, and Jerry Jeff nodded.  “For now.”

      Jake rolled his eyes and then looked at Jerry Jeff.  “So is this the kind of program we think it is?”

      Jerry Jeff nodded.  “Yep.  Technically, it’s called Computer- Assisted Cognitive-Retraining (CACR), which is basically a brain retraining program.  It looks like a program designed to train relaxation techniques, and I really don’t see anything weird about it.”  He took his mouse back from Jake and rolled to the top of the program.  “I’ve already contacted Dr. Littman, the professor I used to work for, and he’s coming by first thing in the morning.  He was one of the first people to design those programs to help retrain the brains of stroke victims, and no one knows more about how the brain can form new neural pathways.  I just want him to take a look at all this information and give us his opinion.”

      Lola snorted.  “Great.  It freaking figures.  We still don’t know what’s going on.”

      “So far, nothing looks bad, and we’re getting close to having all the info on the flash drive restored.”  Jerry Jeff grabbed the mouse again.  “Let me show you what else I pulled up on that flash drive.”  He clicked and rapidly flipped through several screens and brought up a series of memos.  “It turns out we only had the first few memos, and that’s why they were so vague.  I found a hidden file, and pulled up a bunch more memos, and those were more specific as to what these guys are trying to accomplish.”  He handed the mouse to Lola and indicated the screen.  “Y’all take a look.”

      As Jerry Jeff laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair, Lola and Jake began to read the memos.

      Lola looked at Jerry Jeff.  “So let me make sure I get this.  This program is designed to be used in conjunction with DeLeon Labs’ opioid drug?  Somehow, using this specific brain training program makes this specific opioid drug more effective?”

      Jerry Jeff and Jake looked at each other. “Something like that.”  Jerry Jeff shrugged his shoulders.  “I’m not exactly sure, to be honest.”

      Lola nodded, thinking rapidly.  “Well, it would be a huge deal if, by using this program, you could use less of the drug and get the same effectiveness.  With all the fears of the addictiveness of opioids, this would be a huge advancement.”

      Jerry Jeff nodded slowly, thinking about what she said.  “Lola, if that’s what this does, you’re right, it’s a huge deal.  I just want to make sure that’s all there is to it, and that’s why I called Dr. Littman.”

      Jake leaned back in his chair and narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out what had Jerry Jeff so worried.  “Jerry Jeff, I understand you’re not sure about this, so we’re not holding you to anything, but what do you suspect might be going on here?”

      Jerry Jeff looked worried.  “Jake, from what’s in these memos, it looks like using this specific program with this specific drug increases the effectiveness, but depending on the components of the drug, it could also significantly increase the chance that someone could end up addicted to it.  Now the question becomes are they trying to get people addicted to it?  If so, they could sell a lot more of the product in the short term, but there could be huge liability issues in the future.  Or, are they afraid people will get addicted to it, in which case, their ability to get FDA approval is hanging in the balance.  Either way, Ms. Lola, it may not be good that you know about it.”

      As Jake and Lola considered the issues, they realized Jerry Jeff was right.  Either way wasn’t good for Lola.  Jake looked at Lola.  “If that’s the deal, no wonder they killed Mitch over this.  A new, improved opioid?  You’re talking millions of dollars, either way.”

      Jerry Jeff snorted.  “Try billions.  There are several different possible scenarios.  You’re talking about people taking a drug and being likely to become addicted to it, so they’ll take it for a longer time than they normally would.  And if the FDA grants their patent approval that says this opioid is safer because you can use less of it, but it actually is more likely to result in addiction, that’s a huge deal.  And what if this program is specifically designed to get people addicted to this drug?  You’re talking a shitload of money before people eventually figure it out.  That scenario is the same kind of manipulation the cigarette companies did to get people addicted to their product, and look how that turned out.”

      Jake whistled long and low.  Lola looked shocked, but her brain was whirling with possible scenarios, and none of them were favorable to her.  Jake squeezed her hand until she looked over at him.  He smiled gently.  “You okay?”

      She dropped her head.  “Shit no, I’m not okay.  This is serious, Jake, and they know, well they think they know, I have this flash drive.  What am I going to do?”

      He rolled her chair over so that she was facing him with her legs inside his.  He grabbed her other hand and stared at her until she raised his eyes to his.  “What are WE going to do?  And the first thing we’re going to do is get you protected.”  He turned his head to Jerry Jeff.  “Would you get me some tracking devices?  We’re going to load her up.”

      Jerry Jeff rubbed his hands together.  “Ms. Lola, wait until you see these babies.  I’ve been working on them for more than a year, and I’ve designed them so small no one will notice them.”

      He grabbed his backpack from against the wall and rolled back over next to them.  “These are microscopic compared to those on the market now.  Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to get one small enough, and with enough power, to implant under the skin, but I’m getting closer.  Best of all, they can’t be detected by any of the scanning detectors on the market, so even if someone tries to detect them, nothing will show up.”  He pulled out a small flat box.  “Check these out, Ms. Lola.”

      She leaned closer as Jerry Jeff opened the box.  There were small gold and silver stud earrings, hoops with a dangly carved ball, and a small skull stud.  Lola started laughing, and smacked him on the arm.  “Jerry Jeff, these look amazing.  You designed them yourself?”

      He shrugged modestly.  “I learned to do metalwork when I first started putting computers together, and the jewelry making just kind of evolved.  Then, once I realized that the GPS trackers on the market were too big and bulky, I decided to design my own.  Since it’s my technology, no existing scanners on the market can detect them, so they don’t get discovered and no one removes them.”  He lifted the top shelf and showed her another set of trackers that looked like miniature lollipops.  “These go inside a purse or in the seam of clothing and also put out a signal.  We’ll put some in your bra, your shirt, your pants, and in your shoelaces, plus in your purse.”  He nudged her with his shoulder until she looked up at him, and he smiled gently.  “Lola, this way, even if one fails, we’ll have plenty of backups and if something happens, we’ll always be able to find you.”  He elbowed her as she nodded.  “Okay, pick your favorite earrings and we’ll get you hooked up.”

      She chose a plain silver ball stud and the skull and placed them in the two upper holes on her ear, leaving her regular silver hoops in the two lower holes.  Jerry Jeff’s phone signaled a text message, and he glanced at it and handed the box of trackers to Jake.  “Here, Jake.  Y’all go get those other trackers inside her clothes.  That’s Bina letting me know Dr. Littman is here, so I’m going to grab him and bring him back here with me.  “Y’all be here first thing in the morning, and we’ll all go over this.”

      He left, and Jake and Lola stood up to leave.  He smiled.  “Well, we obviously aren’t needed.  Want to see the rest of the place?”

      Jake showed her the rest of the building, and by the time they ended up on the top floor, she was still very impressed.  “Jake, this is some operation you’ve got here.”

      He smiled.  “Thanks.  We’re proud of it.  Come on to my office and I’ll introduce you to my business partner and my assistant.”

      He led her down a long corridor that was lined with conference rooms with huge plexiglass windows that looked out into the hallway.  Lola tapped on one as they walked by and smiled.  “Bullet-proof?”

      Jake snorted.  “Uh, yeah.”

      At the end of the corridor was a large double door.  He placed his hand on a plate and placed his face next to a small hole, and the door opened and they went inside.  A huge, dark-haired man in a polo shirt and cargo pants was standing behind a desk and looked up at their entrance.  When he saw Lola, he grinned, stood up, vaulted the desk, and grabbed her up in a huge hug and spun her around.  “Beans!  What are you doing here?”  He kissed her a huge smacking kiss on the lips and dropped her to her feet.  She was hugging him, but when he saw Jake standing behind her, not looking too happy, instantly pulled back from Lola.  He turned to face Jake and automatically stood at attention.  “Sir.”

      “Relax, Matt.”  Jake rolled his eyes.  “I take it y’all know each other?”

      Lola spun around to face Jake as Matt looked relieved.  “Hell yeah!  Matt and Mike are cousins and they went through basic training together, and they were in the same SEAL unit.  The two of them and my brother have all been friends since elementary school.”  She poked Jake in the chest.  “Remember when I told you I was the flower girl at Mike’s wedding?  Well, Matt was the ring bearer and his wife is the one who helped me make all those jello shots.”

      Jake was smiling at her enthusiasm.  “And ‘Beans’?”

      She rolled her eyes.  “Matt started calling me that because I was such a tall, skinny teenager.  He told me I looked like a beanpole and thankfully, he’s the only one who still calls me Beans.”  She turned to smile at Matt.  “I knew you did security stuff, but I didn’t realize this is where you worked.  I haven’t seen you since my brother’s engagement party a couple of months ago.”

      Matt shrugged.  “I’ve been here several years now, ever since I got out.  I started in the personal security side, but then Jake needed a logistics guy and it turns out I have a knack for it.”

      Jake grinned.  “I’ll say.  Matt is actually director of operations for the computer and investigative side of the business.   He coordinates everything that’s going on, keeps everything running smoothly, and handles any bullshit that comes up.”  He turned to look at him.  “Why are you out here at Marie’s desk?  Is she out today?”  Jake turned to Lola. “Marie is my personal assistant and she usually sits out here.”

      Lola looked serious.  “Let me guess.  She’s both a personal assistant and an ex-CIA assassin.”

      Jake laughed and grabbed Lola’s hand and pulled her back to his side.  “Better.  Personal assistant and the most efficient person I’ve ever met.  She’s freakishly organized, can cut through any red tape, and can do anything with a computer, so that’s more helpful to me than assassination skills.”  He kissed Lola’s forehead and then looked at Matt.  “Seriously, is she okay?”

      Matt looked between Jake and Lola, obviously trying to decide the dynamics between the two.  He frowned as he came to the conclusion they were together and answered.  “She had to leave because of a sick kid, so one of the ladies from downstairs is answering your phones.  I just came out here while she took a quick break.”

      Jake nodded.  “Thanks for taking care of it.  We’ll be in my office for a while if anyone needs anything.”

      Lola blew Matt a kiss as Jake pulled her toward his office.  “See you later, Matt.”

      Matt stared at Jake as if trying to silently tell him he’d better treat her right. “Yeah. Later, Beans.”

      Jake pulled her into his office and shut the door and locked it behind them.  As they walked toward his desk, he pointed out the features of his office.  “Bathroom with a shower over there, closet with extra clothes over there, the windows are bullet-proof and surveillance-proof and can be frosted over so you can’t see through them with the touch of a button.  That’s pretty much it.”

      Lola was amused by the fact that he still seemed a little irritated about Matt’s connection to her.  She smiled at him.  “Fancy.”

      He walked behind his desk and sat down, tossing the box of trackers on its highly polished surface.  Lola perched on the edge of the desk next to him.  “Damn Lola, every time I turn around it’s like I run into another overly protective older brother.  And I still haven’t even met your actual brother yet.”

      Lola shrugged.  “Growing up, I hung out with a lot of guys, thanks to my brother and all his overly alpha male friends.”

      “Your brother isn’t military.”

      She shook her head.  “No, but he played high school football with all these guys who ended up in the military, so I’ve been surrounded by a ton of them all my life.  And my brother is about your size and even more overprotective than Mike and Matt, so I’m sure that will be tons of fun for you.”

      Jake rolled his eyes.  “Great.”  He opened Jerry Jeff’s box of trackers and waved his hand toward her.  “Okay, sweet thing, let’s get the clothes off.  I need your bra, I’ll need your pants, and I need your shoes.”

      Jake started digging through the box, and by the time he looked up, Lola was sitting on the desk in her panties and socks with her clothes on the floor at her feet.  He stopped and stared at her nipples, which tightened into hard little points as he watched.  Lola smiled at him, cupped both of her breasts, and pinched her nipples.  As he watched, she dropped one hand and slowly trailed it down her stomach.  She had just reached her panties and her fingertips were just starting to reach into them when he finally shook himself back to awareness.  He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a Tshirt and handed it to her.  “For God’s sake, woman, put on this damn shirt.  I’m trying to protect you and you’re distracting the hell out of me again.  Let me get this done and then maybe we can take a little time to play.”

      Lola smiled to herself as she pulled his Tshirt over her head.  It was huge on her, but because she was tall, it barely covered her butt and she knew she could tease him to distraction.  He was already selecting several trackers, and she leaned over his shoulder to watch where he placed them.

      He slid the first one into the hem of her jeans.  “You don’t have to cut the seam or sew them in?”

      He shook his head and held it up so she could see the tiny tracker.  “No, they’re super small, plus Jerry Jeff tapered them so they slide in between the stiches without having to cut the seam.  And if the stitches are too close together, I can snip one stitch, insert it, and then a dab of glue keeps the cut stitch from slipping out and makes sure the tracker stays in place.  They’re also easy to get back out so the pants can be washed.”  He did the same thing on a side seam near the top of the pants, placed one near the top of the underwire of her bra so it wouldn’t chafe her skin, one in her purse, and inserted one in the shoelace of her shoe.  When he was done, he sat back in his chair and pointed to his handiwork.  “Voila, baby.  Check it out.  No way you can see them unless you know they’re there.”

      Lola reached over his shoulder, picked up her pants and bra, and inspected it.  “You’re right.  I know where they are so I could find them and remove them if I needed to, but there’s no way anyone else would be able to see them.”  She shook her head.  “That Jerry Jeff is something else.”

      He agreed.  “No kidding.  He’s a genius with anything electronic, not just computers.  Once he decides these trackers are ready for commercial use, he will make millions on them, but he could care less.”

      Lola was confused.  “Since he designed these as an employee of your company, while working for your company, technically, this technology belongs to you, along with any patents, doesn’t it?”

      Jake shrugged.  “Probably.  Technically, I guess.  But these are straight from the devious mind of Jerry Jeff Jenkins, and I think the patents and the product should belong to him.  I benefit from them too.  We have a separate contract so that I won’t have to pay any royalties to him directly, I don’t have to pay for the trackers, and we’ll always be ahead of the game technology-wise, so it’s all fine with me.”

      Lola smiled inwardly.  He was such a sweetie.  And she loved the fact that he passed over a chance to make a huge amount of money because it offended his sense of fairness.  The more she got to know Jake, the more she liked him.

      He was reclining in his chair, with his hands laced behind his head and his legs spread.  Lola walked around in front of him, stood between his legs and leaned her butt against the desk.  She leaned forward and kissed him, a slow, long kiss with a lot of tongue, that made him groan.  “So is there anything else we need to take care of today?”

      “Nope.  We’re pretty much done until Jerry Jeff and the professor can figure out exactly what we’re dealing with.”  He pulled her down so that she straddled his lap.  “You got any ideas of how to kill some time?”  He grabbed the hem of the shirt she was wearing and pulled it over her head.  She leaned forward and rubbed her breasts against his chest as she kissed him sweetly, then not so sweetly.  The kiss got more passionate as his tongue swept into her mouth and he pulled her hips tight against him.  When they finally came up for air, he used both hands to push her hair out of her face.   “Tell me what you want, Lola, or if you prefer, I can tell you what I want.”

      Lola smiled.  “How about I show you what I want?”  She climbed off his lap and slowly slid her panties to her feet.  “I’m leaving the socks on.  My feet are cold.”  He smiled at the picture she made as she bent over, naked except for her socks, and pulled his shirt from the waistband of his pants and pulled it over his head.  She knelt down and took off his shoes and socks, and unbuttoned and unzipped his pants.  As she slid her hands into the sides of his pants, she whispered for him to lift up, and he lifted far enough so she could pull his pants and his boxer briefs completely off.  She threw his clothes carelessly to the side.  Lola gave him a wicked smile as she leaned forward and kissed and nipped and sucked her way up his inner thighs.  “This is what I want, Jake.  You, right here, right now.  Ever gotten a blow job at your big fancy desk, boss man?”

      He pulled his hand through her shiny hair.  “Can’t say that I have, Ms. Lola.  But I’m pretty excited to try it out.”

      She wrapped her hand around him, squeezing firmly, then bent down to lick her way from where she held him with her fist to the tip.  When she reached the top, she wrapped her lips around him, swirled her tongue, and sucked strongly.  Jake felt like the top of his head was going to blow off. She pulled her lips off him and smiled.  “Any requests?”

      Jake shook his head.  “This is your show, sugar.  I would say that you might want to make it pretty quick because I guarantee someone will be trying to get in here to show me something, ask me something, or get me to sign something, so we’ll have distractions pretty soon.”

      Lola nodded.  “That I can do.”  And with that, Lola got busy.  She started, licked up the sides and around the head, following the long licks with tight strokes of her fist.  With her other hand, she fondled his balls, first pulling on them gently, then massaging them more firmly as she rubbed and kissed and licked him from the base to the tip.  Finally, she took him into her mouth and then sucked him all the way to the back of her throat.

      He almost lost it then.  A shuddering groan rumbled up from his chest and he tangled both hands in her hair as his head dropped back on the headrest.  “Holy shit, Lola.  That feels amazing.”  He pulled her hair to the side so he could watch as her tight mouth moved up and down and her hands squeezed and massaged in time with her movements.  Within a few minutes, he felt his balls draw up and he knew he was about to come.  He warned her, but she shook her head and continued, and two strokes later he exploded so hard he literally saw stars.

      Jake collapsed back against his chair, his eyes shut, and his hands tangled loosely in her hair.  Lola gave him a couple of long gentle licks, and a gentle kiss on the tip and then pulled back, stood up between his sprawled legs, and propped her butt against his desk.  She smiled down at him, loving the fact that he looked so wrung out.  She leaned forward and mussed his hair.  “How you feeling, big guy?  Did I wear you out that quickly?”

      He opened his eyes and smiled at her.  “You absolutely did.  That was amazing.”  He leaned forward and rested his forehead against her stomach as she smoothed his hair.  After a few moments of enjoying her petting him, he lifted up his head and winked at her.  “Let’s see if I can return the favor.”

      He ran his hands up the side of her thighs and pushed her hips further back until she was sitting on his desk.  Jake laughed as he lifted her feet, still with her socks on, and placed them on the arms of his chair.  “I like the socks, Ms. Lola.  Not usually what I’d consider a sexy look, but on you, it totally works.”

      She grinned and leaned back so that she was propped up on her elbows and could see what he was doing.   He scooted his chair closer and put his hands on her knees and pulled them apart so that he could get even closer.   Lola was neither shy nor modest, but she felt exposed sitting on his desk with her legs spread wide around his shoulders and him staring so intently between her legs.  Just as she was about to say something, Jake slid his hands around her hips, yanked her to the edge of the desk, and latched his mouth onto her.

      Lola felt her eyes roll back in her head and she collapsed back on the desk, her back arching as he sucked, and licked, and nipped her, devouring her like he couldn’t get enough.  Just when she was about to explode, he suddenly pulled back with a long, unhurried lick.  She grabbed his hair to pull his mouth against her, but Jake resisted.  He used the flat of his tongue to lick long strokes until he felt her start to move against his mouth.  Then, he blew a hot puff of air on her, and slowly thrust one, then two of his thick fingers inside her.  As she writhed and moaned, he flicked and swirled his tongue, pumped his fingers in and out in a firm, unhurried motion until he could feel her excitement building again.  Once he could tell she was on the edge, he thrust his fingers deep inside and held them there while he sucked strongly until her orgasm crashed through her.  She shook, she moaned, and she tried to pull his mouth away, but he stayed with her until she finally collapsed against his desk in a sweaty, boneless heap, her feet sliding off the arms of the chair to dangle over the desk.

      She was still lying there, trying to catch her breath when Jake lurched out of his chair.  He bent over to grab his pants, grabbed a condom out of his pocket, ripped it open with his teeth, and rolled it on with quick jerky movements.  He hooked his arms under her bent legs, jerked her to the edge of the desk, and slammed himself into her so hard that she knew she’d feel it the next day.

      Jake tried to get some control and stay still long enough to give her time to adjust to him inside her, but it was a losing battle.  He gave one slow, measured thrust, but then he started hammering into her so hard she was afraid she was going to fly off the other side.  She grabbed the edge of the desk to anchor herself, and he pulled her legs even farther apart so he could watch them where they were joined as he thrust inside her.

      Lola couldn’t tear her eyes away from him.  His light green eyes were intent and focused, and his jaw was clenched as he buried himself inside her again and again.  She let go of the desk and grabbed his hips, pulling her even deeper inside her with every stroke.  Jake sped up even more and she could feel him getting even bigger and thicker as he got closer to the edge.  Finally, he broke.  He threw his head back and groaned as he slammed inside her once, twice, again, and finally held himself deep as he let go, with Lola right behind him.  He collapsed on top of her, both of them breathing in short, jerky bursts of air.

      After he’d caught his breath, Jake raised his head.  He stared solemnly at Lola, as if trying to figure out what to say, and he finally just smiled and shook his head, as if amazed.  “Holy shit, Lola.”

      She smiled back.  “Right?!  What the hell was that?”

      He pulled himself to his feet, and then pulled her up beside him.  They staggered together to the bathroom, both of them laughing at their shaky legs.  Jake took care of the condom, washed his hands, and hugged Lola.  “If you want to take a quick shower, there are fresh towels and I’ll bring your clothes in here for you.”

      Lola thought a hot shower sounded great.  “I’ll be super quick.”  She smiled.  “Want to join me?”

      For about a second he was tempted, but then he thought better of it.  He mock frowned at her.  “Hell, no.  If we get in that shower together, you know what’s going to happen.”

      She shrugged.  “So?”

      He thought about it for a second. “Good question.”  He shrugged, too.  “We’re grown.  I’m the boss here, and I can do what I want.”  He started toward the shower, then hesitated.  “Although I am kind of hungry.”

      At the thought of food, Lola’s eyes lit up and all thoughts of shower sex flew out of her mind.  “Ohmygawd, Jake, I’m so hungry, too.”  She put up a hand and pushed him away from the shower.  “Just give me two seconds to wash up and you can hop in and then we can go eat.”  She wrapped a towel around her head to keep her hair dry and jumped in the shower.

      Jake laughed at her enthusiasm.  As she took an extremely quick shower, he went in and picked up their clothes and put them on the bathroom counter.  By the time he was back, she was hopping out of the shower and hustling him in so they could go find something to eat.

      Lola called to Jake as she jerked on her jeans.  “Where are we going?”

      Jake turned the water off, stepped out, and grabbed a towel.  Lola admired her close up view of a naked Jake as she pulled on her bra and shirt, momentarily distracted from the thought of lunch.  Jake grinned as he answered.  “We’ve got a full restaurant downstairs, and you can order whatever you want.”

      Ten minutes later, they were on their way down to the office bistro, and five minutes after that, Lola managed to order just about one of everything on the menu and piled it onto four trays.  When they went to pay, Jake just shrugged at the cashier’s wide eyes.  “Miss Clara, just put all this on my tab, please.”  She nodded and Jake and Lola picked up their trays and headed to a table near the window.  As they crossed the dining area, it was obvious that people were staring at them and whispering, and Jake sighed and tried to ignore it.

      Lola thought the attention, and Jake’s reaction to it, was hilarious. “So boss man, it’s pretty obvious that everyone is checking out the fact that you have a lunch date.”

      Jake smiled as she pulled three of the four trays to her side of the table.  “Maybe they were amazed at how much you can eat.”

      Lola shrugged, unconcerned.  “Could be.”  She dipped a french fry in ketchup and waved it at him.  “But if I were to guess, I’d guess they were excited that the boss was finally able to convince some poor woman that he’s not a total loser when it comes to women.”

      She popped the fry in her mouth and grinned as Jake gritted his teeth as he muttered to himself.  “Damn Jerry Jeff has probably told everyone in the building, by now.”  He took a bite of his chicken sandwich and shook his head as he chewed, still mumbling under his breath.  “I swear, this office is nothing but a bunch of gossipy busybodies.”

      Lola started laughing but stopped teasing him as she started working her way through lunch. They had almost finished, until Lola saw someone walk by with banana pudding.  She was outraged.  “Seriously, there was banana pudding and no one told me?” and he just laughed and told her to have at it.  She came back to the table with a double order of banana pudding and a refill on both of their drinks.

      She sat down, ate a huge bite of pudding and moaned at the taste.  Jake smiled as she held out a spoonful for him. “Come on Jake, it’s delicious.”  She winked.  “I swear it’s the second best thing I’ve had in my mouth all day.”  That made him laugh so he quickly took the bite and then kissed her.  She nodded as she chewed and then swallowed.  “Mmm, mmm, good.”

      Jake and Lola were laughing as she finished up the last of her pudding when his phone signified an incoming text.   When he saw who it was, he smiled, and when Lola lifted her eyebrows in question, Jake nodded and put his phone back in his pocket.  He held out his hand.  “Come on Ms. Lola.  Let me introduce you to my business partner and then we’re going to get out of here and head up to my house.”  Lola grabbed his hand and followed him out the door toward the elevator.

      They stepped into the elevator and Jake pushed the button for the top floor.  He turned to her.  “Let me tell you something real quick.  My partner, Kent Babbitt, is one of my best friends.  We were roommates at Alabama, while I was in grad school and he was in law school, we went to the FBI Academy together, and we both ended up here in the Atlanta office, but in different divisions. Anyway, to make a long story short, he was shot during the same bank robbery that I got shot in, but he was much more severely injured and is now in a wheelchair.  I just didn’t want you to be surprised when you met him.”

      “That totally sucks.”  Lola shook her head.  “How many agents were hurt that day?”

      “Three, but Kent was the most seriously injured.”

      “He’s a quadriplegic, or paraplegic?”

      “He’s a paraplegic.”

      Lola nodded.  “That happened to a member of Mikey’s team in the same incident that injured Mikey and Matt.  He was actually pretty lucky because his injury didn’t actually sever the spinal cord, plus it was so low on his spinal cord that he still has sensory function.  He has control of his bladder and bowels, and he still has sexual function, but he can’t walk.”

      “That’s the same kind of injury Kent has.  He’s actually started getting a little movement in his feet and toes over the past couple of years. He’s so damn hard-headed, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s not walking again at some point.”

      Lola smiled at that.  “That would be great.”  The elevator doors opened and they walked toward Kent’s office.

      Before they could get there, his office door banged open and a blond man in a racing wheelchair flew out the door, coming toward them in a high rate of speed.  Before he hit them, he reached forward and pulled a lever and spun around, stopping inches from Jake’s leg.  The man grinned up at him.  “Holy shit, Jake, check out the new wheels.  I’m going to smoke those guys this summer.”  He saw Lola standing on the other side of Jake, grinning at him.  He peeled off his racing glove and held out a hand.  “Kent Babbitt, soon to be kicking ass in the Boston Marathon, if I have anything to do with it.”

      Lola walked closer, grabbed his hand and shook it.  “Lola Prentiss.  Would love to see you kick ass in the Boston Marathon, Kent Babbitt.”  She admired his chair.  “I take it that’s a new chair?”

      He nodded enthusiastically.  “Not just a new chair, but the same one that BMW designed for team USA at the Rio Paralympic Games.  All carbon fiber, freak fast, super light.  I’m going to try it out at the Peachtree this year, then I’m shooting to qualify for Boston at the Atlanta Marathon later this fall.”

      “Between the chair and the fact that Jake says you never give up, I’m sure you’ll do it.  I’ll be looking forward to watching you, Kent.”

      He glanced approvingly at Jake.  “Hey Jake, I like this one.”  He turned back to Lola.  “Look, Lola, I need to tell you a couple of things about Jake.  I know he seems like he’s got some major issues with women, and I can’t even remember the last time he had a date besides his sister’s friend who just goes out with him so he doesn’t look like a total loser at charity events, but give him a chance.  He apparently sucks at dating, but I swear, he’s generally a good guy.”

      Jake’s mouth dropped open as he stared at his friend, and Lola burst out laughing.  “Thanks, Kent.  Jerry Jeff and Jake’s brother already warned me about his history with women, so I’ll keep all that in mind.”

      As Jake glared at Kent, his friend smiled innocently.  “What?”  Kent spun the chair around and went back into his office, with Jake and Lola following him.  “Hey Jake, if you get a chance, take a look at this new proposal.  There’s a nuclear facility that needs updated computer and facility security, and I need your input for the computer security side of the proposal.  All the facility info and the due date for the proposal are in there.”  As Jake and Lola sat in the seats across from Kent’s desk, Kent grabbed the proposal and handed it to Jake.

      Jake nodded.  “I’ll take care of it.  We’re heading to my place for the next couple of days, so I’m working from there if you need me.”

      Kent nodded.  “Great.”  He narrowed his eyes and stared at Lola.  “I talked to Jerry Jeff about your situation, Lola.  We’ve got some great people working on your problem, but you need to be careful till we figure out what’s going on.”  He looked at Jake.  “Who’s on your surveillance?”

      “B-Ray and Logan for now, and Matt said he’d set up teams after tomorrow.  We’re going to my house, so we should be fine there until we figure this out.”

      “Good.”  Kent went around his desk and transferred from his racing chair to his desk chair.  He leaned back and studied both of them.  “Y’all need anything else?”

      Jake shook his head.  “Nope.  For now, we’re going to see what move, if any, they’re going to make and we’ll go from there.  We’ll keep you posted.”

      “Great.  Lola, I hear from several of the guys that work here, plus a couple of cop friends of mine, that you’re quite a lawyer.”  He winked at her.  “Maybe you could use some of those skills for good, instead of evil, and figure out the best way to get these corporate assholes off your back.  You got any media contacts, if it comes to that?  If not, I have a few we could access if we need them.”

      Lola nodded.  “I have a few.  Hopefully, we’ll have an idea of how to progress after the next few days.”

      “I hope so.”   He smiled at both of them.  Y’all heading out now?”

      Jake and Lola stood up and Jake grabbed Lola’s hand.  “Yep.  Call me if you need anything.  We’ll be back in the morning to meet with a friend of Jerry Jeff’s then we’ll probably go back to my house until we decide what we need to do.”

      Kent nodded.  “Just keep me in the loop and we’ll figure this out.”

      “Thanks for all your help, Kent, and glad to meet you.  Enjoy your new chair.”  Lola smiled at Kent, and she and Jake waved as they headed out.

      They took the elevator to the garage, got into Jake’s truck, and headed to his house.  Jake’s office was located on the north side of Roswell, so it only took them about twenty minutes to get to his house.  They pulled up to a gate at the end of a narrow road, and Jake punched in a code and sat there until the gate opened.

      Lola looked disappointed, so Jake asked, “What’s wrong?”

      She shrugged.  “You said your place had great security.  That was kind of a letdown.  All you did was pull up and punch in a code.  I expected something kickass, like trained attack weasels or maybe some kind of gator-filled moat.”

      Jake pulled through the gate and smirked at her.  “Don’t let appearances fool you.  When I punched in that code, it also ran me through a series of biometric recognition scans, so it was much more complicated than it looked.”  He waved his hands to the thick woods surrounding his driveway. “We’re about a quarter of a mile from the house, and this entire area is completely covered.  There are sensors in the road that can detect weight and motion, cameras all over, heat sensors, motion detectors, drones, all kinds of fun toys.  You name it, and it’s monitoring this piece of property.  No one can approach the house without us knowing about it.  We rarely need a safe house, but when we do, this is it.”

      Lola squinted through the trees, but she couldn’t spot any of the devices, he’d named, not that she’d know what they looked like anyway.  “Are these some more of Jerry Jeff’s wizardry?”

      “Some of them.  But most are just great pieces of equipment that were originally designed for use in the military or for NSA surveillance.”  Jake grabbed her hand and squeezed it.  “When we get to the house, I’ll show you how the system works and we’ll take a walk and look around.”

      Lola raised her eyebrows.  “Do you have a Batcave that’s as cool as mine?”

      Jake grinned at her.  “Of course, I do.  But it’s different.  Mine is a bunker under the garage, and we can access if from the house, the woods, the boathouse, or the garage.”

      “Awesome.”  They came around the final bend in the driveway, and pulled up behind a nice-sized house with a metal roof.  The house was single story with a screened porch all the way around it and it faced the lake, and there was a large, free-standing garage connected to the house with a big carport.  Lola sucked in a breath.  “Holy shit, Jake, what a beautiful house.  I love the way it’s seated on the property and I love the fact it’s not some huge monstrosity.  What is it, about three thousand square feet?”

      They both opened their doors and got out.  “Yep.  Including the basement.  Thanks, wait until you see the inside.  One of my cousins is a builder and the living room and master bedroom are timber-framed, using wood from trees we cut down on the property.  It’s really beautiful.”  Jake opened the hatchback and grabbed Lola’s bag.  “Come on in and I’ll show you around.”

      Jake let them inside, and he watched Lola’s face as she walked into the great room.  She sucked in a breath as she looked up at the fourteen-foot beamed ceilings and the polished wooden floors.  The room was comfortably sized, with plenty of space for the living room area and the kitchen with an island and a built-in banquette. “OhmyGawd, Jake, this is stunning.”  She glanced at a large wall of windows that overlooked the lake.  “Can you see the lake from every room in the house?”

      He nodded.  “Pretty much.  The master bedroom, my office, and the great room and kitchen combo are on this floor and they all face the lake, and there are four small bedrooms and a room with a huge TV, a workout area, and a pool table downstairs.  The bedrooms all face the lake, but the TV room and rec room are on the side and back of the house.”  He walked her over to the windows and pointed toward the lake.  “That’s my boathouse and dock, and on the other side of it, down by the lake, I just put in an outdoor kitchen and a screened porch with a huge dining table and a living area with a huge TV.  It’ll be great for parties and football games.”

      Lola agreed.  “It is absolutely gorgeous.”  She looked around.  “So why don’t we go fix us a drink and you can show me around?”

      “You got it.”  Jake poured them both a glass of tea and walked them through the house.  When they got to his bedroom, Jake propped himself in the doorway and waved his hand.  “Here’s my room.”

      Lola stuck her head in, and whistled long and low.  “Wow, Jake, this is a nice room.”  The ceiling had thick beams, like the great room, and there was a twelve foot high wall of windows that showed a stunning view of the lake from one end of the room to the other.  There was plenty of room for Jake’s king-sized bed, a dresser, and a seating area with a couple of comfortable-looking leather chairs surrounding a big ottoman.  The bed and the chairs all faced the lake, and when Lola looked to the left, she could see a bathroom.  She wandered over.  “Hot damn, Jake, you may never get me out of this bathroom.”

      There was a six-foot soaking tub, big enough for two, overlooking the lake, a huge tiled shower with a big seat, a couple of shower heads, including a rain shower overhead and a handheld shower to the side, a double vanity, and behind a partially opened door, there was a full-sized laundry room.  Lola grinned at Jake.  “We definitely need to try out that tub tonight, big guy.”

      He snorted.  “If you think we can make it till tonight.”

      She turned her wrist to check out the time.  “It’s after four.  I’m sure I can hold out till tonight.  Show me the rest of the house.”

      They went back into his room, and walked through a door on the other side.  A hallway was flanked by two huge, walk-in closets, one on each side, and at the end of the hallway was his office.  He had a big desk facing the lake, with another seating area with the same style of chairs as the ones in his bedroom facing the lake and a big ottoman between them.  Lola pointed to the chairs. “These look familiar.” When Lola grinned at him, he shrugged.  “I’m not a particularly innovative decorator.  I liked those chairs so I bought four of them.”

      She laughed.  “I like them, too.”

      “Here’s something I want to show you.”  He walked over to a built-in bookcase beside his desk, fiddled with something on a shelf, and a panel slid up.  He put his face up to the panel, and suddenly, the section of bookcase next to where he was standing, slid open.  He bowed and waved her in front of him.  “Come check out my version of the Batcave, sugar.”

      As soon as they stepped in, Jake hit another button and the door slid shut silently behind them.  He grabbed her hand, and they walked down a long hallway that was brightly lit with fluorescent lights.  Lola was confused.  “Are we going down?”

      Jake nodded.  “Yep.  It’s gradual, but it goes down a total of about thirty feet.   It’s directly underneath the garage, and the concrete is reinforced and blast-proof.  We had to make it that deep to be able to do everything we needed to do to it and to make it so it’s undetectable from above.”

      The hallway opened into what looked like a large apartment.  The living room had a desk area with monitors on the wall showing different areas of the house and property.   Jake pulled up a chair for Lola and then sat down and logged into the computer.  When the screen he wanted came up, he dragged her chair closer.   “Okay, let’s get you set up with the biometrics on my security system.  Once that’s done, you’ll be able to get into the Batcave, you can get into the gate here, my house, my office and you can start any of the cars owned by our company.  Anywhere there’s security, you’ll have unlimited access.”

      He picked up what looked like a thick mouse with an eyepiece.  “This is a portable scanner.  Look in the eyepiece, keep your eye open, and we’ll get a picture of your iris and your retina on file.”  As soon as the scan was done, Jake entered it into the computer.  He then recorded her handprint, fingerprints, voice, and did a scan for facial recognition.  Once he was done, he entered all of the information into his system.  “Okay, Lola, let’s see if everything loaded correctly.”  He pulled out a keypad so they could test her access, and they all worked.  “So to access any of the systems, if you see a panel, just hit any button and then it will choose a method of authentication.  If you can’t see a panel, I’ll show you how to start the process, but after that, it’s basically the same.”

      He spun around in his chair and waved his hand toward the apartment.  “Anyway, welcome to my Batcave, although my friends all call it the “Cone of Silence.”

      Lola laughed at the reference.  “Like in Get Smart?”

      Jake grinned, happy she got the joke.  “Yep. It’s got a couple of bedrooms, this living room and kitchen area, and a full bathroom.  Both the “Cone of Silence” and my house have portable generators that can run on either propane or natural gas, and we can live totally off the grid for a few weeks if we needed to.  It’s also handy if we have an ice storm or the power goes out.”

      Lola was impressed.  “I assume it’s blast-proof, soundproof, air-tight, immune to alien attack or zombie apocalypse, or whatever other kind of horrible event you and your minions could envision?”

      Jake grinned.  “Of course.  We have a guy, Will Marcus, who works for us who does nothing but design and install panic rooms.”  He laughed and rolled his eyes.  “He’s kind of a nutjob, but he’s incredibly talented.  Jerry Jeff knows his family and the whole lot of them are survivalists who have a compound in the Okeefenokee Swamp, near where Jerry Jeff is from.  Apparently, the entire family is batshit crazy, but I can guarantee you there’s no one on earth who knows more about putting in a Batcave than this guy.”

      Lola was laughing at the mental picture of Jake using some wild-haired swamp man to put in a sophisticated panic room for an upscale CEO-type in Atlanta.  “Doesn’t he scare the crap out of your fancy-ass clients?”

      “Right?  You’d think so, but actually, so long as we minimize his contact with clients, Will comes across as perfectly normal.  Nowadays, he lives up on about twenty acres on a mountain in Ellijay, and when we need him, he shaves, puts on respectable clothes, and comes down the mountain and does his deal.  He’s got a construction engineering degree from Georgia Tech, so he’s extremely knowledgeable, but you can’t scratch too far below the surface before the crazy starts to come out.  Generally, we have another guy who deals with the clients and Will does the design and oversees the job, so it usually works out without a problem.”

      “You have an interesting business, Jake.”  Lola grinned.  “I take it that Batcaves are generally Kent’s side of the business?”

      “Mostly, but we handle the computer security and electronics for the security system, so there’s tons of fun for everyone.”  He stood up and grabbed her hand.  “Come on, I’ll show you the rest of it, then we’ll walk around the rest of the property and I’ll show you the different ways to get in here.”  He squeezed her hand and when she looked at him, he smiled at her.  “Plus we’ll walk down by the lake.  I thought that after dinner we could heat up the fire pit and roast marshmallows, eat some s’mores and drink a little wine.  Then we can come back in and give that tub a workout.”

      He looked so hopeful, Lola couldn’t help but smile. She stood up to follow him. “That sounds perfect.  You know food, wine, and sex are my three favorite things, so as long as that’s what’s on the menu, I’m in.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon walking around the property, and by six o’clock, Lola was starving.  Jake cooked burgers on the grill, and they ate dinner and sat out on the dock in two Adirondack chairs and watched the sun set.  Lola marveled at the amount of privacy Jake had, considering the fact he lived on Lake Lanier, one of the busiest lakes in Georgia.  “My property is located in the middle of a bunch of corps of engineers’ land, so there’s no neighbors anywhere on my cove.  Plus, my cove is located off another cove, so people rarely come this far back.”

      Lola nodded, thinking rapidly.  “How can you keep someone from sneaking in from the water?”

      “The entire lakeshore is monitored with cameras, heat sensors, motion sensors, and other equipment that would show anyone coming in by water.”  He smiled.  “We also have a program that immediately identifies anything that creates heat or motion, so we don’t spend a bunch of time sending one of our teams out to annihilate a thirsty deer.”

      She narrowed her eyes, trying to think of something he hadn’t already considered.  “Okay.  How about this?  What if they used scuba tanks and came in under the water?”

      He grinned.  “They’d have to get out of the water sometime if they want to come toward the house, and we have heat and motion sensors that would detect anyone coming out of the water anywhere around the entire cove.”

      “What if they parachuted in?”

      Jake thought about it.  “Well, they’d have to hit the ground, so we’d be able to track them at that point.  Also, we have a satellite that we can use to keep an eye on airspace over this property.”  He frowned.  “But, you know what?  That satellite has to be ordered, it’s not all the time.  And if someone landed close enough to the house, we may not have enough warning if we’re outside on the property.”  He leaned back in his chair and tapped his lip as he thought.  “You know, Lola, that’s something we may need to think about.”

      Lola disagreed.  “No, Jake, I was just messing with you.  If you were using this as a safe house, and you had someone here who was a public figure, the satellite would be in place, plus you’d have armed guards on the property, so there wouldn’t be a problem.  Situations like mine don’t have that kind of risk.”  Lola shook her head.  “Plus, that’s a lot of security to maintain.”

      “Yeah it is, but most of it is automated, for the most part.  Jerry Jeff monitors everything here, at my and Kent’s houses, and at the office to make sure that all the systems are working correctly and to ensure they haven’t been accessed by anyone else.  Then, we have a team come up to replace cameras and sensors, as needed.”

      “That’s impressive.”

      He shrugged.  “Once it’s set up, it’s not a big deal to maintain.  The bitch is in the design.”  He smiled.  “When we decided to use this property as a safe house for people who needed protection, we had to make it as impervious as possible.  If you just look at this property you’d think it would be easy for someone to sneak onto, but in fact, the woods and the lake are a pretty great buffer and give us a lot of chances to detect a potential breach.”

      He stood up and pulled Lola up beside him.  “Come with me before it gets too cold.  We’ll head over to the fire pit and light it up.”

      Lola smacked her lips.  “Yum.  You did say something about roasting marshmallows and making S’mores, right?”

      They started walking toward the outdoor kitchen and gazebo area by the lake.  Jake snorted.  “Please.  As if I’d mention food to you if I didn’t intend to follow through.”

      “Smart man.”  Jake grabbed the marshmallows, graham crackers, chocolate bars, and a long lighter out of one of the outdoor kitchen cabinets and they walked over to the fire pit.  Lola dropped onto the glider, pulling the throw that Jake handed her over her lap, while Jake fiddled around with some logs and some small sticks until he had a nice fire going.  When Jake sat beside her, she covered him with half of the throw and cuddled up next to him.  “Okay, big guy, where’s a stick for my marshmallows?”

      He laughed at her impatience, but handed her a long metal skewer with two prongs on the end and a handle.  She speared two marshmallows and held them over the fire until they were both completely on fire.  Once they looked like two burned charcoal briquettes, she blew them out and immediately peeled the burnt skin off one and popped it into her mouth.  She closed her eyes and moaned in ecstasy.  “OhmyGAWD, Jake, this is so good.”  She opened her eyes to find Jake staring at her with his mouth open.  “Here, want the other one?  They’re so good this way.”

      Jake seemed to rouse himself from his stupor.  His voice sounded strained as he carefully lowered his own marshmallows above the flame so it wouldn’t burn. “Holy shit, Lola.  Unless you want to go inside right now, you need to tone down the enjoyment a little.”

      She laughed as she realized his problem.  She batted her eyes at him as she slowly stripped the burned outside of the second marshmallow off and squeezed it so the melted part got all over her fingers.  As he watched, she lowered her eyes and stared at him as she slowly licked the sticky mess off her fingers, taking each finger in her mouth and slowly licking it up and down before sucking it clean.  “What’s your problem, Jake?”  When he groaned and looked away, she started laughing.  “Hey, your marshmallows are on fire.”

      He cursed and pulled them out, blowing on it to put out the flame.  “Damn, it Lola, I don’t like them burnt to a crisp.”  He held out his skewer so she could take the marshmallows and put two more over the flame.  “Now quit distracting me and I’ll make you a perfect s’more.”  He propped the stick above the fire and prepared a couple of graham crackers and chocolate.  As soon as the marshmallow was lightly toasted, he pulled it off and put it on the cracker, squished it together so the chocolate would melt, and handed one of them to Lola with a flourish.  “Try that one, sugar.”

      She took a bite and smiled her appreciation.  “Mmm. Jake this is wonderful.  I still like them best burned to a crisp, but this is delicious, too.”  She rapidly ate it.  “Would you make me a couple more?”  While he carefully heated the marshmallows, she burned two more and ate them, careful to keep her happy sounds to a minimum.

      By the time the fire burned down, Lola and Jake, really mostly Lola, had finished the entire bag of marshmallows and two sleeves of graham crackers.  She leaned back against the cushions and patted her belly.  “Jake, that was fabulous.  Believe it or not, I think I’m actually full.”

      Jake snorted in disbelief.  “I don’t believe it. Come on, you wimp, that was only one big bag of marshmallows and half a box of graham crackers.  I can’t believe that filled you up.”

      She rolled her eyes.  “Right?”  She leaned forward and delicately kissed below his ear.  “I actually think it was the two burgers and bag of chips at dinner that put me over the edge.”  She straddled his lap and kissed him deeply as he grabbed her hips and rocked against her.  She opened her eyes and smiled.  “Yummy.  You taste like chocolate and marshmallows.”  She kissed him again, and starting trailing little sucking kisses down his neck.  “And you smell like a campfire.  Delicious.”  Lola slid her hands under his shirt and rubbed her hands over his chest and stomach.  “Why don’t we take this inside and maybe we can try out your big shower?”

      That was it for Jake.  He lifted Lola off his lap and walked over to the gazebo and turned on the hose.   He doused the fire and made sure it was out, while she cleaned up the trash and stuffed it in a bag.  Within five minutes, they were walking back to the house, and ten minutes after that, they were in the bathroom and both of them were naked.

      As Jake adjusted the water, Lola watched him with a growing hunger.  He looked so good standing there with his big, muscled body, his long legs, and his round butt that Lola could hardly keep her hands off of him.  She came up behind him and hugged him, kissing him between his shoulder blades and rubbing her hands over his chest and down his stomach.  When she finally closed her fist around him and started stroking him, he groaned and put his hand over hers, squeezing tightly, showing her how he liked it. “Harder, Lola.”   She did, and after about four more strokes he grabbed her hand and removed it. “You better stop or I’ll be done before we get started.”

      He stepped into the shower and grabbed her hand to pull her in with him.  The shower was huge, with a built-in seat, and had a mounted and hand-held showerhead.  He pulled her in front of him, shielding her from the spray with his big body, and their lips met in a long, slow, wet kiss.  Lola moaned against his mouth, rubbing against his body, loving the way they fit together.  He broke away to grab the soap and started lathering up his hands. “My turn first, baby,” he whispered.  He started at her neck and rubbed his soapy hands down her shoulders and arms, ending up at her breasts.

      After what seemed like an inordinate amount of time washing and fondling them, Lola started to laugh and rolled her eyes at him.  “Wow.  Jake, I had no idea they were so dirty.  Thanks so much for taking care of that for me.”  Jake grinned at her and continued down her body, spending extra time as he moved down her belly, over and between the cheeks of her bottom, and between her legs.  By the time he was done and grabbed the handheld showerhead to rinse her off, Lola felt like she was about to collapse into a boneless heap, especially when he used the showerhead on a higher setting between her legs.

      When she felt like she could think again, and safely stand on her own, she grinned at Jake.  “Holy shit, Jake.  Until now, I’ve only used the handheld showerhead to clean the shower itself. Now that I know what it’s really good for, my world has changed.  I hope I can tear myself out of the shower long enough so I can go to work.”  He laughed as she grabbed the bar of soap. “My turn.”  She started with her hands on his wide shoulders, rubbing the soap through the soft hair on his chest, under his arms, over his back, and over his tight stomach until he was covered in soapy lather.  She stood back to admire her handiwork and he put his hands on his hips and struck a bodybuilder’s pose.  He lowered his voice and asked in a smarmy, deep voice, “Let me give you something to look at, Lola.  Don’t I look fine?  It’s hard to look macho in nothing but bubbles, but I look pretty badass, don’t I?”  He waggled his eyebrows at her.  “Admit it.  You want me bad, don’t you, baby?”

      Lola couldn’t help it.  She started to giggle.  When he changed his pose so that he flexed his biceps, he slapped one of them, flinging soap all over her.  “How about this, Lola?  Check out the gun show.”  She laughed even harder at his antics.  He grinned at her laughter and then looked at her with a fake, hurt expression.  “What?  What’s so funny?  I’m trying to impress you with my extreme manliness.  What?  Is it not working?”  He waved his hand up and down indicating that she should take in the whole picture.  “Are you not impressed with my excessive masculinity?”

      She managed to control her mirth and leaned toward him, trying to look sincere as she batted her eyes.  “Oh, it’s working, Jake.”  She stepped closer and obligingly oohed and aahed as she squeezed his muscles.  “Oooh, Jake, your biceps are so big and strong.  You’re such a big, strong, fine specimen of a man.  It’s such a thrill to be able to stand here next to you while you show off your big…uh, muscles….”

      He snatched her up and hugged her and both of them started laughing.  He couldn’t remember ever having so much fun during sex.  Lola was snarky and fun, and so all-around wonderful he couldn’t believe his good fortune.  He leaned over to kiss her and then drew back so he could see her happy face.  “You’re a hell of a lot of fun, Ms. Lola.”

      She gave him a quick peck on the lips.  “You’re not so bad yourself, big guy.”  She then took her hands and began to wash him again, rubbing her hands all over him.  “Let’s get you cleaned up.”  When she was done, she grabbed the handheld showerhead to rinse him off.

      Once he was soap-free, she picked up the bar and lathered up her hands.  “Now that you’re all cleaned up, and let’s see if I can get you worked up,” and started slowly rubbing her hands over his hard, round butt, then between his cheeks, and between his legs.  By this time, his erection was huge and so hard it was pointing up toward his belly, quivering in anticipation of her touch.  She fondled his testicles with both hands and finally encircled him with one soapy palm.

      Jake’s head fell back.   As she moved her hand up and down, slowly and tightly, as he’d shown her he liked, his breath hissed out between his teeth and he dropped his head so he could watch himself slide through her fist.  She slowly pumped him with one hand and reached up to grab the showerhead.  She rinsed him off, still stroking him slowly, until all of the soap was gone.  She backed up, sat on the built in seat, pulled him forward, and replaced her hand with her hot mouth, licking around the swollen head and eventually sucking him deep.  Jake moaned in appreciation, braced one hand on the wall above her for support, and wrapped the other around the back of her head so he could gently direct her movements.  As he watched himself slide in and out of her mouth, he could feel himself getting closer and closer to the edge. Finally, he grabbed her hair and tried to pull himself back, trying to be considerate, but she just ignored him, grabbed the back of his thighs and pulled him even deeper.  He lasted about three more strokes and that was it.  He threw his head back and groaned as he exploded, holding himself deep with his hands gripping her hair.  When he was done, his legs felt so weak it took everything he had to stay on his feet long enough to take a step, turn around, and sprawl on the seat next to Lola.  She leaned over with a self-satisfied look on her face and kissed him gently on the cheek. “So how was that, Jake?”

      He opened one eye, smiling at her as he admitted, “Stupendous.”

      She grinned. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” As he sat there, recovering, she picked up the soap again and gently washed him and rinsed him off. “Clean as a whistle, big boy.”  She stood up, turned off the water, and offered her hand to help pull him up. ‘”Come on, let’s go to bed.  Apparently, we have a big day tomorrow.”
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      After a quick breakfast, and a quickie after breakfast on the balcony overlooking Jake’s private cove, Jake and Lola were back at Jake’s office by eight a.m.  When they got downstairs and let themselves into the private computer room, Jerry Jeff looked solemn.  He introduced them to his friend, Professor John Littman, and told them to take a seat.

      “Guys, Dr. Littman is an expert on addiction and neuroplasticity, and he’s designed a ton of different programs to help retrain the brain to help break the cycle of addiction.  I’m going to let him explain what we’re looking at here.”

      Lola was confused.  “Dr. Littman, I thought you helped stroke victims and people with head injuries, I didn’t realize you were also involved with addiction.”

      He nodded.  “I’m a neurobiologist by training, and I have always been a specialist in neuroplasticity.  Helping stroke victims and those with head injuries were some of the first computer programs that Jerry Jeff and I designed, and we had some great results with those.  In fact, a lot of the programs that are still used today are improved versions of the one we originally designed.  But my main interest now is utilizing neuroplasticity in addiction treatment.”

      Dr. Littman leaned forward and looked at both of them.  “How much do you know about addiction and neuroplasticity to improve recovery?”

      Jake looked at Lola and shrugged.  Lola answered for both of them.  “We don’t know much, doc, so explain what it is you do and how all this fits together.”

      He settled back in his chair.  “Okay, let me give you an overview of how addiction works in the brain and what I think may be going on here.  We used to think that the adult brain couldn’t really change or learn, but we learned that wasn’t true.  The idea of neuroplasticity is basically the idea that the brain can change and adjust to compensate for injury, to learn new activities, and to respond to new changes or situations in the brain’s environment.” He became more animated as he explained.  “Science has shown that repetitive actions can help form and strengthen these neural connections, and if you don’t use these pathways, they’ll eventually shrink or weaken.    So let’s say a person has a stroke and the part of the brain that deals with speaking and comprehending spoken language is destroyed.  There are computer programs that use repetition to help the brain form new connections that can compensate for the damaged areas and eventually, that person can learn to talk again.”

      Lola and Jake were both nodding, so he continued.  “Repetition is the key, which is why the computer programs are so effective. If you do the same thing over and over again, you can form new neural pathways in the brain and basically rewire your brain so these actions become a learned behavior, or a habit.  These habits actually change the way your brain works, so once these pathways are established, it’s very difficult to change them.”  He looked at them.  “Does that make sense?”

      They both nodded, and Jake admitted, “That makes sense so far.”

      “Unfortunately, this is where addiction comes in.  Addictive behaviors aren’t any different from any other behaviors.  They are simply habits that have become wired into your brain.”

      Jake and Lola were trying to follow the professor, but Lola wasn’t sure she understood.  “Wait.  So how do addictive behaviors become a problem, as opposed to other behaviors?”

      The professor nodded as he carefully chose his words.  “Basically, an addiction becomes a problem when the individual is unable to stop a habit, or behavior, even though the behavior is harmful to the individual.”

      He continued, searching their faces to make sure they understood what he was explaining. “There are two components of addiction.  One component is repetition of an action so that an action becomes a habit.  The second part of the system is positive reinforcement that reinforces the habit. When it comes to addiction, the positive reinforcement comes from the release of pleasurable brain chemicals. So, for instance, if someone is addicted to sugar, sugar causes the brain to release dopamine, which is a neurotransmitter in the brain that makes the body feel pleasure.  That pleasure reinforces the behavior of eating sugar.  It’s the same thing for drugs, or alcohol, or gambling, or watching porn.  All of these activities release pleasurable chemicals into the brain, which reinforces the habit.    Kicking a habit is extremely difficult because the brain misses the pleasurable chemicals, and those neural pathways are still there, waiting to be activated.  That’s why it’s so hard to kick a drug problem.  Not only are the neural pathways still there, but they can be easily reactivated, and once you do, you’re right back where you started.”

      “Okay, Professor, I get what you’re saying, but I’m still not seeing how any of this really pertains to our situation.”  Jake couldn’t see where the professor was going with this.  Did they have a problem here, or not?  He took a deep breath.  “Why is this computer program a problem and why is this drug more of a problem than any other opioid?”

      “In this case, I don’t think the computer program itself is a problem. It basically teaches a form of guided meditation, which has been shown to reduce stress, reduce pain, and help the brain increase levels of serotonin and dopamine.  Meditation also can help the brain form new neural pathways, so if you add that to the pain relieving qualities of opioids, and the fact that opioids also help maintain levels of pleasurable brain chemicals, you can see how this program combined with an opioid could be very effective.  That’s not the problem.”  He ran his fingers through his hair and then straightened up and leaned toward them.

      “I think the problem might be the drug itself.” He took a deep breath and then blew it out in a big huff.  “Look, several years ago, I was involved in the development of a new experimental drug.  On paper, and in preliminary studies, the drug was amazing.  It was designed to decrease recovery time for strokes or other brain injuries by helping the brain rapidly form new neural pathways.  It also significantly reduced pain, which is very common after head trauma, because it was chemically similar to other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, or SSRIs.”

      He looked at them.  “You’ve heard of drugs like Prozac, or Zoloft?”  They both nodded and he continued. “Those are all SSRIs and are used because they’re generally safe and don’t cause a ton of side effects.  These drugs work by increasing levels of serotonin, a chemical in the brain that increases pleasurable feelings, and can reduce pain, depression, and anxiety.   Our drug did all that, and again, on paper, it seemed like the perfect drug.”  He shook his head.  “But of course, it turns out there was a serious side effect.  Yes, it did a great job of forming neural pathways quickly, and yes, it did a great job of relieving pain, anxiety, and depression.  But, it turned out that the reason the drug was so effective at reducing pain was because it flooded the brain with huge amounts of dopamine and serotonin.  And, as we discussed before, when you combine forming neural pathways with the positive reinforcement of pleasurable brain chemicals, if you have a person who is prone to addiction, you can have a problem.”

      He dropped back in his seat, shaking his head.  “Well, we found out pretty quickly we had a huge problem.  Suddenly, anyone who already exhibited any mild potentially addictive behavior developed a major problem.  Someone with a slight shopping problem became a compulsive shopper.  A comfort eater became a compulsive eater.  A casual poker player became a compulsive gambler.  We couldn’t figure out what mechanism in the drug caused this huge release of neurotransmitters, so we stopped the study immediately. Fortunately, the study hadn’t been going on long enough for these behaviors to completely rewire these patients’ brains, so we were able to reverse the effects pretty easily for most of the patients.”  He winced.  “Some did require additional medication and therapy to combat the compulsive behavior, but all were eventually okay.”

      He grabbed a stack of papers that was about two inches thick.  “Yesterday, Jerry Jeff and I did a little research.  These are the studies submitted to the FDA for approval of the reworked opioid from DeLeon Labs, plus the patent applications to extend the patent.  I’ve looked over these study results, and it’s possible that they’ve misrepresented the makeup of this drug.  They’re claiming that this drug is a combination of an opioid with a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor, like Prozac, but there are indications that make me think this may be the experimental drug that we worked on several years ago.  I really can’t tell from this incomplete information, but if so, this is incredibly dangerous, especially if combined with an opioid which can be very addictive in, and of itself, and then used in conjunction with the computer program.”

      Lola and Jake looked at each other, and Jake spoke for both of them. “So basically, this drug may be a combination of an opioid and an experimental drug that releases so many brain chemicals that it does a great job of reducing pain and anxiety.  But, because of the way this experimental drug works it often results in addiction.  Add the program that can help this entire process happen more quickly and effectively to that mix, and you’ve got a perfect storm for anyone with addictive tendencies.  So unintentionally or intentionally, you’ll end up with high percentage of patients who will end up addicted to opioids.”

      Dr. Littman nodded.  “Basically, yeah.”

      Jake whistled, long and low, then he leaned back in his chair, his mind whirling.  He looked at Lola, who slumped in her chair with her head tilted up against the backrest and her eyes closed.  He grabbed her hand and laced his fingers with hers and squeezed.  She squeezed back, turned her head, opened her eyes, and smiled at Jake.  She winked at him.  “Wow.  The FDA would not like it if they misrepresented the facts, and a drug like that can make a lot of money for a company.  If they think I have information that could screw up their FDA approval I’m pretty screwed, huh?”

      He shrugged.  “Maybe a little.”  He lifted their clasped hands to his mouth and kissed her hand.  “We’ll figure it out, Lola, don’t you worry.”

      He looked over at Dr. Littman.  “Doc, I need you to keep this quiet.  Not a word to anyone, don’t poke around, don’t look any more into the patent applications, don’t do any more research on this drug.  I don’t want anyone to know you have any knowledge of this.  So far, Lola is the only person they think is involved, and I’d like to keep it that way.” He looked the professor over.  “Do you need me to send you some personal protection for a while?  I’ll be happy to send someone to keep watch over your house and lab.”

      Dr. Littman laughed.  “Don’t worry about me.  This is perfect timing.  I’m leaving from here to go to Quantico.  I’m teaching a class up at the FBI Academy for the next month, so I’ll be surrounded by hundreds of FBI agents every day.  I’m not too worried about my safety.”

      Jake nodded.  “My brother, Steve Prince, is with the bureau in New Orleans.  I can have him call and give the folks over there a heads up about what’s going on.  In the meantime, just be careful and watch your back.   I don’t think you’re on anyone’s radar, but I want to keep it that way.”

      They all shook hands and Jake asked Jerry Jeff to escort Professor Littman back to his car and then come to his office.  By the time Jerry Jeff rejoined them, Jake had already Skyped Steve, explained about Dr. Littman and his concerns, and had him up on the big TV in his office so they could all brainstorm about what to do next.

      Jerry Jeff turned to Lola.  “Lola, have they broken into your house yet, or just your office?  Maybe the best thing to do is to take the original corrupted flash drive and put it in a place in your house so they could find it.  Not too easy, but something they could find. Once they see that there’s nothing on it, maybe they’ll figure there’s no reason to come after you anymore.”

      Jake thought about it.  “That’s definitely a good first step.  Jerry Jeff, just make sure they can’t tell that you were able to recover information from the original flash drive.”

      Jerry Jeff rolled his eyes.  “Please, Jake.  This ain’t my first rodeo.  Nobody will be able to tell it’s not the original flash drive in its original form, but I’ll also make sure they won’t be able to reconstruct any of the corrupted information.  When they see it, it’ll just be the same vague information we originally saw.”

      “Just making sure, big guy.”  Jake turned to his brother and Lola.  “So do we keep this quiet and see what falls out, or do we go public?”  He grabbed Lola’s hand and squeezed it and Jake saw his brother’s eyebrows shoot up, but he ignored him to talk to Lola.  “Lola, once this goes public, there’s no reason to come after you because the damage will already be done.  Is that the best way to handle it?”

      Lola thought about it.  “That could take care of the problem.  The only issue then would be if the DeLeon Labs guy is the vindictive type.  Or if he’s already put some stuff in motion that would be hard to call off.  Also, I still don’t know if they know who all’s involved.  Jake, does he know about you and Jerry Jeff?  Does he know I’ve talked to you, Steve?  The problem is, we don’t know who or what’s involved so we don’t know if there are really any issues about anyone’s safety.  I’m just one person, so it’s not a big deal to protect me, but what if all of you are in danger?  That’s a problem.”

      Steve nodded.  “That’s all true.  Here’s the biggest problem I see at this point.  We can’t go public at this point because it’s all speculation right now.  Your professor has suspicions, but there’s no proof that he’s right.  I mean, he suspects it’s that experimental drug, but he’s not sure. We have nothing solid to work with at this point.  So, until we get confirmation of this theory, we can’t go public with it.”

      Lola was perched on the corner of Jake’s desk.  “We could hand it to someone in the media and let them do the digging.  There are plenty of bulldogs out there who’d love a chance at a story like this.”

      Jake agreed, but he was still hesitant.  “That’s true, Lola, but we’re talking a lot of money, here.  If that person gets paid off, and the story gets squashed, you’re still a loose end, and I’m not willing to compromise your safety like that.”  They smiled at each other and she nodded her thanks.

      Steve was smirking at their exchange, and when Jake saw his self-satisfied expression he questioned him.  “What the hell are you smiling at, jackass?”

      “Nothing.  Just glad to see that you two are getting along so well.”

      Jerry Jeff agreed.  “Right?  I told him I thought they’d make a great couple.  I told Jake it’s about time he quit dating married lesbians and found himself his own woman, but…”

      Lola laughed out loud as Jake cut him off.  He looked mortified.  “Holy shit.  Enough from both of you.  Can we stick to the topic here, please?”  He mouthed “sorry” to Lola and rolled his eyes at his brother and Jerry Jeff’s antics.  “What do we do now?”

      Steve instantly sobered up.  “Here’s what I suggest.  Lola, I would put Jerry Jeff’s ‘original’ in your condo and let’s see if they take it.  If they do, hopefully you’ll be able to get an ID on these guys so we can figure out who, and what, we’re dealing with.  And I guess we’ll go from there, but everyone needs to be careful, and Lola, you don’t need to be staying at your house.”

      She snorted.  “Please.  I’m not an idiot.  I’m staying at your brother’s until further notice.”

      Steve couldn’t stop smiling at that, but Jake completely ignored him, so Steve continued.  “That’s great.  He’s got great security and he’ll make sure you stay safe.  In the meantime, I’m going to get one of my personal buddies in our lab to poke around with the patent application and the FDA information to see if we’re really talking about the experimental drug the professor described.  I’m also going to check with the FDA guys I know to see if we can get a sample of the drug to test.  Once we have those two things confirmed, we’ll actually have an idea how to proceed.”

      Jake nodded.  “That all sounds great.  In the meantime, Lola and I are going to do some deep research on DeLeon Labs and see what’s going on over there.  Jerry Jeff and I are doing the final testing on Big Al, so we’ll give it a workout and see what we can find out.”

      Steve nodded.  “Sounds like a plan.  Jake, I’ll be in touch.”  He smiled at Lola and winked.  “Lola, stay safe and keep thinking about the best way to deal with these guys.  You’re a lawyer, for God’s sake, and I’m sure you can figure out the best way to manipulate this situation to our benefit.”

      Lola winked back.  “You got it.  Thanks for all your help.”

      He smiled and gave a macho chin lift to Jake.  “Keep on your toes, little brother.  I’m out. ” Jake waved as Steve ended the transmission.

      Jake stood up, still holding Lola’s hand.  He absently kissed the back of it before letting it go.  “Jerry Jeff, we’re going to get started with the research on DeLeon Labs.  If you would get us the flash drive, we’ll take it over to Lola’s this afternoon and put it in her condo.”  Jerry Jeff nodded and left.

      Jake grabbed an extra chair and rolled it next to his at his desk.  As soon as Lola sat down, he turned to her.  “Look, I’m really sorry about all that.  Apparently, my idiot brother and Jerry Jeff have made it their personal mission in life to get me married off, and they’re not exactly discreet.”

      Lola just laughed.  “Not a problem.  You may not have realized this, yet, but I’m not exactly shy and I’m a big girl.  I don’t do anything I don’t want to do.  You’re a big, sexy, fun, guy Jake, and if I’m going to be chased by bad guys, at least I’m getting some hot, recreational sex to keep me distracted, so it’s no biggie.”  She turned to the computer.  “Now let’s see how this amazing program of yours and Jerry Jeff’s works.”

      Jake obligingly started up the program, but as he entered his passwords and went through the layers of security, he got more annoyed.  He finally stopped what he was doing and turned to Lola.  “Lola, I told you, I don’t see this as purely recreational.  You’re not just beautiful and a lot of fun, but you’re smart and sarcastic and funny, and I think you’ll agree the sex is off the chain.  Once all this is over, I’d like us to keep seeing each other and see where this ends up.”

      Lola laughed and patted his cheek.  “We’ll see what happens, Jake.  This could be one of those intense things that, once it’s over, we’ll probably be tired of each other and that’ll be it.  Let’s just get through all this and then we can worry about all that.”

      Jake stared at her like he was trying to figure her out, but Lola just avoided his eyes.  He was pretty sure that the problem wasn’t a lack of interest on her part, it was that she was scared of being in a real relationship.  He wondered what had happened to make her so wary of men, but he also realized that now was not the time to get into it, so he nodded and went back to his keyboard.  “Fine.  We’ll discuss things after this is all over.”  He finished entering the commands.  As he waited for the system to boot up, he stared at Lola, willing her to look at him, but she continued to ignore him and stared at the computer.

      Once the program came up, Jake showed her how to enter search terms.  He entered “DeLeon Labs” and “Marco DeLeon” and then leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head.

      Lola looked at him.  “That’s it?”

      Jake nodded.  “Yep.  It’s easy.  I had already chosen how to sort the information, so when it’s finished, it will come out in the form of a report.  One section will have his financials, one section will be his personal information, there will be a section for any legal issues, if he’s on any government watch lists, if there are outstanding warrants, or if he’s ever been arrested or detained.  Depending on which agencies we’re dealing with, I can even see if he’s under any sort of investigation or surveillance.”

      Lola was amazed.  “Jake, this is unbelievable.  Criminals would love to get ahold of this.”

      Jake nodded.  “Yeah, we have a ton of protections to make sure that access is limited to the right people.  The truth is, we’re accessing information that’s already out there, so it’s not like the bad guys don’t already have the potential to access these same databases we access, it’s just that our program allows you to do it all in one place.  That’s why it’s limited only to law enforcement agencies and the security measures are the best out there.”

      The computer signaled that it was done.  “Here we go.  Let’s see what we’ve got on Mr. DeLeon.”

      Lola leaned forward so she could see the screen while Jake pulled on his glasses.  Lola was confused.  “Wait.  Didn’t you already do this search the first day?”

      Jake shook his head as he rapidly flipped through the screens and absently answered.  “Nope.  That was an ordinary search through the same databases that every private investigator on earth has access to.  I ran Mitchell through this program, which is why I was able to find his bank accounts, but I didn’t have time to run anything else because Jerry Jeff was doing something with an update.” He winked at her.  “And since then, we’ve been a little busy.” He hit a button and sat back.  “I’m printing this so we can look it over, then we can do a deeper search on any specific area that interests us.”

      When the report was printed out, he clipped it together with a binder clip and handed it to Lola.  She started flipping through it while Jake read along with her on the screen.  They both stopped on the same section, and Lola whistled, a long, low whistle.  She looked at Jake.  “Do you see who his first cousin is?”

      Jake dropped his head back against the headrest of his chair and scrubbed his hands over his face.  “Shit.  Yes.  This is like a freaking joke.  His cousin, Luis Perez, is one of the bosses in the Mendoza Mexican drug cartel.”

      Lola’s brows drew together and she tapped her upper lip as she thought.  “Aren’t those the guys that were using biker gangs to distribute meth and heroin in north Georgia a few years back?”

      Jake nodded as he flipped to a different screen and pointed to a name.  “Yep.  And isn’t this interesting?  Maria Perez, Luis’ mother, is a silent partner in DeLeon Labs.  Apparently, she put up a big chunk of the initial start-up money for DeLeon years ago.”

      Lola’s mind was racing.  “Jake, it could make sense that a drug cartel is involved.  First, I’m sure it’s a great way to launder money, and using Luis’ mother’s name, instead of Luis’, gives them a layer of protection so no one will look twice at them.  And, as far as the drugs go, think about it.  What happens when a person who’s hooked on opioids can’t get them from legal sources anymore?  They move onto heroin.  If DeLeon increases the number of addicted people, eventually, his cousin will also benefit from the addiction.”

      Jake’s face was completely expressionless.  He turned to look at Lola.  “This situation is getting ridiculous.  So now there’s a chance you’ve also got a Mexican drug cartel on your ass?”

      Lola could tell that Jake was about to blow a gasket, and she patted his arm.  “Jake, no, I don’t think so.  I was just throwing out a theory.  At this point, this is total speculation and could be completely wrong.  Most likely she’s just an investor in her nephew’s business and none of it is related to the cartel.  We’re kind of jumping to conclusions here.”  When he glared at her attempt to pacify him, she put her hand high on his thigh and gently rubbed his leg.  “If it was the cartel, wouldn’t they have just grabbed me up by now and made me talk?  Odds are, this is just some corporate guys trying to make sure we don’t poke around in their business and screw up their drug approval.”  When he didn’t look any calmer, Lola continued.  “Look, let’s do what we were planning to do.  We’ll put the flash drive in my desk drawer at my house and see if they take the bait.  In the meantime, we’ll go to Daisy and Luke’s house tonight, we’ll relax and have a nice evening, and afterwards we’ll head up to your house.  If they take the bait, we’ll make some decisions then.”’

      He turned his head toward her.  “Fine.  But no more half-ass security for you.  Get Mike on the phone and let’s tell him what we’re possibly looking at and have him run a check on your security to make sure everything’s working and nothing’s been compromised.  If these guys break into your house, I want to see them so we can get an ID.  And Lola, once we take the flash drive back to your house, we’re switching into a different security mode.  I’m not screwing around with your safety.”

      Lola could see how stressed Jake was and figured now was not the time to mess with him.  “Fine.  I’ll go call Mikey right now.”  She pulled out her phone and walked into the bathroom to call Mike.

      As Jake was sitting there, fuming about the ramifications of a drug cartel being involved, he heard a quick knock on the door as Jerry Jeff came in.  He handed the flash drive to Jake.  “Here you go, boss.  Same flash drive, unrestored, and I made sure they can’t reconstruct any of the info I already got.  And they’ll never know I was screwing around with it.” Jake nodded his thanks and put it in his pocket.  Jerry Jeff leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “Hey, Jake, I really like that Lola.  She’s funny and she’s smart and damn if she doesn’t have legs for days.  That girl’s a keeper so you need to pay attention and not screw it up.  I mean let’s face it, you’re obviously not very good with women and you’re not getting any younger.”

      Jake rolled his eyes.  “Thanks, Jerry Jeff.  You know how much I love it when you help me with my love life.”

      Jerry Jeff laughed and clapped Jake on the shoulder, almost knocking him out of his chair.  “You’re welcome, son.  Now, go on and let’s get this show on the road.  The quicker you can get her safe, the quicker you can focus on what’s important, like convincing her you might be okay to date, despite all the evidence to the contrary.”

      Jake gritted his teeth, reminding himself that Jerry Jeff’s heart was in the right place, even if he sometimes got on his last damn nerve.  “Yeah, thanks.”

      Jerry Jeff got up to leave, right as Lola came out of the bathroom.  He waved at her as he went out the door and she blew him a kiss.  Jerry Jeff stopped and winked at her, and threw his hands on his hips as he scolded Jake.  “See?  It’s not that hard.  Just be nice to the lady, like me, and she’ll be nice to you.”

      Jake waved him out as Lola started to laugh.  As the door shut behind him, Jake shook his head.  “Damn, Lola, don’t egg him on.  He’s already a pain in my ass, but you’re going to make him much harder to live with.  Now, thanks to you, he thinks he knows everything there is to know about women.”

      Lola shrugged and tried not to laugh. “Sorry, Jake, that doesn’t sound like my problem. I think Jerry Jeff’s adorable, so it sounds like you’ll just have to figure it out.”   She perched on the edge of the desk and nudged his leg with her knee.  “Hey, I talked to Mikey and told him what’s going on, and he said he rechecked the security at my place and everything looks good.  I told him we were going to put the flash drive in the desk and then we were heading out, so he’s on it.  He said the secondary system, with the cameras across the street, and hidden throughout my building is ready to go.  He said if anyone shows up, we’ll at least know what they look like.  He asked if we wanted him to call the cops if they broke in and I told him no, because we want them to take the flash drive, and he said fine, he’d just monitor.  I also told him we’d be staying at your house if he needed me.”  Lola thought for a second.  “I think that’s it.  Anything else we need to tell him?  He seemed concerned that maybe I needed more security and I told him you were about to make some changes, but I didn’t know what.”

      Jake nodded.  “Damn right.  We’ve already got trackers on you, but I’m about to start taking some real security precautions.  When we leave this building, we’ll be followed at all times by Logan or B-Ray, two of our best personal security guys.  We’re going to take my truck and drop off the flash drive, and then we’re switching cars with one of them to make sure we’re not tracked, or followed, to Daisy’s house and then to my house. One of them will be posted outside my house overnight and will follow us if we go anywhere.”  He raised an eyebrow, almost daring her to complain about the level of security.  “Any questions?”

      Lola nodded, crossed her arms, and stood up, trying to look as belligerent as possible.  “Yeah.  One.  And I expect an honest answer.”  Jake realized he was tense, waiting for the question, and then she grinned as she continued.  “What does B-Ray stand for?”

      Jake relaxed as he realized she wasn’t going to give him any shit about the level of security.  “Bobby Ray, but one of our rapper clients shortened that to B-Ray, and now everyone calls him that.”  He laughed.  “Any other questions?”

      She shook her head.  “Nope.  Can we get going?  Daisy texted me while I was talking to Mikey and she said she is at home, quote ‘day drinking by herself and would like some company’, so I want to go by there and just hang out and relax a little before everyone else gets there if that’s okay with you.”  She held out her hand.  “Ready?”

      He grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it as he stood up to follow her.  “Yep.  Let’s go grab Logan and B-Ray and we’ll be on our way.”

      By the time they dropped off the flash drive, hiding it among the huge pile of other random flash drives in her desk drawer, switched cars and phones with B-Ray and Logan, and then drove around to make sure no one was following them, it was four o’clock.   Luke’s truck was in the driveway and they could see smoke wafting out of the chimney in the backyard.  They parked the car, and Lola turned to Jake.  “Please don’t mention anything about what’s going on.  They’ll just worry and I’d rather them not be involved.”

      Jake shook his head.  “We don’t have to give them all the details, but we need to tell them something is going on just so they have a heads up.  I assure you that no one followed us over here today, but y’all have been friends a long time, and anyone who looks into your background at all is going to find all of them.  It’s a good idea for them to be aware so they can pay attention, that’s all.”

      Lola nodded her agreement.  “Okay, but don’t tell them too much.  I know them and they’ll be worried and then they’ll be all over me, and I don’t want them anywhere near this.”

      “Will do.”  Jake leaned over and kissed her cheek, then he got out, and came around to open Lola’s door.  She hopped out, and they walked up to the front door together.

      Before they could knock, the front door flew open and Daisy was standing there with a drink in her hand and a smile on her face.  “Hey Lola!  Hey Jake!  Y’all come on in!”  As she waved them in and shut the door behind them, she commented, widening her eyes and trying to look as innocent as possible. “Wait, I think that’s you, Jake.  Maybe you could drop your drawers and turn around so I can make sure it’s you? I’m not great with faces, but I never forget a fine ass.” She winked at him and took a sip of her drink.

      Jake grinned at Daisy and his hands went to his belt buckle as he teased right back.  “Well, I could always just show you my ID, but if you think my ass would be easier to identify…”

      Daisy’s eyebrows shot up and she took a slug of her drink.  She whooped and yelled. “Hell, yeah, Jake let’s see it.”  She looked around for her purse. “I know I’ve got a dollar here somewhere.”

      Lola laughed and rolled her eyes at their antics.  “Daisy, leave the poor man alone, and Jake, keep your ass right where it is.”  She grabbed Jake’s hand and towed him through the house with Daisy behind him, admiring his butt as he walked.  “Daisy, where’s your husband?  Someone needs to keep an eye on your drunk ass.”

      Daisy took another gulp of her drink.  “He’s out back with the dogs messing with the grill.  He put the heaters on the porch and lit us a fire, Lola, so it’s awesome out there.  Come on, we can go sit and Jake, I’ll introduce you to Luke.”

      As soon as they walked outside, Jake came to a dead stop and looked around the porch.  “Damn.  This porch is amazing, Daisy.  Did you add this to the house?”

      Daisy nodded.  “Yep.  Luke added this on a couple of years ago.”  She stepped to the end of the porch, opened the door, and motioned for her husband to join them.  “Hey Luke, are you at a stopping point?  Jake and Lola are here.”

      Luke strode around the corner, wiping his hands on a towel as he came inside. “Hey Jake, nice to meet you.” He bent over to kiss Lola on the cheek and then grinned at Jake as they shook hands.  “Glad to see you managed to find your pants since yesterday.  You apparently made quite an impression on Daisy.”

      Jake rolled his eyes as Daisy and Lola started to laugh.  “Yeah sorry about that, Luke.  That’s not how I usually greet women I’m meeting for the first time.”

      Luke shook his head.  “Not a problem.  Get used to it.  These women have no filter and if there’s a way to embarrass you in the process, they think it’s even funnier.”

      At that, Lola and Daisy grinned at each other, and Daisy hooked her arm through Lola’s.  “That’s all true.”  She sucked on her straw and looked disappointed when she realized her glass was empty.  “Come on Lola, let’s go get some more punch. You boys go do some male bonding, and we’re going to eat some cupcakes and drink stuff with rum in it.”

      Jake’s head whipped around.  “Cupcakes?”

      Luke shook his head.  “Don’t worry, I’ve got an entire batch over by the grill.  We just have to save enough for Mark, Jack, and Harrison.”

      Luke and Jake grinned at each other and then Jake changed the subject.  “So Daisy said you built this porch?  It’s amazing.”  He took in the timber-framed structure, the big rock fireplace with the huge television above it, and the comfortable furnishings.  “I take it you’re a contractor?”

      “Yep.”  Luke looked at his watch.  “I’ve got to check the grill.  Come on outside with me.  We’ve got a big outdoor kitchen in the back, and I’ll show you around.”  As they went outside, three mutts deliriously greeted the two men, and Jake dropped to his knees to give them a quick rub.

      Lola and Daisy were sitting on the loveseat with their feet side by side on the coffee table, luxuriating in  the warmth from the fire as they enjoyed their drinks and cupcake.  Daisy turned to face Lola and smirked at her.  “So?  What’s up with Jake?”

      Lola tried to ignore her. “Nothing.  He owns a security company and he’s helping me with a security issue at work.”

      Daisy snorted as she took another sip of her drink.  “Right.  That’s why he was naked in your bed.  In the morning. For security reasons.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Fine.  He’s here for security reasons, but I figured I could also use him for some stress relief and recreational sex while he’s helping me out.  No biggie.”

      Daisy narrowed her eyes as she stared at Lola like she was trying to see in her head.  “No biggie, huh?  Hmmm, I don’t think you’re telling me the entire truth, Lola.  I happen to know for a fact that no man has ever spent the whole night in your bed since your asshole fiance in college, so explain to me how that happened.”

      “You’re making this into too big of a deal.  He just fell asleep, that’s all.”  Lola scratched her nose and looked anywhere but at Daisy.  “Look, he’s helping me with a security issue, we’re having a little fling while we figure it out, and once we’re done we’ll go our separate ways, no problem.”  Lola chugged the rest of her drink and stood up.  “You want another drink?  You’ve about finished this pitcher, so I’m going to go make another batch.”

      Daisy started to smile.  “No, I’m good.  You go right ahead.”  Then she looked past Lola and smiled.  “You need a drink, Jake?”

      Lola felt her heart drop into her stomach.  Shit, shit, shit.  Of course, she didn’t hear him come in.  She hoped he hadn’t heard her, but one look at his expressionless face and she knew he’d heard every word.  He stared at Lola as he answered Daisy.  “No, thanks, Daisy, I’m good.  But I will go help Lola make a new batch of punch.”

      Daisy hid her smile as she took another sip of her drink.  “Sounds great.  I’ll wait right here till y’all get back.”

      Lola grabbed the pitcher and turned to go into the kitchen with Jake right behind her.  As soon as the door closed behind them, Jake caught her arm to pull her around to face him.  “You’re already trying to get rid of me?”

      “Jake, I just didn’t want to get into it with Daisy.  Don’t make a big deal out of this.  This situation is stressful enough.  Let’s just enjoy each other and get through this mess and then we can argue about this later.”  She pulled her arm loose and winked at him as she continued into the kitchen.  “I’m pretty annoying by nature, so you’ll probably be glad to be rid of me by then.”

      Jake stared at her retreating back.  She might be ready to get rid of him, but he was pretty sure that she was exactly what he wanted in his life.  Permanently. He hollered to her in the kitchen as he headed out to the porch.  “Whatever.  I’m going back outside.”

      As soon as he got outside, he went to sit by Daisy, who was still sitting on the glider sipping her drink.  He turned to face her.  “Daisy, I need your help.”

      She looked at him, and she must have approved of whatever she saw in his face.  Probably desperation, he figured, but he didn’t care.  She nodded.  “Okay, shoot.”

      “Any ideas on how to convince Lola to give us a chance?”

      Daisy put her drink down and leaned back into the cushions.  “That’s going to be tough, Jake.  She’s only had one serious relationship and it ended really badly, so she’s always sworn she would never do it again.”

      “Can I ask you what happened?”

      “Sorry, Jake, that’s not my story to tell.  But I will tell you that she’s already in deeper with you than she realizes.  You’re the only guy she’s ever let spend the night, and more importantly, you’re the first guy she’s ever brought around us.”  She leaned forward and snagged her drink off the table as she amended her last comment.  “Well, actually we’ve met other guys, but she just brought them because it was convenient.  We were already meeting for dinner and she was planning to ‘wear him out, and throw him out,’ as she so charmingly puts it, as soon as we were done, so it saved travel time to bring them with her.”  Daisy drained the last of her drink and waved it at Jake.  “Damn it, now I’m empty.  But Jake, seriously, you are the first guy that is age-appropriate, has a real job, and she was willing to bring you to our house.  That’s a big deal, so don’t let her tell you differently.”

      He nodded and smiled at her.  “Thanks, Daisy.  So, bottom line, don’t give up when she tells me to get lost?”

      “Exactly.”  Daisy yelled to Lola.  “Hey Prentiss, where’s that pitcher?  My drink isn’t going to refill itself!”

      Jake stood up and kissed Daisy’s cheek.  “Thanks, Daisy.  I’m going back outside with Luke.  Enjoy your drink.”  He walked outside, just as Lola came out on the porch.

      Lola’s brows pulled together and her eyes narrowed as she looked at Daisy.  “What were y’all talking about?”

      Daisy held out her empty glass and Lola filled it.  “Nothing.  Just getting to know each other.”  Daisy took a sip of her drink.  “Ahhh, Lola, this is great.”

      Lola rolled her eyes as Daisy ignored her question.  “Fine.  Be that way.”  Lola sat down and Daisy immediately propped her legs over Lola’s so she was turned and could see her face.  “Lola, seriously, what’s going on?  What ‘security issue’ is Jake helping you with?  Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      Lola knew Daisy would know something was wrong.  “Daisy, it’s not a big deal.  I’ve got someone possibly pissed off at me for a change, and Jake owns a security company.  I’ll tell everyone about it once they get here.”

      Daisy shrugged.  “Okay.”  She put her drink down and went to stand up.  She swayed a little.  “I think I need some food to go with my punch.  Come with me and I’ll put something together for us to munch on.”

      They walked, Daisy slightly unsteadily, into the kitchen.  Daisy opened the fridge, took out several containers, and within a couple of minutes had put together a beautiful arrangement of various cheeses, vegetables, pastries, ham sandwiches on little tea biscuits, pimiento cheese and crackers, and an array of various appetizers on two separate platters. Lola was impressed.  “Damn, Daisy, even drunk, your stuff is beautiful!!!”

      Daisy laughed.  “Right?!  Everyone needs a talent.  I can arrange food while drinking.  A-MAZING!!!”

      When Daisy went to pick up the trays to take outside, Lola shook her head.  “Nope.  You might be able to artfully arrange food while drinking, but you’re a spaz at walking while sober, so I’ll take that.”

      “Good idea.  I’ll get us some tea, so we can pace ourselves a little better.”  Daisy poured two glasses and pinched off a piece of mint from a bunch on the windowsill to top them off.  She carefully picked up the glasses and motioned for Lola to take the food.

      Lola grabbed the trays and they headed back outside and sat back down on the glider with Daisy’s feet again propped on Lola’s legs.  Daisy hollered to Luke.  “Luke, I’ve got some food for y’all if you want to come grab it.”

      “Be right there.”

      A few seconds later, Jake came onto the porch, licking his fingers.  “Hey ladies.  Luke was busy, so I’m here for the food.”

      Lola started laughing when she saw that he had a smear of cream cheese frosting over his upper lip and motioned for him to bend down to her.  When he did, she wiped off the frosting and showed it to him before popping her finger into her own mouth.   “I see you already started on Luke’s stash of cupcakes.”

      He was far too busy watching her tongue lick the frosting off her finger to answer.  Just to mess with him, she stuck her entire finger in her mouth, sucked it strongly, while pulling it slowly out of her mouth, and finished it off by circling her tongue around the tip of it and then releasing it with a pop.  Jake let out a small, involuntary groan and Lola started laughing at the pained look on his face.

      Daisy rolled her eyes as she popped a cracker in her mouth.  “For the love of God, you two, get a room.”

      Lola laughed harder and leaned forward to grab a tiny ham sandwich.  She took a bite and let out a small moan at the taste.  “Damn Daisy, this is delicious.  What is it?”

      “Tiny little homemade biscuits, sugar cured ham, homemade honey mustard, and a little cheddar from a local dairy.”  When Jake heard that, he grabbed one and popped the entire sandwich into his mouth.  His eyes widened as he chewed.  When he finally swallowed, he grabbed Lola’s tea and took a sip.  “Holy shit, Daisy.  This is amazing.  I can’t believe what a great cook you are.  How does Luke not weigh five hundred pounds?”

      Daisy shrugged and answered with a straight face.  “He burns a ton of calories with non-stop sex and construction work.”

      Jake laughed and nodded as he picked up one of the trays.  “Good to know.  And on that note, I’m taking this out back.” He winked at both of them and headed out the door to the back.

      Daisy grabbed a date stuffed with blue cheese and wrapped in bacon and popped it into her mouth.  She nudged Lola with her foot and said with her mouth full.  “I like him.  He’s adorable.  You should keep him.”

      Lola looked wistful for a moment, then she shook herself back to reality.  “Forget it.  I don’t want one of those.  They take up too much time, they’re a ton of maintenance, and they mess up the house.  I like my uncomplicated life.”

      Daisy rolled her eyes and leaned forward to grab herself a ham sandwich.  “I happen to know for a fact you’re not that busy, and you’re about to get even less busy once you quit your law gig.”  She took a bite, chewed and swallowed, chasing it with a gulp of tea.  “He seems like a great guy, he’s got a real job, he’s hot…” Daisy nudged Lola’s leg with her toes.  “I can vouch that his ass is seriously fantastic, and he’s smart and funny.  What more could you want?”

      Lola shook her head.  “Daisy, you know that relationships aren’t my thing.  I think it’s better to keep things casual than subject myself to all the bullshit that goes with a relationship.”

      Daisy put down her drink and leaned forward.  When Lola kept trying to ignore her, Daisy pinched the crap out of Lola’s leg with her toes.  Lola grabbed Daisy’s foot and trapped it against her stomach so she’d stop pinching.  “Shit, I hate those prehensile feet of yours, you monkey.  Quit pinching me.  What the hell do you want?”

      “I want you to be happy, you idiot.  One bad relationship in forty-six years is no reason to completely give up on all men.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “That’s a bunch of shit.  I see men all the time.”

      “No.  You have sex all the time.  And it’s always just a procession of pretty, young, male bimbos…”  Daisy was still feeling the effects of the alcohol.  “Wait.  What would that make them?  Mimbos?  Maybe himbos?”  Daisy shook her head to try to clear it.  “Anyway, having one bad relationship shouldn’t scare you off relationships for the rest of your life.”

      Lola’s face was completely expressionless.  “I think it was a little worse than ‘one bad relationship.’”

      Daisy’s patted her arm.  “I remember how bad it was, but...”

      Lola’s jaw clenched.  “Really?  Let’s recap. First, I get stood up at the altar in front of three hundred people.  Then a few days later, I found out he posed me and took nude photos of me while I was passed out after we were drinking all day at Sara’s bachelorette party.  And how did I find that out?  When I refused to give him money to fund his girlfriend’s abortion, he sent them to my mother.  Uh yeah, I guess you could say that’s ‘bad’.”

      Daisy winced and her eyes filled with tears.  “Lola, I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant.  You know I didn’t mean to minimize it.”

      Lola felt terrible.  Daisy was the kindest person she knew, and she knew she didn’t mean to hurt her feelings.  She let go of Daisy’s foot and put her hand on Daisy’s cheek and patted it.  “Daisy, I know that.  Sorry I snapped at you.  That’s just something I never got over, and I really don’t think I ever will.”

      “I understand that.  But I hate that you’d let an asshole like that keep you from being happy now, Lola.  You’re different with Jake than I’ve ever seen you with another man, and that means something.”  Daisy smiled.  “Remember when I first started dating Luke and I was freaking out?  Here I was, divorced after my long-time husband knocked up his secretary and I’ve spent months all over the news for accidently hitting him with my car, and I had no interest in dating. And do you remember what you told me?”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, I remember.”

      “You told me I was making too big a deal out of everything and that he was asking me out, not to marry him, and I was getting ahead of myself.  You told me to relax, enjoy myself, and see what happened.  I’m just saying the same thing to you.  Just give this a chance to see if it goes anywhere.  It may, or it may not, but at least you’ll know.  Plus, at the very least, he seems like he will be a damn good time.”

      Lola was irritated with Daisy, but she also knew she had a point.  She popped another mini ham sandwich in her mouth and agreed as she chewed.  “Fine.  I’ll quit trying to run him off.”

      Daisy smirked and she grabbed another date off the tray.  “Good girl.”

      At that moment, the door from the kitchen opened and the rest of their friends swept onto the porch, laughing and talking.  Between exchanging hugs and deciding important issues like where the beer should go, it was bedlam for a few minutes.  Jake and Luke heard the commotion and came around the corner and Daisy introduced Jake as “Lola’s friend.”  The porch went silent as everyone turned to look at Lola and then looked back to Jake.

      Sara was the first to break the silence.  She crossed her arms and smiled at him.  “So Jake, you’re Lola’s friend.  Really?  How old are you?”

      Lola rolled her eyes and interrupted before her friends really got going on poor Jake.  “Y’all are so damn nosy.  He’s forty-seven, he owns a security consulting business, and he’s helping me with a security issue.  His brother is Agent Steve Prince and he’s the one who recommended him.  Oh, but before y’all get all excited about him, there’s something y’all need to know.”  She paused for effect.  “He’s a Bama fan.”

      Jake laughed at the traumatized look on everyone’s face.  “Yep.  Sorry guys, but Roll Tide.  I went there and I played football there.  I’m a pretty die-hard fan.  Hope that’s not a deal breaker for all y’all.”

      Sara wrinkled her nose.  “It’s not a deal breaker, but I really hate to hear it.  You seem to have so many other good traits, maybe we can get past the Bama part.  For instance, Jake, I hear you have an amazing ass, according to Daisy…”

      Lola was mortified that she actually blushed as Jake burst out laughing.  “OhmyGAWD!  He’s just a friend, so y’all leave him alone.”

      Jake came up beside Lola, threw his arm around her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head.  “Yeah, but I’m a really good friend, Sara, and I’m really glad to meet all y’all.  I’ve heard a lot about all of you.  Sorry about the Bama thing, but I can’t really help that.”

      Luke rolled his eyes and invited the guys to join him outside.  “Come on guys.  Harrison, I’ve got the grill hot so we can finish cooking those ribs you brought, and Jack, bring that beer to the outside fridge.  Mark, you got anything that needs to come out back?”  When Mark shook his head, all of the men turned to head outside.  Jake squeezed Lola’s shoulders and leaned over to give her a quick peck on the lips and then whispered in her ear.  “Don’t worry.  I can take care of myself and these guys all seem to be great guys.”

      Lola whispered back.  “The guys aren’t the ones you have to worry about.”

      Jake laughed.  “Yeah, I got that part.  Don’t worry about me.  I’m pretty tough.”

      Lola raised her brows skeptically.  “Whatever you say.  But my advice is to not turn your back on these women.  Especially now that you know they’re all trying to get a good look at your ass.  I can’t guarantee your safety.”

      Jake grinned, squeezed her one more time, and waved to the ladies as he turned to leave.  “Ladies, I’m heading out back with the guys.  See y’all in a while.”

      Jake turned to go and the women all tried to catch a glimpse of Jake’s butt as he left, but Lola blocked their views.  They all laughed, exchanged glances with each other and sat down.  Bella and Mo each grabbed a rocking chair across from the glider, and Sara dropped in between Lola and Daisy, wiggling her butt until they moved over to give her some room.  Bella poured them all a drink, Daisy passed around the tray of food, and then they all turned at once to Lola and looked at her expectantly.

      Lola finally broke under their scrutiny.  “What?!”

      Bella took a bite of cheese and smiled at Lola.  As usual, she was the most diplomatic of their group. “So.  He seems nice, Lola.  Definitely a hottie.  And we all already know his brother, so that’s all good.”

      Mo leaned forward and patted Lola’s leg.  “And it’s certainly a big plus he has a nice ass.  And his own business.”

      Sara took a gulp of the rum punch and dove right in.  “So Daisy says he stayed the entire night with you?  And he’s age-appropriate and not some dumb pretty boy…”

      Daisy interrupted.  “Oh wait, we were discussing Lola’s preferences before, and couldn’t decide on the correct term.  Would a male bimbo be a mimbo?  Or maybe a himbo?”

      Mo grabbed her phone and typed in the question.  “Urban dictionary says either is correct.”

      They all nodded, and grabbed another appetizer off the tray. Sara started back on her original point.  “So, he spent the night?”

      Lola crossed her arms across her chest and raised her chin as she answered.   “Yeah.  So?” Daisy, Bella and Mo looked at each other with raised eyebrows, but Sara didn’t say anything, she just stared at Lola and smiled.  Lola couldn’t take it.  “So he spent the night.  We were just up late and we overslept.”

      Sara nodded.  “Uh huh. Where did he sleep two nights ago?”

      Lola refused to react, but answered the question.  “My place. With me.”

      Sara kept nodding.  “Hmmm. Interesting.  And where did he sleep last night?”

      Lola smirked.  “Ha. His place.”

      Sara raised an eyebrow.  “And where did you sleep?”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Okay, his place.  But it’s only because I’m having a security issue.”

      “So there’s no sex involved?  Right? He’s just taking care of a security matter for you.”

      Lola snorted.  “Of course there’s sex involved.  You saw him, right?  Like we’re going to spend all this time together and I’m not going to at least get some action out of this?”

      The other women’s eyes bounced between Lola and Sara like they were watching a tennis match.  Sara leaned forward.  “So let me get this straight.  There’s nothing going on other than he’s doing some security work for you and y’all are sleeping together because it’s convenient and he’s a hottie.  That’s it?”

      Lola stared at Sara.  “Yep.  That’s it.”

      Sara smiled and patted her leg.  “Bullshit, but good for you.  I like him.  He’s funny and he’s not intimidated by you.”

      “Or us.”  Mo added, as she took a gulp of her drink.  “Well, mostly you and Sara, but still.”

      Bella decided to change the subject.  “Ladies, is there anything we need to do before dinner?”

      It turned out all of the side dishes were ready to go, so there was no prep work to do at all.  Daisy grabbed another blue cheese stuffed date and offered the rest to her friends and hopped up to take the platter to the kitchen to refill.  “Y’all want anything while I’m in the kitchen?”

      Mo nodded, her mouth full of ham sandwich, and pointed to the tray.  “More ham sandwiches?”  Lola asked for more stuffed dates, and Sara asked if Daisy had any deviled eggs.  Daisy rolled her eyes at Sara like she was an idiot.  “Of course, I have deviled eggs.  Anyone want any tea?”  Mo and Bella raised their hands, but Sara shook her head.

      Daisy went inside and refilled the tray, made two more glasses of tea, and brought all of it outside on a huge tray.

      She then went outside to see if the guys needed anything.  They were all seated around the huge picnic table under the pavilion area at the end of the outdoor kitchen.  They’d already finished all of the cupcakes and most of the appetizers from the tray.  “Y’all didn’t like the stuffed dates?”

      Harrison and Jack both leaned forward to get a better look.  Harrison pointed to the dates.  “Is that what those are?  Jack said he thought that’s what they were, that he’d had them before, but I wasn’t too sure.”

      Daisy looked at it more closely.  “It’s a date stuffed with blue cheese and wrapped in bacon.  What did you think it was?”

      Harrison shrugged.  “I thought it was a treat for the dogs, so I’ve been feeding that to them.”  He waved his hands at the dogs who had been half-asleep, but had now perked up at the possibility of Daisy bringing them more treats.  Well, everyone except Diego, who was completely passed out on the lounge chair next to Mark.  When Daisy saw him, she rolled her eyes.  “Okay, whose beer did Diego get ahold of?”

      Jake looked pained.  “Uh, sorry, but that was me.  I swear, he knocked it over and had lapped up most of it before I realized what happened.”

      Daisy laughed.  “It’s not your fault, Jake, I should’ve warned you before you came out here.  Diego has a touch of a drinking problem, and he’s extremely fast.”

      Jack nodded as he tried one of the stuffed dates.  “That’s true. Last year, a patient brought me a bottle of Elijah Craig 18 year old bourbon and I brought it over here so we could try it.  That stuff costs about three hundred bucks a bottle, and that damn little sneak drank two shots before I could stop him.   Turns out, he has excellent taste in alcohol.”

      Mark nodded as he poked Diego, who opened his eyes, but refused to get up.  “You’d think that amount of alcohol would totally waste a twenty pound dog, but it didn’t seem to bother him at all.”

      Harrison ate two of the dates in rapid succession.  “I think he’s built up a tolerance.  I’m surprised he’s tired now after just one beer.”  He winked at her.  “These are awesome, Daisy.  Not as good as your red velvet cupcakes, but really good.”

      She winked back and then turned to take the tray inside.  “Y’all need anything else?”

      Luke grabbed her around her waist and pulled her onto his lap and nuzzled her neck, making her giggle.  “How about a little more of everything, but definitely some extra little ham sandwiches?”

      She kissed him a big, juicy smacking kiss, and he lifted her back onto her feet.  “You got it.”  She turned to look at Jake.  “Jake, you doing okay out here?  Everyone treating you right?”

      He grinned.  “All good, Daisy.  Your husband and his friends are nothing but hospitable.  And, can I say, they are much less scary than all of you women.”

      All of the men started laughing.  At one time or another, each of them had been the subject of that female attention and they knew it wasn’t for the faint-hearted.

      When Daisy went back to the kitchen, all of the dogs, even Diego, followed her onto the porch.  She replenished the tray, and when she went back through the porch to bring the guys their food, the dogs were sprawled out on the rug under the heater, except for Diego, who had joined Sara and Lola on the glider, hoping for a little rum punch to round out his day of binge drinking.  She dropped off the tray and came back to the porch.

      Lola was curious.  “How’s Jake doing with the guys?”

      Daisy smiled.  “He’s good.  I think he’s very grateful there are a bunch of men here to hang out with instead of having to spend the day with just us.”

      Lola snorted.  “Please.  What are we really going to do to him?  Say mean things?  Poor baby.  I’m sure he can handle it.”

      Daisy offered helpfully, “I did ask to see his ass.  Maybe he’s afraid of being sexually harassed.”

      Lola rolled her eyes.  “Oh no.  #JAKETOO.  Hopefully he’s got a thicker skin than that.”

      They all laughed and relaxed, petted the dogs, and talked about their upcoming week.

      About forty minutes later, Mark came around the corner.  “Ribs are ready, ladies, if y’all want to come on.” Daisy, Sara, Mo, and Bella went to get the side dishes from the kitchen, and Lola grabbed the pitcher of punch and the pitcher of tea, and they all went outside to the pavilion.

      It took a few minutes for everyone to get settled down and start eating, and as soon as they did, Jake swallowed and waved his hand to get everyone’s attention.  “Hey everyone, I got something to discuss with y’all.”  He patted Lola’s leg under the table, because he knew she still wasn’t thrilled about telling everyone about her situation.  She could feel everyone’s eyes on her, but she just kept her head down and kept eating.  “First, holy shit these ribs are great, and I appreciate the invitation today.  But I need to tell y’all about a couple of things that are going on that y’all need to be aware of.”

      It got very quiet as everyone looked at Lola and then focused on Jake.  Lola felt Daisy’s hand on her other leg, and she put her fork down and sat up, crossing her arms over her chest as Jake continued.  “I don’t know if y’all heard, but Lola had a client that ended up dead at the national championship game.”

      Harrison looked over at Lola. “That little weasely guy that was annoying you when we were trying to leave?”

      Lola nodded.  “That’s the one.”

      “Well, he slipped a flash drive in Lola’s pocket that had some information on it that some people may not want to get around.  We don’t really know who’s involved yet, but someone’s already broken into Lola’s office and there’s a possibility that she might be in danger, so she’s staying with me until further notice and she’s now under constant surveillance.  The reason I’m telling y’all this is because you have all been friends for a long time, and although there’s no indication that y’all are in any danger, y’all would be the perfect people to mess with if they wanted to force Lola to do something.  I want y’all to pay attention to your surroundings.  If you see something or someone who makes you uncomfortable, I want you to let me or Mike know immediately.  Don’t go off by yourself, and ladies, I would feel much better if you’d agree to wear one of these.”  He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a box of Jerry Jeff’s tracking jewelry.  “These are tracking devices so that we could find you if we needed to.  Guys, I also have trackers y’all could put into your clothing, or shoestrings, just in case.”

      Lola finally piped up.  “If any of you notice anything out of the ordinary, I’ll put you under surveillance as well.  If I thought any of you were in danger, I’d do it right now, but we don’t have any indications that’s the case.  We’re sure that no one followed or tracked us here today, or we wouldn’t be here.  Just please pay attention and please be careful.”  She uncrossed her arms and squeezed Daisy’s hand under the table. “And now, let’s please eat and forget about all this stuff.” And with that, she dug back into her food.

      But no one else started eating.  They all exchanged glances and everyone still looked concerned.  Harrison spoke up first.  “Who are we talking about here?”

      Lola shrugged.  “As far as we know, it’s just a corporate issue at this point.  But it turns out one of the corporate bigwigs is related to a member of a Mexican drug cartel, which probably means nothing, but I just don’t want anyone taking any chances.”

      “I can’t imagine that we are an issue, but I don’t like that someone’s already broken into your office.”  Luke’s brows were pulled together and his eyes were narrowed.  “Jake, what are you and your people doing to make sure Lola stays safe?”

      Lola groaned and dramatically dropped her head onto the table.  “For God’s sake, I’m fine.  I can take of myself.”

      They all ignored her protest, and Jake could see their concern for her on all of their faces.  “She’s got trackers all over her, she’s got a burner cell phone with no GPS, she’s not going back to her house because she’s going to be with me 24/7, there are two guys watching this house right now, and if anyone checks, she’s boarding a flight to California this evening and her truck will be at the airport.”

      Lola looked at Jake incredulously and he shrugged.  “Jerry Jeff took care of it this afternoon.  One of our female employees who’s about your size will be made up so she looks like you, she’ll be driving your truck, and flying to LA.  And Jerry Jeff will do a little magic so it will be your actual face that shows up on airport security cameras in Atlanta and at LAX, and your phone will be pinging off a cell tower in the middle of LA.”  Everyone exchanged a look with raised eyebrows, but Jake just rolled his eyes and shook his head.  “Don’t ask me how.  Trust me, it’s better not to know how Jerry Jeff does half the stuff he does.”  Although Lola made a show of looking exasperated, she was actually impressed at how thorough Jake’s company was being on her behalf.

      “Look guys, she’ll be under constant surveillance until we figure this out.  And if any of y’all see anything or feel uncomfortable about anything, tell me.  We’ll make sure you’re all protected, too.  If you need us, you can call Lola on her regular number, which is forwarded to her burner phone. Truthfully, this may be all be nothing, but until we know, I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement, and Lola dropped her fork on the table with a clatter.  “Is everyone happy now?  Can we just eat?”

      Jake could tell Lola had just about had enough of everyone fussing over her.  He turned to the guys.  “Hey, one of y’all pass those ribs over here.”

      And with that, everyone started eating again, and Lola started to relax.  Daisy caught Jake’s eye and winked at him, and he winked back.  They ate and chatted, and within a half hour, most of the food was gone.  After they cleaned up, they hung out on the porch and all of the women selected trackers and Jake showed them how to install them.

      As Mo admired her new silver tracker earrings in the reflection on the window, she turned to the guys.  “Hey, y’all need to put some of these on your clothes.  Y’all could be abducted just as easily as we could.”

      Harrison, all 6’9” of him, raised an eyebrow skeptically.  “Really?  You think it’d be easy to take me somewhere I don’t want to go?”

      Mo rolled her eyes.  “I don’t care how big you are, sweet pea.  A gun is a great equalizer.  If we’re going to use these, y’all need to do it, too.”

      The guys exchanged glances, but they didn’t argue, knowing their women would harangue them until they did.  They all took trackers to put in their boots or shoelaces.  Once they were done, Jake asked everyone to take out their phones and program his number into their phones and then send him a text so he’d have theirs.  They already had Mike’s number, and Jake told them to call either of them anytime.

      He looked around the room.  “Any questions?  Y’all see or feel like something’s going on, you call one of us immediately.”  Everyone nodded that they understood.

      Jake nodded and smiled at them.  “In that case, I think we’ll get going.”  He stood up and held his hand out to Lola to help her up.  “Thanks for dinner and the invitation.  I really enjoyed meeting all y’all and maybe when it gets warmer, y’all can join us up at my lake house.”

      Lola looked up at the ceiling and shook her head, avoiding her friends’ eyes.  She knew they’d all be looking at her to see her response to his casual assumption they’d still be together in the summer.  She tried to make her face completely expressionless as she finally met their eyes, but starting laughing when she saw Sara waggling her eyebrows at her.  Sara grabbed Lola and hugged her and said to Jake, “Oh, I’m sure we’ll see you lots of times before then, Jake.”  As she held her tight, Sara went up on her toes and whispered in Lola’s ear.  “Just relax, enjoy yourself, try not to dump him because you’re freaking out, and please be careful.”  She let her go and Lola nodded.

      “Will do.”  When Sara raised her eyebrows, Lola amended her statement.  “I’ll try.”

      Sara nodded.  “Fair enough.”

      Lola smiled back at her friends as they all hugged each other goodbye.  “See y’all later.  Thanks for dinner, and please be careful.”  Jake took her hand and they left.

      As they got into the car and buckled in, Jake smiled at Lola.  “I really like your friends a lot.”

      She smiled back.  “Yeah, they’re pretty great.  Nosy and intrusive as hell, but wonderful.”  She turned to face him and put her hand on his thigh.  “They liked you a lot, too.”

      “Good.”  He started laughing.  “I can’t wait for my friends to meet you and your friends.  We’re all buddies from college, too, so it’s just a big group of Bama fans.  That should make for an interesting get-together.”

      Lola figured it would never happen, so there was no need to worry about it.  She just said smiled and said, “You’re right.  That would be an interesting combination.”

      Jake knew she was humoring him, but he let it go.  He figured she’d been harassed enough by her friends about their relationship, so he picked up his phone, texted a message and got an almost immediate response.  Lola glanced at him as he backed out of the driveway.  “Was that B-Ray and Logan?”

      “Yep.  All clear.”  He turned the car toward the highway and put on the radio.

      “So they’ll follow us tonight and then keep your house under surveillance?”

      “Yes.”  He didn’t offer any other conversation, so Lola closed her eyes.  They were just about to get on the highway when his phone rang.  He answered it immediately when he saw it who it was.  “Hey Mike.  Got you on speaker.  Something going on?”

      Mike sounded smug.  “I’d say so, considering I’m watching a couple of guys break into Lola’s place as we speak.”

      Lola shot up straight in her seat, eyes wide, as Jake spun the car around at the intersection and headed toward Inman Park.  Jake asked, “Mike, you at the office or at home?“

      “Office.”

      “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Lola couldn’t believe this was actually happening.  “Holy shit, Mikey, seriously?”

      “Seriously.  I was just about to head out and I got an alert that someone was accessing your security system so I accessed it myself.  They did the exact same thing they did at the office, where they accessed the live feed and substituted a recorded feed, but they didn’t know about the backup system, so we’ve got them all on video.”

      Lola was pissed, but was more upset to realize she was mostly creeped out at the idea of someone violating her space.  “How did they do it?”

      “They drove up in a white van that looks like a cable or phone repair van, tapped into the building’s lines on the street, and accessed the system.  Two of the guys are staying outside by the box like they’re working on it, and two of them got in your garage and accessed your elevator.”

      Jake didn’t like the sound of that.  “They accessed her elevator?  Mike, is that something we need to worry about for the future?”

      Mike didn’t sound worried at all.  “Nope.  I changed this system so it was identical to the one at the office.  Normally, I have countermeasures and protections that wouldn’t allow them to do any of this, but we wanted them to be able to access it without knowing we were on to them, so I made it so it looks like she has a decent home security system, but not a great one.”  He sounded irritated.  “And in the future, if she’ll use the system like it’s designed, none of this will be a problem.”

      Lola clenched her teeth and refused to acknowledge Mike’s comment.  “Whatever.  Can you see what they’re doing inside?”

      There was a moment of silence.  “Hang on, let’s see.  Okay, one guy is in your living room looking through your bookcase, and the other guy is starting to go through your desk.”

      Jake honked at a typical Atlanta driver who was too busy on his phone to realize the light had changed.  “You have sound, Mike?”

      “Yeah, but they’re not talking, they’re just searching.  Very thoroughly and professionally, I might add.  If we didn’t know they were in your house, I don’t think you’d be able to tell.  Everything is back in its original place and condition.”

      Lola shuddered involuntarily.  “Eewww.  That is so damn creepy.  I hate the idea of someone touching my stuff.”

      Jake squeezed her knee and winked at her when she glanced at him.  “We’ll take care of this.”

      She crossed her arms and huffed out a breath as Jake whipped the car into one of the parking places outside her office building.  “Yeah, I know, but it pisses me off.”

      “Yeah, me too.”  Jake grabbed his phone and took it off speaker as he turned the car off and he and Lola stepped out of the car.  “Mike, we’re here and will be inside in a second.”  Jake disconnected the call, and he and Lola headed inside and into Mike’s office.

      As they rushed in, Mike waved his hand to two chairs in front of his desk.  “Y’all sit.”

      They sat, and Mike pointed over to the group of monitors on his wall.  “There they are.  Still searching.”

      Two men, dressed in coveralls with an Atlanta Cable logo, were searching her living room.  One looked like he was maybe Latino or Middle-eastern, with dark hair and dark skin, and he had moved from the bookcases to the drawers in the end tables in the living room.  The other man, a big, blond, light-skinned man, sat down at Lola’s desk.  He picked up a picture of Lola with Daisy, Sara, and Mo, and whistled as he looked at it.  “Damn, this woman is hot, and so are her friends.”  He smirked at his friend.  “Depending on how this works out, maybe we’ll get a chance to meet and spend some quality time together.”

      Jake’s jaw flexed and his eyes narrowed in anger at the comments, but he didn’t say anything.  He looked at Lola.  “Do either of them look familiar?”  She shook her head, her eyes glued to the men invading her privacy.  He looked at Mike.  “You?”

      He also shook his head.  “Never seen either of them.”

      Jake looked disgusted.  “Me neither.  We’ll send the video over to Jerry Jeff and let him run it through our program and if they’re in any database, we’ll find them.”

      The blond man opened the boxes and file folders on her desk, and grabbed the bag she used as a briefcase off the floor and carefully emptied it on her desk so he could go through it.  When nothing turned up, he replaced everything in the bag, exactly like he found it, and put it back under her desk.  Finally, he opened her bottom desk drawer and found her jumbled collection of miscellaneous flash drives, so he turned to his partner.  “Alex, I’ve got something.  Get your laptop and let’s check this out.”

      Suddenly, Jake jumped out of the chair and ran around Mike’s desk.  “Mike, can you get into Lola’s local network without these guys knowing we’re on it?”

      Mike shrugged.  “Sure.”  He started entering commands and explained how the system was set up.  “When I programmed this system I made sure I had a back door in it that I could move in and out of the network without anyone knowing.  I did it for security reasons in the event of a situation where I had to monitor an employee’s actions without them knowing.”  He finished typing and stood up so Jake could sit down.  “Here.  You’re in.  What are you trying to do here?”

      Jake started rapidly tapping commands into the computer. “If he gets on her network, I might be able to get into his computer.  I’m generally pretty good at tracking and accessing someone else’s computer, and maybe we could steal some of their information once they get into their system.  Jerry Jeff and I designed a program that can access and copy an entire hard drive in minutes instead of several hours.  Basically, it clones it.  The best part is, we designed it for the NSA, so when you use it, it’s undetectable on their end and it doesn’t leave a trail.  Once we’ve got the info, we can just dump it on our server and then take our time checking it out.”

      Mike started grinning.  “Let’s do it.”

      Mike and Jake watched as the man logged into the laptop, both of them noting the password.  Once he was in, Jake pointed to Mike’s computer and started to grin.  “Check it out.  We’re in.  Let me just enter a little more information and whatever’s on his computer will be copied.”

      Mike leaned forward to watch what the blond man was doing.  “Jake, it looks like he’s going to try each of the flash drives to see what’s on it.”  He turned to look at Lola.  “Shit, girl, you must have a hundred of them in that drawer.”

      She winked at him.  “It’s close to a hundred.  I use those things constantly, and when I mentioned that to one of my clients, he brought me a huge box of them.  They’re random video clips and files from his advertising business, and whenever I need one, I erase the existing files and put my stuff on it.  Trust me, if they want to look at each one of those, it’ll take them a while.  Jake thought that would be the perfect place to hide it in plain sight, and they wouldn’t be suspicious at all.”

      Mike agreed.  “Good thinking.  Jake, hopefully, that’ll give you enough time to finish the entire process.”

      Jake nodded, too intent on what he was doing to answer.  While they were working, Lola was watching the men on screen, memorizing their faces in case she saw them again.  The dark-skinned man, Alex, the blond had called him, stood watching over the blond man’s shoulder as he plugged each flash drive into the USB port and pulled up the directory.  After thirty minutes of trying flash drives, they finally plugged in the one Lola had gotten from Mitch.  As the data came up, the two men rapidly scanned the information.  “That’s it.”  The blond man ejected the flash drive, closed the lid on the laptop and stood up.  “Alex, there’s about four more we haven’t checked, so let’s just take them with us.  There’s no way she’ll miss these.  I think we need to get the hell out of here.”

      The man, Alex, nodded in agreement.  “Let’s go.”  They returned the other flash drives to the bottom drawer and Alex picked up a two-way radio.  “We’re coming down.”

      They heard a voice say, “All clear,” at the same time the monitor showed one of the men outside speak into a radio.

      The two men rapidly retraced their steps, checking to make sure the condo looked the same as when they entered.  “Russell, did you put everything back in place on the shelves?”

      “Yeah.  She’ll never know we were here.”  They stepped into the elevator and disappeared from the monitor.

      Lola yelled at the screen.  “You wish, asshole.”

      Jake grinned as he locked his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair.  “He will wish.  I just sent Jerry Jeff pictures of each of those guys and a copy of their entire hard drive.  Hopefully, by tomorrow morning, we’ll know who these guys are and who they’re working for.”  His computer chimed and he bent forward so he could read the screen.  “Jerry Jeff just started the identification program and is checking out the hard drive.  We’ll definitely know something by tomorrow.”

      Jake stretched and yawned a huge, jaw-cracking yawn.  “Come on, Lola, let’s get out of here.”  He sent a text and nodded when he got an immediate response.  “B-Ray and Logan say everything looks good outside, so let’s head to my house.”  He turned and held out his hand to Mike, who immediately grasped it.  “Mike, you did a great job on all this.  Thanks for everything.”

      They shook hands.  “Glad we’re getting a handle on this.  Keep me posted on what you find out on these assholes.”

      “Will do.”  He turned toward the door as Lola went to hug Mike.

      “Thanks, Mikey.”

      “No problem, kiddo.”  He squeezed her tight and when he let her go, Jake held out his hand and she took it and they turned towards the door.  “Take care of our girl, Jake.” Jake waved to Mike over his shoulder as they left.  By the time Lola and Jake reached his house, Lola was dozing in the front seat.  As soon as he parked the car, her eyes drowsily opened.  “We’re here?”

      Jake unbuckled his belt and smiled at her.  “Yep.  Want to go down by the lake and make some s’mores, or you want to make it an early night?”

      “I hate to be such a wussy, but I just want a shower and bed.”

      Jake opened the door. “You’ve got it.” He came around and opened her door for her.  She yawned as she got out and they walked inside.  Jake deactivated the alarm and they went to his room, Lola stripping off her clothes as they went.  By the time they reached his room, she was completely naked and as she went into the bathroom she turned to look at him.  “You joining me?”

      He smiled, pulling off his clothes as he followed her into the bathroom.  “Always.  But let’s just take a quick shower and get into bed.  You look like you’re about to fall asleep right here.”

      She raised her eyebrows.  “Please.  I’m never too tired for sex.  Especially if you do all the work.”

      He grinned and reached past her to turn on the rain showerhead and adjusted the temperature.  “I certainly wouldn’t mind, but you’re about dead on your feet.  How about I’ll catch you in the morning?”

      Lola stepped into the shower and let the water pour down on her head.  She moaned at the feeling.  “Holy shit, Jake, this is amazing.”

      He stepped in behind her and wrapped his arms around her.  He grinned as he kissed her neck.  “This does feel amazing.”  He let go of her and reached for the shampoo.  “Here, let me do this for you.”  He poured shampoo into his hands and slowly started massaging the lather through her hair.

      Her eyes closed and her head fell back as he slowly massaged her scalp. “Poor thing.  You’ve had a lot of stuff happen to you in less than a week.  Let’s see if we can rub some of this stress right out of you.”  He rinsed her hair and rubbed in some conditioner.  He spent a few minutes rubbing her back and shoulders, then he picked up the soap, lathered up his hands, and slowly started washing her.  Of course, being a man, he spent an inordinate amount of time making sure certain parts were especially clean, but Lola had no complaints.

      By the time he was done, Lola felt like a puddle of mush.  While he took a quick shower, she stepped out and dried off and wrapped a towel around her head.  Ten minutes later they were both in bed and Lola was almost asleep.  Jake cuddled up to her back, kissed the back of her neck, and they both slept through the night.
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      The next morning, they were at Jake’s office by seven.  Lola had woken Jake up before daylight by kissing her way down his body, and they enjoyed a leisurely hour in bed before they got up to go to Jake’s office.  Even though they had no reason to think that anyone had linked her with Jake, and they probably thought Lola was enjoying a few days off in LA, Lola still took the precaution of tucking her hair under a ballcap, she wore a big sweatshirt and a big pair of sunglasses, and they came into Jake’s office through the garage.

      They went to find Jerry Jeff, and found him sitting at a desk talking to a young group of computer minions.  As soon as he saw them, he finished up and stood up to head over to the private computer rooms.  He waved Lola and Jake over.  “Come on in here.  I’ve got some stuff to show you.”

      Once they were all seated, he pulled up a file.  “We’ve got IDs on all four guys, Jake.”  He handed them a file with pictures and information on each man.  “The good news is that they’re all your basic, run-of-the-mill, corporate security guys.  Don’t get me wrong, they’re all expensive, and they’re good at what they do, but they’re not thugs, and they have absolutely no ties to any drug guys or cartels.  They’re all ex-military or law enforcement, they all work for a reputable company, and if I were to guess, they were probably told that Lola here was working with someone who’s stealing corporate secrets.”

      Lola nodded as she thought about Jerry Jeff’s findings.  “That makes sense.  And I’m actually relieved they’re actually just regular corporate security guys.”

      Jake agreed.  “Me, too.  Those aren’t the guys who will snatch you off the street and torture you for information.”

      Lola winced.  “Hopefully not.”

      Jake leaned back in his seat, locked his fingers behind his head, and turned to Lola.  “Okay, so let’s assume this is just DeLeon behind this, and he just wants to make sure his plans for his new opioid aren’t going straight to hell.  Let’s also assume there is no cartel involvement, that his aunt is involved in his business just as an investor, not as a member of a drug cartel.  That’s still way too much assuming and I’m still not comfortable relaxing on your security measures.”

      “Fine by me.”  Lola shrugged.  “I’m no idiot, and I don’t have any desire to be some cartel dude’s bitch, so keeping up the security is fine by me.”

      Jake was relieved that Lola was being so reasonable.  “Great.”  He turned to Jerry Jeff.   “Anything interesting on their computers?”

      Jerry Jeff shook his head.  “No, just a regular business computer.  There were some basic surveillance photos and background info on Lola.  I found some back and forth instructions between the four of them about ‘checking out’ Lola’s home and office, and a notation that they should be looking for a flash drive with corporate information on it.  No information at all related to a drug cartel.”

      “Any pictures of me or her friends?”

      “No.  Just her and her employees, including Mike.”

      “Anything from DeLeon, himself?”

      Jerry Jeff wrinkled his brow as he thought.  “Not really.  The only thing from him directly was an email from the previous week that says that Willard downloaded stolen corporate info on a flash drive and he wanted to hire them to retrieve it.”

      Jake nodded.  “So someone must have seen Willard make contact with you at the game and that’s when you got involved.  That makes me feel a lot better.”  He looked at Lola.  “That all makes me think that Jerry Jeff’s right.  You weren’t the specific target.  They just thought you had the flash drive and they wanted to get it back.”

      Lola nodded, thinking rapidly.  “This being about retrieving stolen corporate info makes sense except for one thing.  Someone killed Mitch.”

      “Good point.”  And that was the sticking point that was giving Jake nightmares.  “Fortunately, it wasn’t a typical cartel hit, so again, we can hope they’re not involved.  But we still don’t know for sure.”

      Lola was lost in thought.  “Really Jake, to me it sounds more like Mitch did his usual shit.  He found out that they were lying to the FDA about the drug, he stole documentation so he could prove it, and then he tried to blackmail DeLeon with the info.”  She nodded as she warmed up to her theory.  “Then, when DeLeon realized he could screw up everything, maybe he called his cousin to get the name of a guy who could take care of Mitch, or maybe he knew someone himself, and bam.  Mitch ends up dead.”

      Jake mulled that over.  “Actually, Lola, that makes a lot of sense.  Then they realize that the flash drive was gone, they realize that he probably gave it to you, so they have to make sure you’re not becoming a new problem.  They come to your house and office and find the flash drive.  Now, hopefully, they realize it’s corrupted and decide you’re not a problem.”

      Lola shrugged.  “Hopefully.”

      They sat there, considering the possibilities.  After a few minutes, Jake looked at Jerry Jeff.  “You haven’t heard anything from my brother about the FDA information, have you?”

      Jerry Jeff shook his head.  “Not yet.”

      “If I don’t hear from him in the next couple of days, I’ll give him a call.  Anything new on the computer program?”

      “Nope.  I’m pretty convinced it does exactly what we thought it would do. Once we find out if they are trying to sneak that experimental drug past the FDA, we’ll have our confirmation and can make plans from there.”

      “Sounds great.”  Jake slapped both palms on his thighs and then stood up.  “You doing any tweaks or updates on Big Al today?  If not, Lola and I are going to my office to look into Pandora Unlimited and see if we can find any information.”

      Jerry Jeff waved his hand toward the bank of servers.  “Nope, all yours.  I’m running a final test tomorrow on a couple of areas we were having issues with, but I think it’s ready to go.  Well, except I’m still not sure that Alabama isn’t going to give us a bunch of crap about using the name ‘Big Al’.”

      Lola winked.  “Y’all let me know if y’all need someone to sue the University of Alabama, Jerry Jeff.  I’ll happily do that for free.”

      Jerry Jeff winked back.  “Right?  Next best thing to getting another chance to whip their asses in football.”  He shooed them out of the computer room.  “Y’all get out of here and I’ll let y’all know if I find out anything.”

      Jake and Lola headed up to his office.  When they got there, a tiny, round, dark-haired woman with thick glasses and a wide, friendly smile was sitting at the huge desk outside of Jake’s office.   He introduced Lola to Marie, his assistant, and Marie stood up and came around her desk and shook Lola’s hand enthusiastically.  “So, nice to meet you, Lola.  Jerry Jeff told me all about you.  We’re all so happy that the boss finally found someone to go out with him.”  She dropped her voice and whispered loud enough for Jake to hear.  “Don’t let his track record fool you.  There’s really nothing wrong with him.  He’s really a very nice person despite his past dating history...”

      Lola glanced at Jake, whose eyes were starting to bug out of his head.  He sputtered.  “Damn it, Marie.  You, too?  Will all of y’all please mind your own damn business?  I can find a date if I want one.  I’ve chosen not to date the past few years because I’ve been busy.”

      Marie reached up and patted his cheek like he was one of her kids and spoke to him in a low, soothing, tone.  “Oh.  Well, of course you could find a date, sweetie.”  She looked at Lola.  “He’s right.  He has been busy.”  She winked at him as she came back around her desk and sat down. “Anything you need from me, Jake?  If not, I’m going to go run a couple of errands and then I have some patent stuff to file on Big Al.  After that, I’ll be here all day if you need anything.”

      He shook his head.  “No, Marie.  We’re good.  Thanks.”

      He and Lola turned to go into his office, but Lola hung back.  “Marie, thanks so much for changing around Jake’s schedule so he could help me out.  Jake’s been bragging about how smart and efficient you are and how you handle every detail in the entire company, and I’m sorry if I made you any extra work.”

      Marie grinned at Lola.  “No problem, Lola.  I’m sorry you’re going through a bad time, but glad we could help.  Matt and Jerry Jeff speak very highly of you, and I’m glad you’re letting us help you get through this.  Especially since you’ve been nice enough to go out with the boss.  Seriously.  He really needs a date.”

      Lola laughed.  “I’ve heard.  Glad I could help.”

      Jake yelled from his office.  “Marie, don’t you have some work to do?  And Lola, you want to come in here and give me a hand with all this since it’s your damn problem I’m trying to fix?”

      When Lola came into the office, Jake was sitting with his elbows on his desk and his head in his hands.  She sat down next to him and patted his shoulder.  “Jake, don’t feel bad.  I think it’s very sweet, and definitely hilarious, how hard they’re all working to get you a date.”

      He turned his head and glared at her.  “Sweet?  Seriously?  I swear, I have some of the most skilled, highly trained employees in their fields, and all they do is gossip about me like little old ladies.”  He straightened up and turned so that he faced her, and he took a deep breath.  “Look, since every single person I know, including my own brother, has warned you about what a loser I am, I feel like I need to clear up a few things.  So, here’s my deal.  I was married for ten years and it didn’t work out, so we got divorced about five years ago.  No drama, no big deal.  Since then, everyone’s right, I haven’t dated much, but it’s not because I’m bossy, or too set in my ways, or because every woman in the Southeast thinks I’m a lost cause, I just didn’t make the time.  Our business has expanded like crazy the past several years, and I just got wrapped up in building the business.  And yes, I do take my sister’s best friend to any charitable event I have to attend.  And yes, she’s a married lesbian, but I take her because she’s a great friend and a lot of fun, not because no one else will go with me. And to be clear, I haven’t been a monk, but I haven’t had a relationship in years.  But it’s because I haven’t wanted one, not because every woman in the universe refuses to date me.”  He crossed his arms and glared at her.  “So?  What do you think about all that?”

      Lola bit the inside of her cheek so she wouldn’t laugh.  Poor Jake looked so irritated, she actually felt bad for him, but no way she wasn’t going to mess with him a little.  She wrinkled up her nose and looked unconvinced.  “Okay.  If you say so.”

      His eyebrows drew together.  “’Okay?’  So, what does that mean?”

      She shrugged.  “It means, okay.  Now I’ve heard your version.  Apparently, you’re a busy, divorced guy, who works a lot, has an occasional booty call, and otherwise, only dates a married lesbian.  I’ve got it.”

      Jake frowned.  That didn’t sound any better.  “Wait.  Let me try that again.  I swear, I’m actually a nice guy, I just haven’t met anyone I wanted to spend the time and effort to get to know.  Until now.  Until you, I mean.”

      Lola nodded.  “Yeah, I got it.”  She turned toward the computer, keeping her expression deliberately blank because she knew her indifferent attitude was driving him crazy.  Bottom line, she still wasn’t interested in a long-term relationship, but it had nothing to do with Jake himself.  “Hey, want to get to work and see what Big Al can find out about Pandora Unlimited?”

      He stared at her, frustrated, but she just smiled at him until he finally spun his chair to face the computer.  “Fine,” he huffed, pulled on his glasses, and started rapidly typing search parameters into the computer. Lola decided to use the time to catch up on emails on her phone and check in with her assistant.  When Jake was done, he stuck his glasses on the top of his head, slouched back in his chair, and stared moodily at the back of Lola’s head while the computer completed its search.

      After a few minutes of silence, Jake spoke up. “So, back at your condo you said you’re making some changes to your business and you didn’t have a lot of cases at the moment.  What are you planning on doing?”

      Lola finished typing an email and then put down her phone.  “Actually, I’m giving up my law practice.”

      Jake was surprised.  “Really?  Are you giving up law completely, or just practicing a different type of law?”

      “I’m not really sure, at the moment.  I know I’m tired of dealing with criminal law, and I know I don’t want to do anything like domestic law, or wills and trusts.  That shit would drive me crazy.”  She shrugged.  “Honestly, I don’t know what I want to do.  I already dabble in real estate, and I’m a silent partner in several local businesses, but I don’t want to get more involved in any of that.  I do have a charitable foundation, and I’m thinking of reorganizing it and doing something completely different.”

      “Is the foundation yours, or is it a family foundation?”

      “There is a family charitable trust, but I also have a foundation myself.  Up until now, I just donate to existing charities and organizations that I think are worthwhile.  I’ve been kicking around the idea of setting up a couple of charities through my foundation, but I don’t really have any specific plans at this point.”  He took out a couple of bottles of water from the fridge, twisted off the tops, and handed her one.  She thanked him and took a big gulp.  “I was going to meet with Bella to get her opinion.”

      He recapped his water and checked on the progress on the computer.  Everything was rocking along while Big Al searched for anything having to do with Pandora Unlimited.  “You said Bella is a charitable fundraiser?”

      Lola nodded.  “Yep.  She knows everything about every charity in the area, so she could help me decide if I can do the most good by starting my own charity or by donating to those that already exist and do a great job.  I’m pretty clueless at this point.”  She rolled her eyes and snorted.  “I guess I’ll have to decide what I want to do when I grow up.”

      Suddenly, he perked up and he grinned at her.  “Hey, does that mean that Mike will be available?”

      Her eyes widened in horror.  “Hell, no, I wasn’t kidding before.  You stay away from my Mikey.”

      “Well, if you’re closing your practice, I wouldn’t want him to be bored.”

      “Yeah, right.  Your motives are totally pure.  You’re just worried about Mike.” He tried to look innocent, but Lola shook her finger in his face. “Forget it, big boy.  He takes care of all of the accounting and management for the various businesses I’m involved with, plus my personal bookkeeping, plus he manages my foundation, our family trust, and my brother’s real estate holdings.  We all keep Mikey plenty busy.”

      “Fine.  But if he ever wants to try something different, let me know.  I’ll give him a job in a heartbeat.”

      She was just about to make a comment about what he could do with his job offer when the computer sounded that the search was done.  Jake spun around to the desk, pulled his glasses back on his nose and checked the results.  He printed two copies of the documents and handed one to Lola.  “Interesting.”

      Lola rapidly scanned the pages. “Okay, so it looks to me that this is an offshore company related to DeLeon Labs.  Tax evasion?”

      Jake shrugged.  “Got me.  I doubt it, though.  Most people don’t understand that the Caymans aren’t really a tax haven.  There are just significant tax benefits for any money made offshore.  You’re still subject to the IRS and all of your income made through an offshore company is taxable through US law.”

      “Maybe money laundering?”

      Jake flipped through some pages.  “Now, that’s possible.  Especially if the cartel is involved, it may be easier to funnel money through an offshore company.”  He flipped to one of the tabs.  “Here, it looks like they’ve set up a manufacturing plant on Tobago, and the banking is set up in the Caymans.”  He was puzzled.  “At first, I thought maybe they could manufacture the opioid we discussed with Professor Littman without interference, but the truth is, if you’re going to sell pharmaceuticals in the U.S., you’re still held to the same FDA or WHO standards.  In fact, there have been several instances where overseas companies have been shut down because of quality control issues.”

      Lola was frowning as she thought.  “I know nothing about drug manufacturing, but I do know a good bit about corporations laundering money.  The cases I dealt with were on U.S. soil, but several of them used offshore companies and banks.  It’s definitely easier to funnel money through an offshore company than one on U.S. soil.  Especially when you’re talking about autonomous islands like Trinidad or Tobago that have an organized crime problem already.”  She threw the stack on the desk and scrubbed her hands over her face.  “So what do we know different than we knew before?”

      Jake was disgusted.  He took off his glasses and tossed them on the desk.  “Not a damn thing.  We know that DeLeon Labs manufactures its existing opioid drug in Tobago and the money goes to a holding company named Pandora Unlimited, and then the money goes to the Caymans.  They paid taxes on the funds that went into the accounts, and there haven’t been any manufacturing problems at the factory.”  He rubbed his eyes.  “So everything looks above board, and we still don’t know shit, basically.”

      “Basically.”

      They stared at each other, trying to think of any other approaches that might help them get some answers.   Jake’s cell phone rang, and when he looked at the screen he showed it to her and nodded with a satisfied look on his face.  “Finally.”  He answered the phone.  “Hey Steve.  I’m putting you on speaker so Lola can hear you, too.  What’ve you got, brother?”

      “Well, I’ve actually got some answers.  I talked to a couple of our lab guys and they checked out the patent info and the FDA application and they agree with your professor buddy.  It’s possible that they might be trying to sneak that experimental drug into their opioid, and that it’s not the simple, old-school serotonin reuptake inhibitor they’re advertising it as.  As we speak, they’re looking to get actual samples of the drug so they can do some testing to confirm it.”

      “Dr. Littman is still at Quantico now, at the Academy, so y’all might want to get in touch with him since he was involved in the original testing.”

      “Will do.”  Steve continued.  “So for now, until we can get the confirmation testing done, I’m forwarding this information to one of our agents here in New Orleans who’s done several investigations with the local FDA inspector with their OCI office…”

      “OCI?”  Lola interrupted.

      “Office of Criminal Investigations.  They can get started on the investigation and we’ll also get the local FDA Office to go to the site and get actual samples of the drug from the clinical trial site for testing.”

      Lola was concerned.  “That won’t raise any red flags?”

      “It shouldn’t, Lola.  Inspections from the FDA are pretty common with this types of large clinical trials, so there shouldn’t be any issues.  They’ll check their paperwork and do all the stuff they normally do, so they won’t think anything of it.”

      “Are you planning on moving pretty quickly?”  Jake was concerned that if they moved too quickly that everything could fall apart before they determined who exactly was after Lola.  Once this was over, he wanted to make sure that she would be safe.

      Steve snorted.  “You’ve been in the private sector too long, Jake.  You’ve forgotten that nothing moves that quickly in government.”

      Jake laughed.  “That’s true.”  He scratched his chin as he thought.  “What all are you investigating?  The  murder’s not under your jurisdiction.  At least not at this point?”

      “Nope.  At this point, we need to see if they falsified the FDA application first, and that will determine how to proceed.”

      Lola and Jake nodded, understanding how prosecuting a case like this actually worked.  If it was simply an FDA regulation violation, then the FDA investigators would handle it.  If the drug was misrepresented and then sold across state lines, the FBI might get involved, and the U.S. Department of Justice would most likely prosecute it.  Everything was up in the air at this point.

      Steve pointed out, “Y’all both know that in a case like this, you can be looking at charges of racketeering, mail fraud, tax fraud, selling misbranded drugs, charges related to interstate commerce, and about a million other ones.”

      “Don’t forget about that pesky murder charge, Steve.”  Lola reminded him.

      She could hear the smile in his voice.  “And then there’s that.  Depending on what they decide to charge him with will decide where he’s tried, and which agency does the actual prosecution.”

      Jake was frustrated.  “So basically, we’ve got to wait for the government to make a move.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.  I’m really sorry we can’t move any faster. But there’s some good news.  I’ve got buddies who are FDA investigators, and I’ve got buddies in our lab, so as soon as we get samples, I can get results very quickly.  If it turns out the drug contains the experimental one, we will have a better idea of how to proceed. ”

      Jake nodded as he locked eyes with Lola.  “You’re right, Steve.  And we really appreciate what you’re doing to try to get us some answers.”

      Steve sounded serious.  “Y’all just watch each others’ backs.  This could be nothing about you, or y’all could both be in some serious shit.  Be careful.”  He laughed.  “Jake, Mom will kick my ass if I manage to get you killed now, when you managed to get all the way through ten years in the FBI without getting dead.”

      Jake grinned at the phone and winked at Lola.  “That doesn’t sound like my problem, jackass.”

      “Whatever.  I’ll keep you posted.  Lola, keep him out of trouble.”

      Lola sighed.  “I’ll try.”

      Jake rolled his eyes.  “Thanks, Steve, and keep us posted.”

      “I’m out.”  Steve hung up.

      Lola shrugged.  “So we just lay low?  Shit.  For how long?”

      “Until we hear something, I guess.”

      Lola looked at Jake, her eyebrows pulled together.  “This sucks.  I hate sitting around just waiting for something to happen.  Are you good spending this much time away from work?”  She knew how much attention a business could take and she didn’t want to put him in a bad spot.

      “Not a problem, Lola.  You know Matt handles the office’s planning and logistics, Jerry Jeff runs the nerd herd, and there are plenty of times I’m out of the office for a couple of weeks at the time either doing an active investigation or drumming up new business.  Plus, Kent’s around if someone needs something immediately.  Everyone here can handle whatever comes up, and if they really need me, I’m available by computer any time, plus I can get back within an hour if they’re really stuck.  I promise you we’re good.”   He reached over and squeezed her hand.  “As long as it takes, we’ll get this figured out.”

      He stood up and pulled Lola to her feet.  “Look, there’s nothing else the two of us can do at the moment.  Come with me.  I’ve got an idea.”

      She followed behind him, intrigued.  They walked down to the underground garage and got in the car.  They both pulled on their hats and glasses and Jake started the car, checked with Logan and B-Ray to make sure they were ready to go, and they pulled out of the parking lot.

      Lola was excited to be doing anything not related to her current situation.  “So where are we heading, Jake?”

      He smiled and waved his hand at the clear, sunny sky.  “It’s a beautiful day, so I thought we’d head home and maybe take the boat out.  If it’s too cold to get out on the water, I have a gun and archery range set up in the woods and we could do a little target practice, or we could go fishing.  Worst case, if we get too cold I figured we could light up the fire pit, cuddle under a blanket, drink some wine and eat some s’mores.”

      Lola thought all of that sounded great.  “That all sounds fun, Jake.” She put her hand on his thigh and squeezed.  “I’m up for anything that doesn’t have to do with cartels, corporate secrets, the FDA, dead ex-clients, or ex-military assholes breaking into my house.”  She scooted over closer and licked below his ear and she felt his thigh tighten under her hand. As she felt him suck in a breath, she smiled and slid her hand up his thigh. “You up for anything, Jake?”

      He stopped her hand, trapping it under his.  “You know I am.  Let me get us home and I’m up for anything you have in mind.”  He smiled, and slid his hand under hers, twining their fingers together, and then squeezing.  She smiled back, straightened up, and slid back over to her seat, still holding his hand.  They stayed that way, sitting in comfortable silence, both lost in their own thoughts until they got back to his house.

      They had just opened their car doors, and Lola was yawning and stretching when her phone rang.  She grabbed it and saw it was Vicki from the Medical Examiner’s office and answered immediately.  “Hey Vicki, how’s it going?”

      Jake came around the car to stand beside her while she spoke.  He could only hear Lola’s side of the conversation, and her comments of “Really?,” and “That’s interesting,” and “Are you shitting me?,” didn’t give him a clue about what was going on.  Finally, Lola said, “Vicki, thanks so much for letting me know.  And if you’ll send that bill over to my office, I’ll make sure you get a check this week.  Thanks again for your help, and I really appreciate you getting that done so quickly for me.”

      She hung up and turned to Jake.  “Holy shit.”

      He was almost yelling.  “What?  What did she say?”

      Lola shrugged.  “Not much.  It turns out Mitch wasn’t murdered.  He died of natural causes.”  She shook her head.  “Holy shit.”

      Jake’s mind was racing.  “Natural causes?  So he wasn’t murdered?  Are they sure?”

      “Yeah, they’re totally sure.”  Lola snorted.  “Vickie said when they did the autopsy, his arteries were almost completely blocked, and one of the arteries had a huge clot in it that caused a massive heart attack.  Vicki said he probably dropped like a rock and he would have been dead before he hit the floor.”

      Jake was confused.  “Wait. So what about the injection site on his chest?”

      She snorted.  “Paperwork snafu.  When the EMTs found him, they were pretty sure he was definitely gone, but they shocked him and tried a last ditch injection of epinephrine directly into the heart to see if they could get it started.  No luck, but that was how the injection came about.  Somehow, that report didn’t get to the ME’s office until a couple of days later, so the ME didn’t know about the injection when he first examined the body.”

      They were staring at each other, trying to sort out what this new information actually meant to Lola and her situation.  Finally, they both started to smile.  Jake grabbed her hands and squeezed them.  “So he wasn’t murdered.”

      Lola slowly shook her head and grinned.  “Nope.  He was out of shape and had heart disease and he had a heart attack.  I know he was a Bulldog fan, so I’ll bet the stress of losing in the last play of the game is what killed him.  Technically, I’m pretty sure the cause of death was too many french fries and the Crimson Tide.”

      Jake rolled his eyes at her theory.  “I’m pretty sure that’s not what Vicki said.  But bottom line is that no one killed him because he had stolen information.”

      “Nope.”

      Jake pulled her close and hugged her tightly.  “So, odds are, they’re probably not trying to kill you because of the information he gave you.”

      She felt like dancing and she hugged him back.  “Nope.  Probably not.”

      He pulled back, bent her over his arm, and kissed her exuberantly.  He popped her back up and smiled against her lips as he dropped his hands to her butt and squeezed it, then pulled her closer.  “That’s one good piece of news.   You up for a little celebration?”

      She wiggled her hips against him and she could already feel him getting harder against her stomach.  “It feels like you’re already up for something, Jake.  Where would you like to start?”

      He hoisted her up higher against him, and she wrapped her long legs around his hips.  He locked his arms under her butt and headed towards the house as she writhed against him and leaned forward to take his earlobe in her mouth.  She sucked it lightly, and then stuck the hot tip of her tongue in his ear and licked it gently.  He groaned and she smiled at the sound.  “How about we start in the shower?”

      He nodded as he stepped up to the front door, gave a command, and the door unlocked.  He turned her so she could open the door, and then carried her through it, pushing it closed with his hip.  As they walked down the hall toward the bedroom, she pulled his shirt up and over his head so that his torso was bare and his shirt was around his arms and bunched against her chest.  She raked her nails lightly down his back and into the waistband of his pants, trying to reach down so she could squeeze his firm butt, but his gun was in the way.  She whispered in his ear.  “Hurry up, big guy.  I can’t reach anything good in this position.”

      She gasped as she felt herself falling backwards, only to land on her back on the bed with him on top of her.  He pulled back enough to jerk his shirt down his arms and throw it across the room, yanked her top off and then dropped down to rub his bare chest against hers like a huge cat.  She let out a satisfied, “Hmmm,” at the feel of his chest hair rasping against her nipples.  He propped up on one elbow and reached behind him to unclip his holster from his belt and then placed his gun on the table.  She immediately slid her hands down his back and into his pants, grabbing his ass with both hands and squeezing.  “Better.” She took his earlobe in her mouth and gently bit it then sucked on it, gratified to see goosebumps immediately race down his neck.  “But what’s with the pants?”

      He raised back up on his elbow and reached between them to unbutton his pants.  Lola slid her hands to his hips and pushed them down until she could reach them with her feet and push them down to his ankles, where he kicked them off and over the side of the bed.

      He could see her starting to breathe heavier, and her nipples hardened as she stared at his body.  He rolled over onto his back, propped himself up among the pillows, and took his hand and lazily scratched his chest and then lowered it teasingly down the front of his body.  With her hot eyes following his every move, he felt himself get bigger and harder until finally, he wrapped one hand around himself and started to stroke slowly, up and down, in front of her fascinated gaze.  With his other hand, he fondled his balls, rolling and tugging on them until he could hear her breath catch as she watched him, but she still made no move to touch him or join in.  He raised his eyebrows.  “So, Lola, like what you see?”

      Her tongue flicked out and traced her lower lip.  “Oh, yeah.”  She shifted onto her knees next to him and subtly rubbed her legs together, obviously excited.  Jake thought he was going to explode if she didn’t touch him soon.

      “So, feel free to jump in any time.”  His strokes sped up, and he felt himself lengthen even more under her attention.

      She shook her head, never taking her eyes off him.  “No, you just keep on doing what you’re doing.  I’ve never actually watched a man do this in front of me before, and I’ll have to admit, it’s kind of exciting.”

      Holy shit, this woman was going to kill him.  He was so excited at this point that his erection was hard as iron, and the head of it was wet and swollen.  It wouldn’t take long for him to finish himself off like this, so if that’s what she wanted, he was more than willing to accommodate her.  “You sure that’s what you want, baby?  You sure you don’t want to put this to good use inside you?”  He paused, and squeezed himself so that a bead of liquid appeared on the tip.  “The way you’re shifting around, it looks like you could use some attention yourself.”  He slowly spread the liquid around the head with his thumb and went back to stroking himself.

      “No, Jake, you finish up this way, and then the next one we’ll play together.  I don’t want you to distract me while I watch.”

      He shrugged.  “Okay, if that’s what you want, baby, here you go.”  He squeezed himself harder and started working his shaft faster as Lola continued to watch.  He braced his feet on the bed and bent his knees, and his back arched slightly as he got closer to the edge.  His breathing became harsh and he opened his eyes so he could watch Lola as she watched him.  She bit her lip and moaned as she saw his balls draw up tighter against his body and his other hand moved faster and faster.  Finally, he arched up, and a harsh groan tore up from his chest as he came so hard that the thick fluid shot up almost to his chest and pooled on his stomach.

      He collapsed back on the bed, still watching Lola, whose eyes had never left him.   As he tried to catch his breath, she finally looked up his body until she met his eyes.  She smiled at him and then leaned over to kiss him gently.  “Sweet baby Jesus, Jake, that was one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.”  She threw a leg over his body until she straddled his hips.  “Feel what you did to me.”  She took his hands and put them on her thighs and he slid them up until he could feel between her legs.  She was soaked.  He groaned and turned one hand so he could penetrate her with one, then two, big fingers.  He slowly pulled out and pushed back in, and she immediately started moving against his hand as he stroked her.

      He smiled at the dazed expression on her face as he continued his caresses.  “Hey sugar, you want to take this session into the shower?”  He waved his hand toward his chest and stomach.  “I’ve made a pretty decent mess here,” and he lifted his head to look around, “and I don’t see anything I can use to clean myself up.”

      Lola nodded, but she was having a good time right where she was, so she murmured, “Maybe later,” and leaned over to kiss him, carefully avoiding his chest and stomach.  As soon as she leaned over him, he pulled his fingers out of her, grabbed her and pulled her down so she was plastered against the front of his body.  She screeched and tried to push him away. “Eewww, Jake, stop it!  That feels so goopy.”  He started laughing at her reaction, and then he locked his arms around her and rubbed his chest and stomach all over her.  She started laughing as she tried to get away, and pretty soon they were both a gummy mess.  He finally let her go, and she sat up and held both arms out to the side as she looked down at herself, and then at him, in disbelief.  “Yuck, Jake, damn it, look at what you did!  Now we’re both a hot, sticky mess.”  He shrugged, and she shook her head at his unrepentant grin, trying not to smile.  “Well, I guess you’re going to get your way.  We’d better move this action to the shower, because if this stuff dries, we’ll be totally glued together, you crazy man.  It’ll take the jaws of life to peel us apart.”

      He winked.  “I thought you’d feel that way once you thought about it.”  He sat up, wrapped his arms around her hips, and stood up with her still straddling his lap.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and he carried her into the bathroom, putting her down next to the shower.  Jake reached in, turned on the water, and adjusted the temperature.  While they were standing there, he kissed her and then turned toward the bedroom.  “Be right back.  I’ve got some more condoms by the bed.”

      She grabbed his arm to stop him.  “Hey, Jake.  I just had my annual doctor’s appointment last month, I’ve been on the pill for years, and I’m clean as a whistle.  Unless you have an issue, we can try it without them.”

      He stared at her.  He hadn’t gone without a condom since his divorce.  “Lola, I just got tested a few months ago and I haven’t been with anyone in over a year, but are you sure?”

      She shrugged.  She’d thought about it in the car all the way back to his house, and she was sure.  She hadn’t had sex without one since she broke up with her fiancé in college, but she was confident that Jake would never do anything to risk her safety.  “I’m good if you are.”

      They stared at each other and Jake started laughing as he echoed her.  “Am I good?  Are you kidding?  I’m great!”  Lola started laughing and he winked at her as he waved her into the shower.  “After you, sugar.”

      She stepped in and turned so that the water flowed directly onto her chest and stomach as Jake stepped in behind her.  As soon as she was rinsed off, she turned so that the water hit both of them and she reached up to kiss him as she started running her hands over his chest and stomach, helping to clean him up.  She broke off the kiss and smiled up into Jake’s heavy lidded eyes as she reached for a bar of soap, lathered up her hands, and then placed her hands on the side of his neck and started washing him.  “My turn first, Jake.”  She rubbed her hands down his neck and across his shoulders, stopping at a scar that looked like a puncture wound bisected by a long surgical scar.   “Is that where you got shot?”

      He nodded.  “Yeah, but it’s no big deal.  The scar is big because they had to do some repair in there from where the bullet bounced around, but there was no serious damage.”

      She rubbed it gently and then continued down his body, lathering up his chest, then his stomach, then smiling at his disappointed, “Seriously?  Nothing?” as she bypassed his groin to continue washing his thighs, legs, and feet.  Lola shifted around to his backside and washed the backs of his legs, then stood up to wash his back and shoulders and down to his waist.  She then grabbed the bar of soap and lathered her hands up until she had clouds of fluffy bubbles.  She slowly rubbed her hands over the round cheeks of his muscled butt, then slipped between them and then down between his thighs.  Jake groaned and spread his legs to give her more room.  Lola cupped him from behind with one hand, fondling his testicles, and then reaching forward, she wrapped her soapy hand tightly around his erection and started stroking him.

      Jake leaned forward and braced his hands on the opposite wall of the shower, letting the hot water cascade down on his head as he enjoyed her gentle exploration.  After a few strokes, he reached around to pull Lola to his front so he could see her.  She was smiling at him.  “Now you’re squeaky clean, sweet thing.”  She reached over and grabbed the handheld shower and started to rinse him off.  As soon as she was done, Jake took it out of her hands, hung it back up, and gathered her against him.  He bent his head and kissed her sweetly, but the kiss quickly got out of control.  Jake backed her against the wall of the shower, grabbed her thigh, wedged it high on his hip, and slammed his entire length inside her.  When Lola gasped and stiffened, Jake instantly stopped.  He pulled his head back so he could see her face. “Oh shit, Lola, I’m sorry, did I hurt you?  Need me to stop?” He was hanging on to his control by a thread.  Without the latex, the sensations were much more intense, and she was so hot and so wet that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to last once he started to move.

      She shook her head.  “No, Jake, it just took me a second to catch my breath.”  She grabbed his ass with both hands and reached up and kissed him quickly.  “You still take a little getting used to.  But I don’t want you to stop, I need you to move. Now.”

      He laughed and obliged, slowly pulling back and then thrusting forward, rotating his hips at the end of each stroke.  She moaned and rubbed herself against him.  “Harder, and a little faster, Jake.  Please.”

      He nodded and obliged, with Lola grinding herself against him with every stroke. Within a minute, she was writhing mindlessly against him, and he could feel her muscles start to clench around him.  He started pounding into her harder, until he finally felt her completely let go.  Her head dropped back, her fingernails dug into his ass as she pulled him as tight against her as she could, and she moaned his name as she held him deep inside her as she went over the edge.

      As soon as she was done and was hanging limply against the wall, Jake started to move quickly inside her with hard, pounding thrusts and finally his head dropped forward, he slammed against her once, twice, three times, and on the fourth stroke he thrust into her as deep as he could go, holding himself there as his orgasm ripped through him.  He collapsed against Lola, pinning her against the wall, holding her there with his body weight.

      When he could finally catch his breath, he managed to gather himself enough to brace his arms against the wall so he could support his weight and give Lola some space to breathe.  He leaned against one arm and used the other hand to push Lola’s wet hair out of her face.  He leaned forward and gently kissed her.  “Hey, sugar, you okay?”

      She slowly opened her eyes and smiled at Jake, a lazy, damn-that-was-some-good-sex smile.  “I’m totally fine, Jake.  In fact, I think I can say I’m absolutely fabulous, thanks to you.”

      He stood up, helped her take her thigh off his hip, and then slowly pulled out of her as he steadied her and helped her stand up straight.  As they both swayed unsteadily on their feet, they looked at each other and laughed.  Lola shook her head.  “We’re quite a pitiful pair, aren’t we?”  She leaned against him and hugged him.  “I’ll tell you what, Jake.  It’s been so long since I had sex without protection, I’d forgotten about how intense it can be.”  She felt him nod above her as he hugged her back.  She pulled back and looked up into his face and winked.  “And how messy.  How about we try a real shower this time?”
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      They finished their shower and were almost finished getting dressed when Jake pulled a sweatshirt over his head and turned so that Lola could see the writing on the front that said, “Alabama National Champions 2018.  This is what we do.”  She rolled her eyes and mimed sticking her finger down her throat, and Jake started laughing.

      They both pulled on a pair of sweatpants and went downstairs.  Unfortunately, they had already eaten most of what Daisy had made for them, and they didn’t feel like thawing out anything to cook, so they were rummaging around the kitchen trying to find something to eat. Jake pulled out his phone and called his brother.  Steve answered the phone on the second ring, sounding worried.  “What?  Did something happen?”

      “Hey Steve.  I’m putting you on speaker. No, nothing bad.  Lola just got a call from her friend at the medical examiner’s office and they just got the autopsy results on Mitch, including the tox results.”

      Steve sounded distracted.  “Hang on a minute, Jake.”  They could hear him discussing something in the background, then he came back on the line.  “Okay, that was my buddy at the FDA.  When you do a large study on a new drug, samples are collected and stored for random testing at various points in the process. He’s going to see if he can get ahold of a couple of those samples.”

      “Do you need a warrant for that?” Lola didn’t want him to do anything that could get him into trouble or that could blow the case if it turned out there was an actual problem.

      “I’d need a warrant if I wanted to test it, at this point, but the FDA guys don’t, so it’s not a problem.”  Suddenly he stopped.  “Wait, did you say you had the results of Willard’s autopsy?”

      “Yep.”  Jake and Lola smiled at each other when Jake didn’t elaborate.  It only took a second for Steve to react.

      “So what killed him?  An injection of potassium chloride to stop his heart?  Some kind of poison?”

      Lola snickered.  “Apparently, fried chicken and a sedentary lifestyle.  With a contributing factor of heartbreak caused by the University of Alabama.”

      There was dead silence.  “Are you telling me he died of natural causes?”

      Jake was nodding as he answered.  “Yep.  He had a massive heart attack.  The injection mark on his chest wasn’t from someone trying to kill him.  It was from a last-ditch resuscitation effort by the EMTs.”

      Steve whooped in the phone.  “That’s great.  So Lola, he wasn’t killed because of the information he stole.”

      She smirked at Jake as she answered.  “Not unless the killer had the most poorly planned contract killing in history…follow the little fat dude around and wait until he drops dead of a massive heart attack.”

      Steve laughed.  “Well, this is certainly looking better for you, Lola.  Now, let’s just find out if they’re trying to sneak anything past the FDA, and we’ll know for sure what’s going on.  Hang in there, and I’ll be back with you the second I hear anything.  Later guys.”  He disconnected and Jake and Lola went back to rummaging through the fridge.

      Jake opened a container of barbeque and took a sniff.  He then handed it to Lola to check out, and she sniffed it and shrugged.  “So long as that’s supposed to be barbeque, it smells okay to me.”

      Jake agreed, so he reached into the pantry and pulled out a package of buns and a new bag of Cheetos.  At the sight of the Cheetos bag, Lola gasped dramatically and clutched her chest.  “Be still my heart.  Jake, are you a Cheetos fan?”

      He snorted.  “Uh, yeah.  Who isn’t?  Cheetos are only the world’s best snack food.  And I’m talking the little crispy ones, not the big puffy ones.”

      Lola wiped imaginary tears from her eyes.  “Finally.  A man after my own heart.”  She grabbed the bag and ripped it open, grabbing a huge handful before handing it back to Jake.  She leaned against the counter and munched happily while he heated the barbeque in the microwave and popped the buns in the toaster.  While they waited for their food to heat, Jake popped a handful of Cheetos in his mouth and stared into space, thinking furiously.

      Lola interrupted his thoughts.  “So what are you thinking?”

      It took him a second to realize she was talking to him.  She repeated the question and he winked.  “Obviously, I’m thinking that a woman who loves Cheetos, barbeque, and sex is the textbook definition of the ideal woman.”

      She grabbed a handful of Cheetos and winked back.  “Obviously.  But for the record, not necessarily in that order.”  She stuffed the snack food in her mouth and laughed when Jake leaned over to kiss her.

      The microwave dinged and he turned to pull out the barbeque.  Lola grabbed two plates and pulled the buns out of the toaster, and Jake then spooned the pork onto the buns, while Lola poured them each a glass of water.  They sat at the table and chewed in silence, both lost in their own thoughts.

      The more Lola thought about the past few days, the more she became upset.  She felt like she owed Jake a huge apology. When Lola swallowed the last bite of her sandwich and chased it with a glass of water, she turned to Jake, took a deep breath and blew it out forcefully.  “I’m so sorry I got you involved with all this.  It’s obvious that none of this is a big deal and I totally overreacted.  This has all been a huge mistake.”

      That got Jake’s attention.  He glared at her as he shook his head.  “That’s absolutely not correct.”

      Lola glared right back.    She’d always prided herself on being self-sufficient and never depending on someone else to take care of her, and she was mortified that her wrong assumptions had cost Jake that much time, money and manpower for nothing.  “Really?  It looks like a correct assessment to me.  Let’s recap. No one killed Mitch, it looks like the program is a relaxation program to help reduce the need for opiates, and the company appears to be legitimate and is involved in a properly registered and monitored clinical trial.”  She snorted.  “This whole situation has been a great use of everyone’s time.”

      He reached across the table and took her hand and squeezed it until she looked at him.  “Four men broke into your house and office to steal a flash drive, so you had legitimate concerns.  And we still don’t know what the deal is with the opioid.  If the professor is right and they’ve actually falsified the composition of the drug, you’re talking about millions of dollars in losses, and there may also be criminal charges for anyone involved.  Someone like you could be a huge loose end, and we both know that people have killed for a lot less than that.  Until we find out the truth about the drug, you’re still potentially in danger.”

      She thought about it and finally nodded.  “No, you’re right.  We still don’t have all the pieces of this puzzle yet.”

      “And even if you’re not personally in danger, if it turns out they’re using that experimental drug to make their opioid more effective, the amount of people who could’ve ended up addicted is a horrific end result.  And now that won’t happen.”

      She nodded as he smiled at her.  “I guess you’re right, Jake.  It would be worth a week of lost time just to make sure that innocent people are protected from an unsafe product.”

      He reached for her other hand, too, and brought them both to his mouth for a sweet kiss.  “And if it hadn’t been for this, we never would have met.  That alone makes all this worthwhile to me.”  She rolled her eyes and tried to pull her hands loose, but he held on.  He winked at her.  “Come on, Lola, you’ve had a great time with me this week.  Admit it.  You think I’m adorable.”  He flashed his dimples at her and batted his eyes, and she couldn’t help it.  She started laughing.

      “You’ve got some good points.  I admit it.  You’re hot and you’re certainly a good time, so I’ve had no complaints this week.”

      He bobbled his eyebrows at her and crooned in a low, teasing voice, “Come on.  You know it’s more than that.  Admit it.  I’m your perfect man.”

      “Perfect for sex?  Sure.  You’re right.”

      He suddenly sat up straight and stopped teasing her.  “Lola, this is more than just sex, and you know it.  You may not want to admit it, but you know as well as I do this could be something real, and something special.”

      Lola stood up and pulled her hands free.  “Maybe so.  But I told you from the beginning that I’m not interested in a relationship.  Period.  And the fact that you’re adorable doesn’t change that fact.”

      “So once we figure this out, as far as you’re concerned, that’s it.  We’re done.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest.  Now she was pissed. “Pretty much.  Of course, I’ll send your office payment for whatever I owe you for all the security, plus whatever amount you say to cover your personal time, and we’ll just chalk this up to a job well done, with some good sex thrown in to keep it lively.”

      His face reddened and Lola could see his jaw clenching and unclenching as he tried to gain control of his temper.  “I’ll be interested to see how you value my personal time, Lola.  Should I bill you by the hour, or for every minute we spent in bed?  Or maybe it’s per sexual act.  One price for vertically against a door, another for in the tub.  Maybe we can set a fee schedule.”

      He saw her eyes narrow and she looked like she was getting as mad as Jake.  Before the whole situation blew up, Jake tried another tack.  “You know I don’t care about the money, Lola.  But, you don’t even want to give us a shot?  You can just walk away without a second thought?”

      She uncrossed her arms and her face was expressionless as she stared at Jake.  “Yep. Not a problem.” Lola grabbed both plates and carried them to the sink, rinsed them off, and loaded the dishwasher while Jake stared at her, frustrated.  When she was done, she turned to face him and gave a huge, fake, yawn.  “Well, I’m a little tired.  I think I’m going in the living room to watch a little TV and take a nap.  Maybe we could finish this fun conversation later?”

      Jake shook his head and smiled a fake, polite smile.  He grabbed his phone off the table and shoved it in his back pocket.  “No thanks.  I need to blow off a little steam, so I think I’ll go find something else to do.”

      Lola answered, just as politely, “That sounds great.  Well, I guess I’ll see you later.” She turned and walked toward the sofa in the living room.

      Jake watched her go, frustrated that she refused to admit that they might actually have something special between them.  He was about to head downstairs, but instead, he followed her into the living room.  She plopped down on the sofa and was just about to turn on the TV when he came to stand in front of her with his hands on his hips.  “So let me make sure I understand this.  So to you, this is just sex.”

      Lola tossed the remote on the sofa and faced him.  “Yep.  Just sex.”

      “And you’re not interested in anything other than just sex.”

      She smirked.  “I don’t understand why this is so hard for you to understand, Jake.  Once again, I’m not interested in anything with you other than sex.”

      He nodded, his jaw tight, and his eyes narrowed at her.  “Well, if it’s just sex, then I don’t see any reason why we don’t take advantage of that.”  He bent over and scooped her off the sofa, hoisted her up against his chest and marched down the hall.

      She was as furious as he was, and at first, she struggled against his hold, but he just held her tighter.  “Put me down, you big jackass.”

      “I’ll put you down in a minute.  If sex is what you want, then that’s exactly what you’ll get.”  He reached his bedroom and shoved the door open with his elbow.  He strode over to the bed and dropped her in the middle of it.

      She immediately hopped up onto her knees and jammed her hands on her hips and faced him.  He was standing by the bed, and instantly mimicked her stance, placing his hands on his hips.  She leaned forward so she could poke him in the chest and challenged him, “So what now, Jake?  You want to have sex?  Fine, let’s do it.”  She snatched her shirt over her head and threw it on the floor.  “Are these what you want?”  She cupped her small breasts in her hands, while he stood there staring at her, not coming any closer.  “Or this?” She yanked her pants and panties down in one motion and sat back on the bed so she could rip them off her feet and she threw them at him.  They hit his chest and dropped to the floor.  She flung her arms wide. “Here I am, Jake.  Is this what you want?  Come on then.  Come and take it.”

      Suddenly, his whole demeanor changed.  His shoulders dropped and he put his hands in his pockets.  He stared at her for a long moment and finally said quietly, “No, Lola, that’s not at all what I want,” and he turned around and left the room.  She heard him walk down the hall, she heard the front door open and close, and a few seconds later she heard the car door open.  She jumped up and looked to see him rummaging in the back of his SUV.  He slung a rifle over his shoulder and grabbed a duffel bag, slammed the hatch, and headed into the woods.

      Lola stood there, watching him go, and then she realized she was cold.  She got dressed and then went out into the living room to watch TV.  She had just settled onto the sofa when she heard several gun shots.  She shot off the sofa and ran to the window, her heart feeling like it was going to pound out of her chest, trying to remember where the guns in the house were located.  When she heard another series of shots, she remembered that Jake had told her he had a shooting range in the woods, and she relaxed, knowing that he wasn’t in danger, but was just taking some target practice.

      Now that he was gone, Lola started to think.  When Jake turned and left the bedroom looking so defeated, it had actually hurt Lola’s heart to think that she had caused him pain.  That’s when it hit her.  She did care about him.  A lot.  She sat there, her mind racing.  She had promised herself years ago that she would never put herself in a situation where she didn’t hold all of the power, and now she had met a man who could screw up her carefully constructed world.  Now what was she supposed to do?

      She grabbed her phone and called Daisy, who as usual, answered her phone with a cheerful, “Hola, Lola!”

      Lola smiled, despite her bad mood.  “Hey Daisy.  How’s it going?”

      Daisy immediately became serious as soon as she heard Lola’s tone of voice.  “What’s wrong, sweetie?  Are you okay?”

      Lola sat there for a moment gathering her thoughts.  “No, Daisy, I don’t think I am.” And she proceeded to tell Daisy about their fight.  “And then when I finally confronted him and basically said, fine, yes this is only about sex, so let’s have sex if that’s what you want, and he stopped and said in this sad voice, ‘no, that’s not what I want at all,’ and he left.”

      “So he left you alone at his house with no protection?”  Now Daisy sounded furious.

      “No, he’s near the house shooting targets.  I think he needed to blow off some steam.  He has his phone which would warn him of any possible problems.”

      Daisy relaxed.  “So even though he was pissed, he was still looking out for your safety.”

      Lola shrugged.  “It’s such an ingrained habit, I don’t think he could do otherwise.”  She flopped back among the sofa pillows.  “Daisy, what am I going to do?  I’ve never been in a situation like this.”

      Daisy took a deep breath.  “Lola, I was there when your fiancé screwed you over, and I understand why you’re so freaked about the idea of a relationship, but let’s talk this through logically.  What is so scary about a relationship?”

      Lola snorted.  “That’s easy.  I don’t want a relationship where I don’t have all the power and control.  That’s why I like my little mimbos that I can boss around.  The last time I gave that up, I got bitten in the ass, and I don’t want that to happen again.”

      “Okay, I get that.  But think about it.  Giving up power and control wasn’t the problem.  The problem was giving up power and control to a person who was a total asshole.  Do you think that if you were in a relationship with Jake, he would ever do anything to deliberately harm you?”

      Lola’s reply was immediate.  “Absolutely not.  He’s not that kind of guy.  Everything he’s done has been specifically to protect me from harm.”

      Daisy prodded her.  “But you haven’t known him that long.  How do you know he’s not that kind of guy?”

      Lola snorted.  “Please.  I can tell.”

      “Exactly!”  Daisy clapped and Lola started laughing at her delight.  “Lola, you are an adult and are an excellent judge of character.  You misjudged your ex-fiance, who I think we can all agree was a total dick, but you were nineteen years old and just a stupid kid.  You’re a grown-ass woman now.  You know the good guys from the bad.  And you think Jake is a good guy.”

      Lola was nodding.  “He is.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”  Daisy spoke gently.  “Lola, I’m going to remind me of what you told me when the idea of a relationship with Luke freaked me out.  He’s not asking you to marry him, he just wants you to agree to date him.  Just go slow and see what happens.”

      Lola was thinking it over.  “You’re right.”

      “And tell him about your ex-fiance.”  Daisy sounded very sure about that.  “He needs to understand where your freakiness about relationships comes from.”

      Lola had never told anyone outside her immediate family and closest friends the whole story about what had happened.  She hated sounding like such a pathetic loser, but she also knew that Daisy was right.  If she and Jake were going to have any kind of long-term relationship, he needed to understand where her discomfort was coming from.  “Okay.  I know you’re right.”

      “Just talk to him, Lola, and I’m sure everything will work out.”

      Lola had been so involved with the conversation, she didn’t notice the gun shots had stopped.  She heard the front door open and saw Jake come in.  “Okay, chickie, I’ve got to go.  I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Good luck.”  Lola hung up and turned to face Jake.  His cheeks, nose, and ears were red from the cold and he didn’t look any happier than he did before he left.  He nodded abruptly to her, then, careful not to meet her eyes or touch her, he walked past her to go into the kitchen, dumping his rifle and the duffle on the dining room table as he walked by.  He grabbed a beer, then sat down and pulled a gun cleaning kit out of the duffle, along with several pistols, and spread them out on the table.  As Lola watched, he took a swig of beer and started silently disassembling the rifle with practiced motions, spreading the parts out in front of him as he studiously ignored her.

      She came over and sat down across from him.  “Those shots scared me to death until I realized it was you.”

      He didn’t look up as he started cleaning the components.  “Sorry.”

      “I was ready to come protect you, guns blazing.”

      He wasn’t ready to make nice.  He snorted.   “Yeah, it would be awful for you if your latest mimbo got injured and put a crimp in your plans.”  He placed some solvent on a brush to clean out the barrel of the rifle and shoved it through harder than necessary.

      Lola took a deep breath.  It wasn’t in her nature to take shit off of anyone, but she knew she was in the wrong in this situation.  “I assume you’re saying that you’re my latest mimbo?”

      He glared at her.  “Apparently.” Then he dropped his gaze as he went back to cleaning the weapon.

      Lola picked up one of the cleaning patches and started toying with it.  She wanted to tell him what was on her mind, but wasn’t sure where to start.  This was the first time she’d ever told anyone other than her very best friends and her brother about her ex-fiance, and her heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her ears.  She started to tell him a couple of times, but each time she ended up just taking a deep breath and letting it out in a big sigh.

      Jake had finally had enough.  He carefully put the barrel down on the table and crossed his arms staring at her with his eyebrows raised.  “What Lola?  Do you have something to say to me?”  When she just looked at him with her eyes narrowing as she started to get irritated, he widened his eyes innocently in response.  “Oh, I’m sorry, do you want something?  Is it time for us to have sex?  Since that’s all I’m good for, just let me know when it’s good for you and I’ll hop right on it.  Or on you, to be specific.  After all, it’s all about you, right?”

      Lola slammed her hands down on the table and came out of the chair and leaned toward him as she snapped at him.  “Look you big jackass, I’m trying to explain something to you.”

      He rolled his eyes and picked up his brush and cleaned it off with cleaning solvent.  “Yeah, well, FYI, for someone who supposedly explains things for a living, you’re doing a pretty shitty job.”

      She took another deep breath, trying to get a better grip on her temper, since the first try didn’t work so well.  She stared at him and he kept cleaning, still refusing to meet her eyes.  Finally, she slumped back in the chair and picked up the cleaning cloth and started playing with it again.  In a quiet voice, she said, “I had a fiancé in college.  He stood me up at the altar, took naked pictures of me while I was passed out, and then tried to blackmail me with them.”  She threw the cloth in the middle of the table and stood up.  She shoved her hands in her pockets.  “I know I’ve got some trust issues, but I wanted you to know my problem is me, not you.”

      When she turned to leave the room, Jake dumped the gun on the table and caught her wrist.  He was floored by what she was saying.  “Lola, wait.”  He reached onto the table and grabbed a towel to wipe solvent off his hands and her wrist where he held her.  He pulled her into the chair next to him and grabbed both of her hands in his, staring at her until she met his eyes.  “What are you talking about? What did he do to you?”

      She smiled and shrugged.  “We went out for almost three years in college and I thought he was the one.  He was smart, he was handsome, and we made all these big plans.  We got engaged, we planned a big wedding, and on the day of the wedding, he just didn’t show up.  I’m standing there in a wedding dress with three hundred people and he was nowhere to be found. I was scared he must have been in some kind of accident, that he was dead in a ditch somewhere, but we called the hospitals, we called the cops and no one knew what happened for three days.”  She rolled her eyes, and Jake squeezed her hands to encourage her to continue.  “So he finally shows up at my apartment, and I’m freaked out and exhausted, and when I asked him where in the hell he’d been, he just shrugged and said he’d been ‘busy’.”

      Jake was enraged on her behalf.  “Busy?  That’s all he had to say after being missing for three days?”

      Lola snorted.  “You believe that bullshit?  At that point, I started screaming at him, I’m crying because I’m relieved and pissed, all at the same time, and I’m asking him what the hell is going on.  He finally just cuts me off, looks at me with a disgusted look on his face and tells me that, sorry, he’s met someone else, oh, and by the way, he needs some money because she’s pregnant and needs an abortion.”

      Jake was sitting there with his mouth open.  He shook his head as he tried to imagine what she’d been through.  “That guy had some balls, I’ll give him that.  I’m sure you told him to kiss your ass.”

      “Of course, but that wasn’t the end of it.”  Lola felt embarrassed retelling the story to Jake.  She hated for anyone to feel sorry for her, but Daisy was right, she needed to tell him the whole thing.  “When I told him to kiss my ass, he proceeds to pull an envelope out of his pocket and shows me a bunch of naked pictures of me.  Apparently, I pretty much passed out after Sara’s bachelorette party and while I was out, he stripped me, posed me, and took pictures.  He said if I didn’t pay him the money, he’d send them to my mother.”  She swallowed hard.  “And when I refused to pay him, that’s exactly what he did.”

      Jake was stunned.  “Seriously?  He sent the pictures to your mom?

      She closed her eyes and tilted her head back at the memory.  “Yep.  Fortunately, I had told Bryan, my brother, what had happened and he and Mikey intercepted the pictures before she saw them.  They then tracked him down and,” she made little air quotes with her fingers, “’convinced’ him to give up the negatives and they made sure I never heard from him again.”  She smiled and winked at him.  “And that part of the story I liked.  I always hoped their ‘convincing’ was long and painful, but they always refused to give me any details.”  She pulled her hands free and ran her hands through her hair as she slumped back against the back of the chair.  “So, anyway, that’s my ridiculous tale of woe.  And that’s why I’ve always refused to get involved with anyone. Since that whole fiasco I’ve never really trusted my judgment with men and relationships.  Instead, I date guys that I have complete control over so I never have to worry about someone being in a position to betray me like that again.”

      He nodded slowly as he thought about what she said.  “So young, dumb, uncomplicated, and someone you can boss around makes total sense.”  He smiled at her.  “I can also see why I’d be a problem for you.”  He reached over and pulled her over to him so that she straddled his lap.  He hugged her tightly, and she tucked her face into his neck and hugged him back.  He pulled back to look in her face.  “Hmmm.  So, just out of curiosity, what is that dickhead’s name?  Any idea where he is now?”

      She shrugged.  “No idea.” She saw his expression and wagged her finger in his face.  “And no, you don’t need to track him down and make his life miserable.”

      He rolled his eyes and shrugged.  “What?  No, I was just curious.”

      She rolled her eyes right back.  “Right.  I’m sure you weren’t going to use your computer skills to track him down and make his life a living hell.”

      He widened his eyes innocently and pointed his finger to his chest.  “Who me?  Of course not.  And I wasn’t going to use Big Al to check out any shady business deals and then notify the proper authorities.  Like the IRS.  Or the Department of Justice.  Or the FBI. Or maybe Jerry Jeff.”

      She batted her eyes at him and looped her arms around his neck.  “Of course you weren’t.”  She kissed him, a big smacking kiss on the lips.  “But thanks for wanting to make his life a little more difficult.”  She kissed him again.  “And thanks for giving me the mental picture of Jerry Jeff and my ex in a MMA cage.  That will give me endless hours of pleasure.”

      He started trailing little sucking kisses up her neck and she moaned and wiggled closer.  “How about you let me give you endless hours of pleasure?”  He stood up and she wrapped her legs around him and he anchored his arms under her butt so he could walk her down the hall.

      Lola awoke the next morning thinking that the only thing better than the sex the night before was waking to the smell of bacon and coffee.  She pulled on Jake’s Tshirt and a pair of fluffy socks and followed the smells down the hall to the kitchen.  When she came around the corner, Jake was standing over the stove, wearing only a pair of unbuttoned jeans and a pair of socks, humming to himself while the bacon cooked.  She smiled to herself as she watched him.

      “You think that’s safe frying bacon with no shirt on?”  She came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist, kissing his back between his shoulder blades.

      He smiled at her over his shoulder.  “It might be a little dangerous with no pants, but I’m safe as a kitten with no shirt.  Trust me, I’m a professional.”  He turned to give her a kiss and winked at her.  “You sleep good?”

      She nodded against his back.  “Like a baby.  I think you wore me out.”

      He grinned as he flipped the bacon. “Good.  That was the plan, sugar.   Dazzle you with my mad skills of seduction and put you in a sexually induced coma.”  He inclined his head toward the opposite counter.  “There’s some coffee for you.  I already put the sugar and cream in the cup, just pour in the coffee and you’re good to go.”

      She squeezed him and went to pour the coffee.  “Now, that’s the right way to start your day. A tall, handsome, semi-naked man, bacon, and coffee.”  She sat down on the other side of the island and took a sip of her coffee.

      He waved his spatula at her.  “Brace yourself.  It’s even better than that.  As soon as I get this bacon on the warmer, I’m making you pancakes.”

      She moaned appreciatively at the thought of pancakes.  “Ooh, Lawd.  Pancakes.  Definitely a man after my own heart.”

      He grinned and put the bacon on paper towels on a plate and stuck it in the warming drawer.  He took the prepared pancake batter out of the fridge, wiped the bacon grease out of the pan, and poured four pancakes into the pan.  Lola sipped her coffee and smiled at him.  “You need a chef’s hat.  And maybe an apron.  Maybe just a chef’s hat and an apron. Forget the pants.”

      He rolled his eyes at the thought.  “You like me cooking for you?”

      She laughed.  “I like anyone cooking for me.”

      “Then you’re in for a treat. Wait until you taste my brisket and butt.  They’re to die for.”

      She waggled her eyebrows.  “Why, Jake, I think I’ve tasted both several times and they were absolutely delicious.”

      He laughed and pointed at her with his spatula.  “Such a dirty girl, Ms. Lola.”

      She winked at him and smiled and went to get the coffee pot.  She refilled both of their cups, replaced the pot, and sat back down at the bar.  As Jake flipped the pancakes, he casually mentioned that he’d gotten an email from some friends about a party.  “Speaking of my brisket and butt, next month, a group of my friends and I are cooking out down by the lake.  You want to come?  I’m cooking briskets, butts, and ribs, and everyone else is bringing the sides. It’s just a bunch of my buds from college, very casual.   Your only job would be to keep me company while I tend the smoker and then hang out once everyone gets here.  No cooking required, I promise.”

      He flipped the pancakes and then looked at her for her answer.  Lola recognized the casual invitation for what it really was—a confirmation that she wanted to continue in a real relationship after her situation was resolved.  She looked at him and shrugged, answering just as casually.  “Sure.  Sounds fun.”  Then she wrinkled her nose.  “Wait, are these all your college friends?  Is this a bunch of damn Bama fans?”  She gave an exaggerated shudder.  “Oookkkaaayyy, I’ll come, but I’m wearing a UGA onesie.”

      He laughed, relieved.  “Whatever it takes.”

      “I can bring something, though.  Want me to get Daisy to make us some red velvet cupcakes?”

      His head snapped around at the thought of Daisy’s cupcakes.  “Hell yeah, that would be awesome.  Better yet, invite all your friends to come.  They’ll fit in fine, and those cupcakes will make Daisy the queen of the party.”

      Lola smiled at him.  “That sounds like a great plan.  I’ll text them later.”   She got up again to top off their coffee and then put the empty carafe in the sink.  He split the bacon between the two of them, plated pancakes for them, poured syrup on them, and came around to sit beside her.  Lola forked a huge bite of pancake, moaning appreciatively as she chewed.  “Holy shit, Jake, these are amazing.”  She washed the bite down with a gulp of coffee then took another huge bite, asking with her mouth full, “Are there more of these?”

      He nodded.  “Uh yeah.  What, you think I haven’t met you before?  Since you were eating, I made an extra large batch.  Normally, for me, I make enough for six to eight pancakes, but today, I made enough for twelve.”

      She looked doubtful.  “Twelve little ones, like these?”

      He laughed and hooked his arm around her neck and put a sticky kiss on her lips.  “No, dork, enough for twelve each.  I can make about twenty-four pancakes like these.”

      Lola was relieved.  “Whew.  I thought, hell, I could probably eat at least twelve myself.”  She shoved another bite in her mouth and chewed happily, making little humming, yummy noises.  Jake started laughing and got up to put some more pancakes in the pan.  She grinned, and said with her mouth full, “Keep ‘em coming, Jake.  You really helped me work up an appetite last night, so you know that means you have to feed me.”  He flipped two more pancakes on her plate, turned the ones in the pan, and grabbed his plate so he could finish the two he had left.

      By the time they were done, Lola had eaten thirteen pancakes and Jake finished ten.  She leaned back in her chair and patted her full stomach.  “Jake, that was delicious.”  She leaned forward in her chair and kissed him.  She put her hand on his thigh and slid it slowly up his leg.  “I need a shower.  Eventually.  First, I could use a little action to finish waking up.”

      “The pancakes and coffee didn’t do the job?”

      She shook her head and he groaned as she started to caress his leg.  “No, now I think I’m a little overcarbed.  I need some activity to get me going.  You in the mood to join me?”

      He stood up and scooped her off her chair, threw her upside down over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and headed toward his bathroom. She was laughing and trying to shove her hands down the back of his pants, but he started running down the hall which made fondling him much more difficult.

      They started on the bathroom counter then ended with a very long shower, which eventually got them both clean but they were exhausted afterwards.  They managed to dry off and staggered back to the bedroom and Lola barely managed to pull back the covers before they collapsed naked on the bed and snuggled under the blankets.  Jake was lying on his back and he pulled Lola over so she was on her side with her arm across his chest and her leg pulled up across his hips.  She teasingly rubbed her thigh against him and he groaned.  “Forget it, you evil woman.  I couldn’t get it up again right now if my life depended on it.”

      She laughed and yawned as she snuggled in and closed her eyes.  “Wimp.  I’m totally ready to go again.”

      He rolled his head and raised his eyebrows.  Honestly, that was about all the effort he could make at the moment. “Really?  Okay, big talker.  Go for it.  I’ll just lay here, and you give it your best shot.  If you can get anything going, I’ll join right in.”

      She didn’t even open her eyes.  Or move.  “Fine.  Here I go.  Get ready, big guy.  I’m about to rock your world.”  Her voice trailed off as she fell asleep in mid boast.

      Jake smiled and held her closer and he soon drifted off as well.  They slept for almost an hour and were awakened by a ringing phone.  Jake fumbled for the phone and answered it as soon as he realized it was his brother.  “Hey, Steve.  What you got?”

      Jake sat up and looked at Lola who had woken up and was looking at him.  She idly ran a hand under the sheet across his lap and up his naked thigh and he winked at her as he listened to Steve, answering with an occasional, “Uh huh.”  His brows drew together.  “Hang on Steve, let me put you on speaker so Lola can hear.”  He switched the speaker on and held the phone so Lola could hear.  “Okay, Steve, say that again.”

      “Hey, Lola.”

      “Hey, Steve.  You got something interesting for us?”

      “I do.  My FDA and lab buddies did some testing on the samples we got, and it appears there is a problem with the samples.”

      Jake leaned forward.  “Was it the experimental drug we thought it was?”

      Steve hesitated.  “Not exactly.”

      Lola and Jake looked at each other and Lola frowned.  “Did y’all run your findings past Professor Littman?”

      “Yes.  He said that there are some similarities to the experimental drug, but there are some big differences.  He also said that it is a SSRI, so DeLeon Labs didn’t lie about that, but it wasn’t the simple SSRI they said it was either   The question now is whether the drug is so different from what they claimed that it could stop the clinical trial or keep the drug from being approved by the FDA.”

      Jake grabbed Lola’s hand and laced his fingers with hers.  “So what’s the answer to that?”

      Steve hesitated.  “No idea.  Now, this is in the hands of the FDA and I’m out of the loop.”

      The all sat in silence for a moment, thinking through the implications of what they had learned.  Lola was the first to speak.  “So what does that mean?”

      Steve took a deep breath.  “Well, there’s no overt mislabeling of drugs, no fraud, this is just a matter of whether they misrepresented a drug or falsified an application with the FDA, so the FDA will be the ones investigating it.  It’s no longer anything under our jurisdiction.  Plus, we now know that Mitch wasn’t killed by anything other than possibly KFC, so there’s no murder plot.  The only crime we know of is the break-ins, and the way that everything’s turning out, that looks like a local matter if y’all decide to pursue it.”

      Jake and Lola looked at each other and shrugged.  He was right.  Steve continued.  “On the plus side, Lola, it doesn’t look like there’s any reason that anyone should be messing with you in the future.  But I will say, I think y’all may want to have a little chat with DeLeon and the guys he hired to break into your house to make sure they know they need to stay the hell away from you.”

      Jake squeezed Lola’s hand and winked at her and she smiled back.  “Don’t worry about that, brother.  We’re going to pay them all a personal visit to make sure they understand that this is now over and Lola will no longer be on their radar.”

      There was a pause, and then Steve hesitantly asked a question.  “So Lola, does this mean I’ll be seeing you at our next family gathering?”

      Lola still looked a little like a deer in headlights, but she managed to smile at the phone.  “Let’s just say you never know where I might turn up.”

      Steve laughed.  “You’re a brave woman, Lola.  Especially now that you know his history with women.”

      Jake interrupted as Lola started laughing with Steve.  “That’s enough from both of you.  Steve, I think Lola’s heard enough about everyone’s opinion about what a loser I am with women, so no need to revisit that topic.  And Lola, don’t egg that jackass on, it only makes him more obnoxious.”  He hesitated and then quietly thanked his brother.  “And Steve, seriously, thanks for all your help.”

      “No problem, Jake.  I did it for Lola, though, not you.  Just to be clear.”

      Lola smiled at his words as Jake rolled his eyes and bit back a sarcastic comment.  “Thanks, Steve.  I really appreciate everything you did for me.” She glanced at Jake.  “For us, actually.  You’re a good brother.  And a great friend.”

      “You’re more than welcome, Lola.   Hope I’ll see you next time I’m in town.”

      “You, too.”

      They all exchanged pleasantries and hung up.  Lola and Jake looked at each other.  Lola took a deep breath and shrugged.  “Okay, so what do we do to finish this up?”

      Jake brought their entwined hands up to his mouth and kissed her knuckles.  “Well, after we put some clothes on, let’s go talk to Mike and see what he thinks.”  He took a deep breath and seemed to choose his words carefully.  “But I think that, if it’s okay with you, just Mike and I should go talk to the assholes that broke into your house.”  Lola could see the anger in his eyes.  “I want them to understand that any future contact with you is completely off limits.”

      Lola thought about it for a second.  She didn’t like the idea of being left out, but she’d spent a lot of time around guys and she knew that a conversation like this would be more effective without her being involved.  Also, to be honest, she wasn’t crazy about seeing the men that had been going through her house, especially after the one guy made comments about her and her friends being hot.  The whole situation was just creepy.  She tilted her head to one side and tapped her index finger on her lip. “Hmmm.  So, no girls allowed, huh?  This is just man to man?  Which means you and Mikey are going to threaten them.  With what?  Kicking the shit out of them, or having them arrested for breaking and entering?”

      Jake relaxed at her mild tone and shrugged.  “Probably both.  We’ll show them the tapes of them breaking in and remind them that being a private investigator doesn’t allow them to break into someone’s home without permission and that you are perfectly willing to prosecute.  A felony breaking and entering won’t be great for their PI licenses.” He dropped her hands and crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes narrowing as he remembered the comment the man had made about Lola and her friends.  “I also want to personally remind him that you and your friends are all married and have no interest in meeting him or his friends. Then Mike and I will make it clear that we have a personal interest in your health and well-being and that if they ever come anywhere near you, they’ll be dealing with Atlanta PD first, and then us last.”

      Lola nodded.  “Fine by me.  Just make sure you remember the conversation so you can repeat their whiny little comments as they beg for mercy.”

      Jake was relieved that she willingly agreed to his suggestion.  “Done.”

      Lola sat up and tucked the blanket under her arms.  Jake grabbed the throw from the bottom of the bed and wrapped it around Lola’s shoulders so she wouldn’t get cold.  She smiled her thanks.  “So what should we do about DeLeon?”

      Jake shrugged.  “I think we need to talk to him, but I’m not sure the best way to handle it.  Any thoughts?”

      Lola thought about it and then started nodding.  “I think it definitely needs to be face to face.”

      Jake agreed.  “Me, too.  And I think we should show him the information we have from the guys who broke into your house.  We have the emails to them from DeLeon saying that you were in possession of stolen files from Mitch, and then we have them breaking into your house.  I’m sure he doesn’t want to be anywhere near any appearance of impropriety right now, especially since it looks like he’s about to have some problems with the FDA.”

      As Jake grabbed his phone and started tapping out commands, Lola snorted.  “No shit.  He’s got enough trouble to deal with.”  She tightened the throw around her shoulders and leaned forward so she could see what Jake was doing.  “You getting a phone number for Mr. DeLeon?”

      Jake turned his phone so Lola could see the phone number on the screen.  “Yep.  His personal cell number, at your service.  Thank you Big Al.  You in the mood to make a call?”

      Lola grinned at him.  “Absolutely.  Let’s get my regular phone, though.  I’m hoping he’ll recognize the number when it comes up.”  She grabbed her phone out of her suitcase, turned it on, and typed in the numbers.  As the phone started to ring, she placed it on speaker so they both could hear it.  It went to voice mail, and Lola left a message in a sugary-sweet tone.  “Mr. DeLeon, this is Lola Prentiss.  We have a few things we need to discuss and I’d like to make an appointment so we could discuss these matters in person. Please call me at this number and I’m sure we can get these matters addressed without a lot of hassle.  Thanks so much and hope you’re having a great day.”  She hung up and grinned at Jake.  “That should make him wonder.”

      Jake leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss.  He had just started to say, “I’m sure we’ll be hearing from him soon,” when her phone rang.  She grabbed it and showed him and they both laughed when they saw DeLeon’s number.  She hit the button to answer it and put it on speaker.

      “Lola Prentiss.”

      A smooth, deep, voice answered.  “Ms. Prentiss, Marco DeLeon.  To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”

      Jake and Lola smiled at each other as she answered calmly.  “Mr. DeLeon, thanks so much for the quick return call.  I thought it would be a good idea to get together to discuss the matters involving our mutual acquaintance, Mitch Willard.”

      There was a short silence, then he answered.  “Ah, Mr. Willard.  That’s probably a good idea that we get together and tie up some loose ends.  I’ll actually be in Atlanta for a meeting in a couple of days, and I have time this Thursday morning if you’d like to meet.”

      “What time?”  Lola looked at Jake who shrugged.  It didn’t matter to him.

      “My meeting starts at noon, so I could meet you at 9:00 for breakfast.  I’m staying at the Ritz downtown, if you’d like to join me, I‘ll buy you breakfast in the restaurant and we can talk.”

      Lola winked at Jake.  “We’ll be there at 9:00 on Thursday.”

      “We?”

      “I’ll be bringing my colleague, Jake Morrow, with me.  So, we’ll see you then.”

      “Jake Morrow, from Nighthawk Security?”

      Lola smiled at Jake and mouthed, “Ooh, you’re so famous.”  And then she said to DeLeon.  “That’s the one.  Mr. DeLeon, we’ll see you Thursday morning.”

      She hung up the phone and pushed Jake back so he was lying on the pillows and she curled up next to him, spreading her throw over both of them.  Her head was propped on his shoulder and he was playing with her hair as they cuddled under the blankets.  She tilted her head to see his face.  “So, I’m thinking our best option is to play dumb.  Tell him that they now have the flash drive Mitch gave me, and that there was nothing understandable on it.  We’ll tell him that I know he had guys break into my condo and take it, and that I’m willing to let that slide if we just forgot we ever met and he can guarantee we’ll never meet in the future?”

      Jake shrugged, thinking furiously.  He agreed that playing dumb was probably the best first step.  “I agree.  I’m sure the FDA is nowhere near ready to pursue anything with DeLeon at this point.  They’re probably still doing further tests on his drug to determine whether he violated any FDA rules with his drug application and clinical trials.  I don’t think it’s in our best interest to let him know that we started the FDA ball rolling.”

      Lola nodded.  “Absolutely.  As far as he’s concerned, my problem with him stems from the fact that he sent men to break into my house to retrieve the flash drive, so I’m sure that’s what he wants to deal with.”

      “He probably thinks we handle your security and found the break-in.”

      “Probably.”

      Lola rolled on her stomach and crossed her hands on his chest so her chin was propped on her hands and she looked into Jake’s face.  “So what’s the plan for tomorrow?”

      His eyes narrowed.  “I think we should go into the office and then I’m going to grab Mike and we’re going to visit our break-in buddies so we can have a little Come-to-Jesus meeting.  Jerry Jeff already put together a nice little presentation where everyone’s face is visible, then it flashes over to where Big Al uses facial recognition to identify them, then I have footage with them inside your house.”

      Lola was grinning at the idea of Jerry Jeff’s handiwork.  “Did he put the presentation to music?  If not, I’m going to suggest maybe a little background music.  Like ‘Folsom Prison Blues’?  ‘Jailhouse Rock’? Or maybe a little Chrissie Hynde and ‘Back on the Chain Gang’?”

      Jake shook his head.  “Nah. ‘Mama Tried,’ by Merle Haggard.”

      “Good choice.  I say we let Jerry Jeff pick his favorite.”

      They grinned at each other as Jake picked up his phone and called Mike.  Mike immediately agreed to accompany Jake, and Jake said he’d contact the men so they’d know they’d know where and when to meet.  After he hung up, he looked at Lola.  “So Mike is all in for paying a visit to the assholes who broke into your house.  Now I just have to make sure they’re available tomorrow and are going to meet us.”  He thought for a minute, tapping the phone on his upper lip.  Lola’s mind was also racing.

      “Jake, you know, you have all their names.  Why not use Big Al to get their cell phone numbers and text them a little videoclip and an invitation?  I think they’d take a look at that and would make time if you invited them for a pow-wow.”

      He laughed.  “I’m sure you’re right.  Let me get their numbers and we’ll send them an invitation.”  She rolled off his chest.  She smiled as she watched him stride naked across the room to grab his laptop off the dresser.  He saw her watching him and grinned.  “Like what you see, Ms. Lola?”

      She sat up and grabbed his Tshirt off the floor and pulled it on before flopping back among the pillows.  “Uh, yeah.  Nothing quite as hot as a naked man getting busy.  I’m just enjoying the show while you work.”

      He laughed and started typing in the computer.  He reached for his glasses in his shirt pocket before he realized he was naked, and Lola laughed and handed him a pair of glasses off the bedside table.  He put them on and continued typing.  Within a couple of minutes, he showed the text to Lola who nodded her approval, then he was sending a text to all four men, along with an invitation to meet him at Nighthawk the next morning.  “Well, let’s see what happens next.”

      He tossed his laptop on the bed after making sure the sound was on.  “As soon as they text back, I’ll get a notification on my laptop and we’ll go from there.”

      Lola smiled at him.  “I like the idea of y’all meeting them on your turf.  A little power play action, huh?”

      He shrugged.  “If they can make it.  If they’re out on a job, we may have to be a little flexible, but wherever is fine.  They’re not thugs, so I’m not worried about an ambush or anything, but if we meet them offsite, I will bring some additional backup.”

      “Jerry Jeff?”

      Jake grinned at the thought.  “He’d be a great choice if we were going to brawl, but if I’m trying to keep this remotely professional I’ll probably grab a couple of our bodyguards, like Logan and B-Ray, instead.”  He laughed as he shook his head.  “Jerry Jeff really likes you, so he’s a little overprotective.  They say one wrong word about you and no telling what he’d do.”

      Before Lola could comment on how much she liked Jerry Jeff, Jake’s laptop sounded an incoming message.  Jake grabbed the laptop and Lola sat up and scooted over to look over his shoulder and they both smiled at the message.  “11 at Nighthawk.”

      Jake wrapped his hand around the nape of Lola’s neck and pulled her close for a quick kiss.  He texted Mike that the meeting was on for eleven the next morning and then he turned and tossed his laptop onto the bedside table.  He wrapped his arms around Lola and dropped back onto the bed with her facing him on his chest.  “Check it out, Ms. Lola.  We meet those assholes tomorrow, then DeLeon on Thursday, then all this bullshit will be done.”

      Lola smiled a sad little smile at Jake.  “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Jake’s brows pulled together.  “What?  Aren’t you excited about this all being done?”

      She shrugged.  “Yeah. It’ll be nice to get back to a normal life and not having to worry about whether someone’s trying to kill me.  Who knew, but it turns out that being targeted is not my kind of fun.”

      Jake frowned.  “Is that what’s bothering you?”

      She held her hand up and waggled it from side to side.  “Hmmm.  Partially.  You know, even though this situation has been a total pain in the ass, it’s been a great distraction from the rest of my life.  Now, I’m going to make some real decisions about everything else.”

      “Like what do you want to be when you grow up?”  He smiled and jostled her on his chest.

      “Exactly like that.”  She wiggled around to a more comfortable position.  “I know I want to do something different, but what?  Do I want to start my own charity?  Do I want to start some other kind of business?  Seriously, I don’t have a damn clue about what I want to do.”

      Jake nodded.  “That’s a shitty place to be.  I felt like that when I decided to leave the FBI.  I had no idea what I wanted to do and I just felt kind of lost.  I’d always been in law enforcement and the idea of quitting was really scary, but I didn’t like what my job was becoming once I couldn’t be in the field any more.  I mean, I was in cyber crimes, so a large part of my job was in front of the computer, but I was also a field agent, so I also got to occasionally break down doors and arrest people, just to keep things lively. Also, I’d gotten a new boss who was a complete bureaucrat and a douchebag, and the idea of being stuck in an office with him filling out forms didn’t sound like something I was interested in.”

      “So how did you figure it out?”

      He snorted.  “I didn’t.  Kent came to me, fresh out of the Shepherd Spinal Center, and told me to get my ass in gear, that we were going to start our own corporate security business.  He was so fired up, and I was so relieved to see him back to his usual bossy, commanding self, that I just said okay.  I quit the Bureau, and we signed a lease in a little office in Roswell.  Once we started, the business took off, and I was too busy to think about anything.  Every minute I had was spent working, or building the business or meeting with people to drum up business.  It was a crazy time, but it was exciting, too.”

      “Is that what happened with your marriage?”

      He grimaced.  “Well, I’m sure it didn’t help.  The truth is, she was a nice lady with a job that took up a lot of time, and I had a job that took up a lot of time, and between the two of us, we didn’t spend a lot of time together.  We’d kind of drifted into being friendly roommates before Kent and I started the new business, and that was really the nail in the coffin.  Eventually, we had the world’s most cordial divorce, she went her way and I went mine.  I heard she moved out west and got married, had a kid or two, and lived happily ever after.  And you know the rest of my story.”

      She laughed.  “I do.  You became kryptonite to all women and lost the ability to date successfully.  I heard.  From everyone.”  She winked and poked him in the ribs.

      He grabbed her finger.  “Ow, that hurt.”  She rolled her eyes and he continued.  “Ha. Ha.  Hilarious. Now you’re a comedian like everyone else.”

      “Look, obviously, I didn’t take it too seriously since I agreed to keep dating you after all this is settled.”  She put a mock frown on her face.  “Don’t make me rethink my choices, big boy.”

      Jake grinned and let go of her finger so he could throw his arms around her and hold her tight.  He hugged her against him and started smooching on her neck.  She started laughing as he mumbled against her neck.  “You like me too much to dump me, face it, Ms. Lola.  I’m way too fun.  Plus you think I’m a hottie, admit it.”

      She pulled away enough to grab his face with both hands and kissed him a big, smacking kiss on the lips.  “You are a hottie.  And I’m not the kind of girl that’s stupid enough to give up a sweet ass and a big dick, so you’re pretty safe, big boy.”  She reached down and grabbed his butt with both hands.  “At least for now.”

      He pretended to pout.  “That’s all I am to you?  A nice ass and a big dick?”

      Lola’s face went completely expressionless.  “Yes.”

      Jake shrugged.  “I’m okay with that.”  He interlaced his fingers, placed them behind his head, and then waggled his eyebrows at her.  “Of course, now that I’ve hooked you with my extreme manliness, I’ll have time to reel you in with my Southern charm and extreme intelligence.”  He lifted one hand and waved it down his body and then over his face.  “Face it, baby.  I’m the whole package.”

      They both started laughing, and hugged each other tightly. “Jake, you are the whole package.  Just a big, ol’ sweet, nutty package.”

      They got up and pulled on sweats and spent the rest of the day hanging out on the sofa.  Jake had a copy of the Terminator and Princess Bride, so they watched both movies, ate popcorn, and eventually he thawed out two steaks and made mashed potatoes and a salad to go with it.  Of course, Lola was still hungry, and Jake was amazed.  “Lawd have mercy, Lola, that was a twenty-ounce cowboy ribeye and a pile of mashed potatoes as big as your head.  How in the hell can you still be hungry?”

      Lola shrugged.  “Don’t question it, just feed it.”  So Jake dug in the freezer and found a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Salted Caramel Core ice cream.  As soon as Lola saw it, she grabbed two spoons and they settled back onto the couch and they ate the entire pint.  Well, mostly Lola, but Jake had some, too, all while debating which movie to watch next.

      They both agreed on Talledega Nights, but about halfway through, Lola yawned.  “Jake, I’m worn out.  Let’s go sit in a hot bath and then go to bed.”

      Jake agreed, so he got up, pulled Lola to her feet, slung his arm around her shoulder, and they walked down the hall to the bedroom.  While Jake checked his messages, Lola stopped by her suitcase and pulled a plastic bag out of the side pocket and then went into the bathroom to run a bath.

      By the time Jake came in, the room was dimly lit by two candles and the tub was full of billowy bubbles.  His eyebrows drew together in confusion.  “Where the hell did you find bubbles and candles?”

      Lola pulled her sweatshirt over her head and dropped her pants to the floor while Jake watched.  As soon as she lowered herself into the tub, he undressed and joined her.  She smiled at him as she pulled her hair into a ponytail on top of her head and closed her eyes and leaned back against the tub with a sigh.  “In my suitcase.  I like bubbles and candles when I take a bath and I assumed,” she opened her eyes and looked around, “…correctly, that you would have neither.”  She closed her eyes and slowly slid lower in the tub, draping her legs across his outstretched thighs so that they rested on either side of his hips.  She let out a deep breath and sank down so that her shoulders were covered and they lazily started to wash each other.  Eventually, they both relaxed back against the tub and Jake slowly stroked her legs where they rested on his.  They sat that way until the water started to cool and Lola started to snore, a quiet little huffing snore that Jake thought was adorable.  He gently squeezed her thigh.  “Wake up sleeping beauty.  It’s time to go to bed.”

      She didn’t open her eyes, but she wrinkled her nose and shook her head.  “Nope, I’m good here.”  She yawned, pulled her legs off Jake, and curled up on her side.  “Can you just come in and warm up the water occasionally?”

      “Nope.  Come on lazy girl.  Let’s get you dried off and we’ll get in bed.”  Jake flipped the lever so the water could drain, rinsed off quickly, and got to his feet.  He stepped out of the tub and leaned over to give Lola a hand up.  She stood up, stepped out of the tub, and he reached over and grabbed towels for each of them.  They dried off, brushed their teeth, and headed to bed.

      Lola had turned on the electric blanket on the bed before they got in the tub, and they climbed naked under the warm blankets.  They kissed each other good night and Lola sleepily rubbed and fondled him as she nestled against his side with her legs entangled with his.  She gave him a few long strokes, then a final squeeze and a pat and then kissed his neck as she started to fall asleep.

      Jake laughed and kissed the side of her head.  “Okay, now you just patted my dick like a puppy.”  He laughed and said in a sing-song voice.  “Hey, Lola, who’s a good boy?  Who’s a good boy?”

      Lola laughed as she gave him another pat and muttered, “You’re a very good boy.  And I’ll give you a treat in the morning to prove it.”
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      The next morning, Lola showed Jake exactly how good of a boy he’d been, and they finally left the house around eight, showered and relaxed.  Jake was wearing a pair of black cargo pants, a long-sleeved black Nighthawk polo shirt and black tactical boots, and Lola was in a pair of ancient, tight jeans and a UGA hoody.  She insisted on stopping at Thumb’s Up Café for breakfast, and they made it to Jake’s office by nine-thirty.  Jake had just sat down behind his desk and Lola was perched on the corner of it when Marie buzzed him to let them know Mike had arrived and was on his way up.

      Lola bobbled her eyebrows at him.  “So you’re looking fine today, Mr. Morrow, and I like your outfit.   Which brings me to this very important question. Why haven’t I gotten a Nighthawk swag bag with some shirts and some of your fleece stuff?”  She nudged him with her foot.  “I’m pretty sure I’ve earned it.  I mean, I have agreed to date you and everyone here will certainly agree that’s taking a huge risk.”

      Jake rolled his eyes.  “Ha. Ha.  Well, I guess you’ve earned it, one way or another.”  He leered at her, which made Lola laugh.  He leaned forward and buzzed Marie.  “Hey Marie, have we got any extra sweatshirts and fleece jackets and stuff for Lola?”

      As usual, she was right on the ball.  “Coming right up.  Lola, what size you want?  You’re tall, so you’ll probably prefer the men’s size shirts.”

      Lola leaned forward.  “Large on any sweatshirts or Tshirts, but mediums on any jackets.”

      “You got it.  I’ll bring you some fun stuff in a few.”  Marie clicked off before Lola could thank her.

      “She’s really on top of everything, isn’t she?”

      Jake nodded.  “She’s the reason this place runs like a well-oiled machine.”

      There was a knock on the door and Jake and Lola looked at each other.  “Damn, she’s fast.”

      The door opened and Mike stuck his head in.  “Hey guys.  What’s up?”

      Jake and Lola laughed and he said, “Okay, she’s fast but not that fast.”  He got up and walked over to Mike and shook his hand.  “Hey Mike, thanks for coming.”

      Mike was dressed in a black polo shirt that strained across his arms and chest and black cargo pants.  As Lola hugged him, he grinned at Jake.  “Thanks for the opportunity.  I’m really looking forward to having a discussion with the assholes who broke into Lola’s house and our office.”

      “Me, too.”

      The three of them sat down and began to discuss the best way to handle the meeting.  Jake explained exactly what information they had to Mike.  He pulled up the short video presentation that Jerry Jeff had put together that showed them breaking into Lola’s house, going through her stuff, and then the footage as a facial recognition program identified each of them.  “I think we should just show them the video, explain to them that we have them for breaking and entering, hand them copies of the emails that we got off their computer that explains what they’re looking for and how they’d been ordered to retrieve it, and then sit there and wait for them to say something.”  Jake looked at Mike and Lola.  “Any objections or other ideas?”

      They looked at each other, then shook their heads.  Mike added one comment.  “I assume we wait to see what they say to all that, then we make our warning as strong as necessary?”

      Jake looked ferocious as he nodded to Mike.  “Exactly.  And at this point, I hope they argue with us.  I’d love to be able to convince them of the necessity of leaving Lola alone in the future.”

      Mike understood completely.  “Me, too.”

      As they exchanged a look of male understanding, Lola rolled her eyes.  “OhmyGawd, guys, they’re professionals, not thugs or cartel assassins.  I’m sure y’all will be able to reach some sort of understanding without having to beat some sense into them.”

      Mike let out a sigh.  “Unfortunately, Lola, I’m sure you’re right.  But I’m with Jake—I could use a little physical activity just to keep it lively.”

      Unfortunately, Mike and Jake’s fondest wish didn’t come true.  The four men came into Jake’s office and cordially greeted Jake and Mike, then they all sat around the conference table.  When confronted with the evidence, Russell, the blond man who’d been in Lola’s house who was the apparent leader of the group, leaned back in his chair with his fingers interlaced behind his head.  He looked at Mike and Jake and simply said, “So what’s your point about all this?”

      Jake narrowed his eyes, then took a deep breath to get a grip on his temper.  He leaned forward and spoke with a low, menacing voice.  “We’re all professionals here, and I understand that you were hired to retrieve what you thought was stolen information. My point is that you didn’t have anyone’s permission to be in her house, and her friend,” he inclined his head toward Mike. “…And I don’t appreciate anyone bothering her.”  He leaned closer to Russell.  “So unless you want us to file breaking and entering charges against you, which will not be helpful for your PI licenses, we need to come to an understanding.”  He locked eyes with Russell.  “I will tell you this one time.  Lola Prentiss, her family, friends, and acquaintances, are all off limits to you and your colleagues.  If Mike or I ever have any reason to think you’ve been investigating her, have her under surveillance, have talked to her, or are anywhere near her, you will deal with both of us.”  He stood up and eyed all four of the men.  “I own Nighthawk, so I have pretty much unlimited resources at my disposal to ensure that y’all don’t come near her again.  If you do, we will have a serious problem.  Do we understand each other?”

      Russell looked at his associates then back at Jake.  He held his hands up as if surrendering.  “It’s not a problem.  Her case ended as soon as we retrieved the flash drive and returned it to its rightful owner, so we have no problems.”  He then looked between Jake and Mike.  “I take it you both have a personal interest in this?”

      They both nodded.  Jake’s cheeks were flushed and he was almost snarling by that point.  “Yeah.  So keep that in mind.”

      The four men all exchanged glances and Russell asked, “Is that it?”  When Jake and Mike nodded, they stood up to leave.

      Jake held up a finger to get them to wait.  He punched a button on his phone.  “Marie, will you send B-Ray, Logan, and Matt in here?”

      As the door opened and the three huge men filed in, Jake looked at Russell.  “These men will show y’all out.”  He looked at his three employees.  “Please escort them to their cars and make sure they leave right away.”

      “No problem, boss.”  B-Ray swung his hand toward the door and the four visitors filed out, followed by Jake’s employees.

      Jake went into his office, closing the door behind him.  Lola was wearing a Nighthawk hat and sweatshirt, and a fleece shirt, jacket, backpack, and visor were thrown over the back of the chair.  Lola and Marie were drinking coffee and laughing as they sat around the big monitor on the middle of the table.  When Jake glanced at it, he saw that Mike still sitting at the conference table in the other room, typing something on his phone.  When they saw Jake, they both saluted him with their coffee and he grinned at them.  “Nice swag bag, Marie.  You ladies enjoy the show?”

      He walked over behind Lola and she tilted her head back against his stomach.  He bent over and kissed her smiling, upside down face, and Marie grinned at them, obviously thrilled they were together.  Lola winked at him.  “We did, but we were disappointed they were so agreeable.  We were hoping there’s be a little ass-kicking involved, but that was very civilized.  Such a shame.”

      He rolled his eyes.  “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      She shrugged.  “You can make it up to me later with some private posing and posturing.  It’ll be so hot.”

      Marie laughed and stood up.  “On that note, I’ve got to get back to work.”  She reached up and patted Jake on the cheek and then hugged Lola.  “Thanks for a nice break, and Lola, if I find any more goodies, I’ll save them for you!”

      Lola hugged her back.  “Thanks for all the stuff, Marie, and thanks for hanging out with me.  I had a great time.”

      Marie grabbed her coffee cup and headed out the door.  Jake grabbed Lola and dipped her back and kissed her thoroughly.  When he finally pulled her up, her face was red, her hair was a mess, and she was more than a little turned on.  She was just about to suggest they lock the door, when Mike knocked on the door as he came in, shaking his head when he got a good look at the two of them.  “Sweet Jesus.  Would the two of y’all please give it a rest?”

      Lola stuck out her tongue, and Jake just ignored the comment.  He slung an arm around Lola’s shoulder and pulled her up against his side.  He then smiled at Mike.  “Thanks for all your help.”

      “No problem.  It would’ve been more fun if they’d have been more difficult about it, but at least it’s over.  Y’all need anything else?”

      Lola walked over to Mike and hugged him tightly.  “Thanks for everything, Mikey.  Maybe we can do dinner with you and your man later this month?”

      He hugged her back, as Jake added.  “That sounds great.  I’d really like to meet him.”

      Mike squeezed Lola so tight she squeaked, and then he laughed and let her go.  “We’ll set it up.”  He winked at her and headed toward the door.  “Jake, let me know if you need any backup with DeLeon.”

      “You got it.”

      Mike left, waving over his shoulder.  “Later.”

      Jake took Lola’s hand and they walked back into his office. They had just sat down when Lola’s phone rang.  She turned the phone so he could see “DeLeon” on the screen.  At his questioning look she shrugged and answered the call, placing it on speaker.  “Lola Prentiss.”

      The same voice from the day before greeted her.  “Hello Ms. Prentiss.  Marco DeLeon here.  I should be finished up with my meetings in a couple of hours, and wondered if you’d like to meet today instead of in the morning.  I could meet you at Nighthawk this afternoon around four, if that would work for you and Mr. Morrow?”

      Lola looked at Jake who shrugged and then nodded that it was fine with him.  Lola winked at him and then answered.  “Sure, Mr. DeLeon.  Look forward to seeing you then.”  She disconnected and tossed her phone on his desk.

      “So, it looks like today’s the day.”

      He nodded.  “I’m hoping that he just wants to tell us that he’s sorry for any misunderstanding about your role with Mitch, and he’s even more sorry about hiring someone to break into your house.”

      “Well, let’s just go ahead and get all of this over with at once.”  Lola grinned as she slouched down in her chair and propped her crossed feet on the edge of his desk.  He smiled back, glad that she was finally going to get her life back.  “One way or another, it looks like we’ll be done with this by tonight.”  She put her hands together as if praying and dramatically rolled her eyes toward the ceiling.  “Please let me be back in my own place by tonight.”

      Jake’s brows drew together and his smile dimmed.  “Hey, didn’t we already go through all this?  I believe you already agreed that we’re a team now, and you’re already trying to ditch me?”

      Lola shook her head as she stood up and walked around to the other side of the desk and plopped onto Jake’s lap.  She put her arms around his neck and smooched a big kiss on his cheek.  “I didn’t say I didn’t want you to go with me, Jake. I’m just saying I’m ready to get back to my normal life.  I want to be able for us to stay at my house sometimes.  I want to run errands and go to lunch with my friends.  You need to get back to running your business, and I need to finish closing my business out and figure what I want to do from now on.  Let’s see how we do when we’re together by choice instead of because someone may, or may not, be trying to kill me.”

      He hugged her and then pulled back so he could see her face.  “Okay, so after we meet with DeLeon, if everything’s all settled, what do you say we go out to dinner near your house and then we’ll stay at your place tonight?  You okay with staying there after those assholes broke in?”

      Lola nodded.  “Yeah, I had my assistant get a crew to clean the crap out of the place after they left and I even used it as an excuse to repaint the living room and get a new desk I’ve been coveting for the past six months.  Mikey has reworked the security so no one can get in without me knowing about it.  Fortunately, they only touched my desk and the stuff in my living room.  I’m sure I’d feel different if they’d been in my bedroom.”  She shuddered at the idea.  “Knowing they were rummaging through my personal stuff would’ve been too creepy. Then, I’d probably have to have all new furniture, linens, everything.”

      Thinking about the situation was pissing him off all over again, so Jake changed the subject.  “Marie’s got some administrative stuff I need to take care of.  You got some work to do in the meantime?”

      Lola grinned and picked up her phone and waggled it at Jake.  “I’ll get ahold of my assistant, Lisa, and make sure all my court stuff is covered and nothing weird has come up while you work, no problem.”

      Lola went into the conference room next door to make some phone calls, and he called Marie on the intercom and asked her to bring in whatever needed to be handled.  For the next few hours, he and Marie slogged through a pile of work that required his approval, or his signature, or his input, and when she finally finished with him, he started answering his emails.

      At three-thirty, Lola stuck her head in his office as she tapped on his door.  “Hey big guy.  You about done?”

      He motioned her in.  “Absolutely.  I’m pretty much caught up with everything I needed to handle.  What about you?”

      She came around to stand between his legs as she perched on the edge of his desk.  “Everything’s good.  I had put in an emergency leave of court, but I had also asked Lisa to see if I could get my appointed cases reassigned.  Lisa’s husband, David, is a criminal law attorney and I asked him if he’d like to take over the rest of my cases, and he agreed, so I called my clients, told them I had a personal situation and wouldn’t be able to work for a while and asked them if I could transfer their cases to David.  They all agreed, I put the paperwork in today, and as of the end of this week, my law practice will be completely closed.”

      She leaned over to kiss him and he smiled up at her.  “You’ve been a busy bee, Ms. Lola.  No one had a problem with transferring to David?”

      “Nah.  I haven’t been taking big cases for a while, and truthfully, most of what’s left are little cases that just need to be finished up.  David is very well known, so no one had a problem with it, and it’s no biggie for David to handle.  I told Lisa to figure out the amount these clients had already paid me and I’ll just write David a check and he’ll have these wrapped up in a week.”  She shrugged.  “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking this week, and whatever I decide to do, I’m done with law so I’d just as soon get these cases out of my hair.”

      He was curious.  “What about your employees?”

      “All I have are Lisa and Mikey.  Lisa is a paralegal, but more importantly, she’s an amazing assistant.  I’ll keep paying her and she can work with Mike until I decide what I’m going to do, business-wise.  Hell, my family’s trust stuff and personal businesses can keep her and Mike busy enough if I never decided to open another business.”

      He was curious.  “So in all this thinking you’ve been doing, you make any decisions about whether you’re going to start your own charity?”

      Lola scrunched up her nose and shook her head.  “Not really.  I figure I’ll talk to Bella and some other folks, do a little research and decide what to do.  I’m not really in a hurry.”

      Jake pulled her onto his lap and kissed her.  “Well, that sounds like a plan.”

      She ran her hands through his hair and had just started kissing her way down his neck when Marie’s voice came over the intercom.  “Hey, Jake, Mr. DeLeon is on his way up, and he knows he’s early.  Want me to send him in or let him wait for a few?”

      Lola didn’t care either way, so Jake told Marie to send him in to the conference room as soon as he got upstairs.  “Let’s get him in here and get this over with.”

      That sounded good to Lola, so she hopped up and they went next door to the conference room.  Lola seated herself at the head of the table and Jake took the chair to her immediate right.  The laptop with the video of Lola’s break-in and all the related documentation was still in the middle of the table.  Jake logged in and brought up the video file, and they had just gotten settled when Marie rapped on the door and let Mr. DeLeon in.  Lola thanked Marie, and when she closed the door behind her, Lola motioned him to a seat across from Jake and introduced herself.  “Hello Mr. DeLeon.  I’m Lola Prentiss, this is Jake Morrow, and we’re glad you agreed to meet us.”

      Marco DeLeon was in his thirties and was medium height, with coffee colored skin, dark eyes, perfectly styled hair, and a suit that was obviously made for him.  He nodded.  “Nice to meet you.”  He leaned back in his chair and got right down to business.  “So you think we have a situation we need to discuss?

      Lola nodded.  “We do.  It turns out that you sent men to break into my office and my house to retrieve a flash drive that Mitch Willard had given me.  I’ve got a problem with that.”

      His face was expressionless.  “And why do you think I had anything to do with this?”

      Lola leaned back in her chair and mimicked his relaxed pose.  “Well, we have emails from you to the men who broke into my house and office, hiring them to retrieve the same flash drive your men eventually took from my house.”

      He neither confirmed nor denied the information.  “Hmmm.”  He shook his head.  “I think there’s been a misunderstanding, Ms. Prentiss.  Mitch Willard discovered information about a project my company is working on and tried to use that information to blackmail me.  When I told him he didn’t know what the hell he was talking about and told him that trying to blackmail me was a bad decision, he told me that I’d better pay him or he was going to go public with the information.  I immediately started doing some research and found that he’d been stealing money from me on a regular basis and this was some blatant attempt to extort even more money.  We discovered that Mitch had downloaded the information onto a flash drive, and I hired those men to retrieve the information from Mitch, but I never told anyone to break into your home or office.”  He ran one hand over his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head.  He looked directly at Lola.  “Ms. Prentiss, I’m sorry you got involved in this situation.  I told them to retrieve stolen information and when Willard gave you the flash drive, they assumed you were involved with the theft and retrieved my property.  I apologize for them breaking in, and I apologize for the misunderstanding about your involvement, and as far as I’m concerned, you and I have no further business with each other.”

      Lola nodded.  “I accept your apology, and so long as you’re done with me, we’re good.”

      DeLeon stood up and extended his hand for Lola to shake.  “We’re good.”  He turned and offered his hand to Jake.  “Mr. Morrow, it looks like I’ll be hiring a different corporate security firm in the future.  May I contact you in the future if a need arises?”

      Jake shook his hand.  “Sure.  Let us know and we’ll put together a proposal for you.”  When Mr. DeLeon nodded, Jake stood up.  “Let me walk you out.”

      The two of them headed out and Lola rolled her eyes.  She was pretty sure Jake was using the time to explain to DeLeon that Lola was not to be bothered in the future.  Whatever.  No harm in making sure he got the message.  She’d spent her entire life surrounded by overly protective men and, so long as they didn’t try to run her life, she really didn’t care what they did.  If it made Jake feel better to let DeLeon know she was off limits, that was fine with her.

      Jake was back within a few minutes and Lola looked up from her phone when he walked in and sat in the seat next to her.  “So, did y’all have a little talk?”

      He grinned, unrepentant.  “Yep.  Just reiterating that any further contact with you was a bad idea.”

      She shook her head and laughed.  “Did that make you feel better?”

      He winked at her.  “Yes, it did.”

      She turned to him.  “Have you heard anything else from your brother about his opioid?  Is DeLeon going to get his FDA approval?”  She winced.  “I’ll bet he wouldn’t have been so ready to make nice if he’d known that this whole situation sparked an FBI and FDA investigation into his proposed product.”

      Jake agreed.  “You’re probably right.  But it really sounds like DeLeon hasn’t done anything wrong and Willard misconstrued the information the same way we did.”

      Lola was still mortified about the whole situation.  “Maybe not as bad as we did.  We had Mitch and I as cartel targets, Mitch as a murder victim, DeLeon distributing an opioid specifically designed to be especially addictive, a team of thugs and assassins after me, and none of it was correct.  Mitch died because of shitty lifestyle choices, the opioid looks like it’s designed so that it’s more effective with less amounts of narcotics which will hopefully lessen the possibility of addiction, corporate security guys were trying to get back corporate information they thought I’d stolen, and apparently DeLeon’s only relation to the cartel is that his aunt happened to be married to a cartel guy and used her money to help him start a business.”  Lola shook her head.  “This whole week was a monumental waste of time and worry over a woman who usually can take care of herself and always hates to look like a wimp.”

      Jake grinned.  “I’ll admit, in hindsight, there were a few assumptions made that ended up being incorrect.”

      “Well, all of them, actually,” she interrupted, and shook her head in disgust.

      He grinned at her embarrassment.  “But, Lola, what if any of those assumptions had been correct?  I’d much rather err on the side of your safety than blow it off saying it’s probably nothing.”  He grabbed her hands and interlaced their fingers.  “Plus, if you weren’t forced to stick so close to me, there’s no way we’d be together now, so I’ll have to put in a vote that I’m glad it happened.”  He leaned over and kissed her.  “And you never looked like a wimp.  You were smart enough not to risk your safety, but you never came across as anything less than a total badass.”  He winked at her and raised their linked hands to his mouth and kissed the back of her hand.  “Except when you were too much of a wimp to date me.  But I can forgive that now that you’ve come to your senses and realized what a catch I am.”

      She frowned at him.  “Yeah, well let’s see how it goes.”
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      It turns out, it all went just fine.

      Lola took a deep breath and looked around to make sure everything was ready.  The newspaper and TV folks were there.  Check.  Daisy, Sara, Bella, Mo, and their spouses were there.  Check.  Her brother Bryan and his wife, her parents, Daisy’s parents, Jake’s parents, Mikey and his husband, and a bunch of her and Jake’s buddies and co-workers were all there.  Check, check.

      Now, where the hell was Jake?  At that moment, she felt him come up behind her and kiss her neck as he wrapped his arms around her.  “Sorry, sugar, I was talking to a friend of Daisy’s about setting up a few TV feature stories for you over the next few months.  He’s all over it, and said he’d give you a call next week to set it up.”

      She smiled at him and she finally started to relax.  It had all actually come together.

      Last year, once Lola was sure no one was trying to kill her and her law practice was completely shut down, she decided to set up her own charity, but she had no idea about what she actually wanted to accomplish.  Then one day, Bella introduced her to Melanie and Lena, two young single mothers who were cousins and were trying to find a way to support themselves and their kids while they attended college and then nursing school, and the “Choose Your Future Foundation” was born.

      It was actually Jake who came up with the basic idea.  Lola and Jake were sitting side by side on the sofa watching an old movie and eating a sandwich for dinner, and Lola was discussing how these young mothers were trying to go to school and work, but the cost of child care for their children was so expensive, they couldn’t figure out a way to make the situation manageable.  Through a mouthful of Cheetos, Jake commented that it was a shame that they couldn’t find a way to match up a couple of women with different schedules so one could watch the kids while the other was in class, and vice versa.

      It was a Eureka moment.  Lola squealed, and jumped on Jake and threw her arms around him and started planting kisses all over his face.  Sandwiches flew everywhere, Cheetos fell onto her white sofa, and Jake, being Jake, used the opportunity to grab her ass and kiss her senseless.

      Finally, she sat up straddling him, her hair a mess, her shirt askew, her nipples were pointing right at him, and her lips were swollen from his kisses.  She smiled down at him.  “Jake, you’re a freaking genius.  That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      Jake tried to remember what he’d said, but he was still focused on their too-short makeout session and her distracting nipples.  “What did I say?”

      Lola grinned at him.  “Okay, you know I offered Melanie and Lena scholarships so that they could afford child care and living costs while they went to school?”  Jake nodded.  “Well, Bella and I were talking about how so many of these young women drop out because they because they don’t have money and a reliable support system.  A lot of them are from poor backgrounds, a lot of them don’t have family members they can depend on for help, and they aren’t used to functioning in a normal home environment.  Most of them have never had attentive parents, they’ve never had chores, they don’t know how to handle money, they’ve never had anyone in the family who helped them with schoolwork, and mostly, they’ve never had people who’ve expected anything of them.”

      Jake was nodding as she continued.  “What if we set up a kind of dorm environment where each woman and her kids have a separate apartment of their own and they all take turns watching each others’ kids while they study and go to school?  Everyone would chip in to make meals, they would help each other and each others’ kids with schoolwork, they would make schedules for chores like making all the kids’ lunches, that kind of thing?  We would also provide classes on parenting, health, family planning, and financial management, so by the time these ladies graduate and get a job, they would know how to run their own household and would know how to manage money.”

      She was so excited by the thought that Jake couldn’t stop smiling at her enthusiasm.  “Would they have to pay anything for their rent and expenses?”

      Lola thought about it and nodded.  “Yes.  They’d have to pay something, because that’s the only way you learn how to budget.  But we’d make sure that the scholarship included a generous stipend for monthly living expenses to make sure they won’t be too stressed.  And depending on how many kids they each have, they’ll have to contribute a certain amount of time for babysitting and other chores.”

      She sat still for a moment, brain racing.  Finally, she leaned down, wrapped her arms around Jake, and kissed him.  He hugged her back.  She pulled back until she could see his eyes.  “Thank you, Jake.  That’s all a great idea.  Even better, it’s a great combination of two of my favorite things…real estate and helping people who are trying to help themselves.  This is so much better than practicing law!” She gave him another quick peck on the lips and jumped up and ran off to find her phone.  “I’m going to call Bella and see what she thinks.”

      Bella thought it was a great idea.  So that’s how it started.  Lola started looking for a building she could buy to turn into apartments, and Bella set up fundraising events all over town.  Bella, Lola, and Lola’s family all contributed a big chunk of money from their individual foundations to fund multiple scholarships and to help renovate the building.  Luke donated his time to do the renovations, and all their friends helped at fundraising events and with publicity.  By the time it was all said and done, they had a nice building that would house the first twenty women and their families and enough money to fund scholarships for school and living expenses.  Bella established committees to ensure that annual fundraisers would continue to fund the scholarships, and Lola set it up so that she personally covered all administrative costs so one hundred percent of the funds raised went directly to the charity.

      Today was the official ribbon cutting for the building.  After today, Lola’s job would be to choose new scholarship recipients and monitor the program, and Lisa, her former assistant and paralegal, would be the executive director and she had an assistant to take care of daily administrative details. Mikey would administer the Foundation’s funds, plus handle all of the bookkeeping and financial matters.  Lola, Jake, Bella, Lola’s brother Bryan, Kent, and Josh, Jake’s college roommate, were Board members, and the rest of their friends volunteered at fundraisers and events.

      She bounded up the steps and started with her introduction and her long list of thank yous.  An hour later, the building was officially open and the moving company that Lola partially owned was moving the women and their children into their new homes.

      Now that the Foundation was actually up and running and the building was open, Lola finally felt like she could relax.  That evening, after the event was finally over and the scholarship recipients and their families were all settled in their new homes, Lola, Jake, and their friends and family were sitting around her pool at her condo.  Lola had called a caterer to handle the dinner, but Daisy had insisted on preparing dessert, and Mo, Sara, and Bella had come over early to help her set up.  They had finished eating and Daisy was refilling her coffee and cupcake bar, when Lola sat up from where she’d been relaxing against Jake on one of the lounge chairs.

      “Hey everyone.  I just wanted to thank all y’all for everything.  I’m so lucky to have all of you in my life, and if it wasn’t for you, I never would’ve been able to make this happen.  So, even though I don’t say it enough.  Thank you and I love all of you.”  She was appalled when she actually felt herself tear up, so Jake jumped in to try to deflect the attention away from her.

      “Hey guys, I’ve got something to say, too.”  He sat up straight and pulled Lola back against his chest so she had time to get herself together.  “Okay, y’all know that Lola and I have been together for the past year, we live together, sometimes here, sometimes at the lake, and I really appreciate getting to know all y’all and all of us becoming so close.”  He laughed.  “Who knew Georgia and Alabama folks could all get along so well?   Y’all know it’s all because of me being so damn good with my smoker.” When their friends all started shouting comments, he laughed.

      He kissed Lola on the top of her head and stood up, motioning for her to scoot back against the chair so he could sit by her side.  He then sat down and grabbed her hands in his and stared in her face.  “So, anyway, I’m really happy y’all are here for this.  Lola, I love you, and I want us to be together always.  I know you’re not a big marriage girl, so here’s what I propose.”  He let go of her left hand to dig in his back pocket and he held up a ring and showed it to her.  “Lola, will you marry me someday?”  He grinned and slid the ring on her finger.  “You can pick a date if, and when, you want, and if you decide that marriage is not your thing, will you be engaged to me for the rest of our lives?”  He leaned forward and planted a sweet kiss on her speechless mouth and continued.  “I don’t need the paper.  I don’t need an official marriage license.  I just need you.”  He stopped and winked at her.  “So what do you say?”

      Lola was stunned.  She looked at him and then looked at the ring he’d slid on her finger.  It was obviously made by a talented artist and was a unique, beautiful, thin band with irregular diamonds inset in white gold.  Her mind was racing, mainly because this was so unexpected, but she already knew what her answer would be.  She looked around at her friends and family, all of whom were smiling happily at her and Jake, and all of whom were waiting for her answer.  She shrugged, and winked at Jake.  “Sure, Jake.  Why not?”

      Jake started laughing and so did she.  He stood up and hauled her up beside him, wrapped his arms around her, bent her over backwards and kissed her thoroughly.  When he finally stood her back up, her hair was a mess, her face was flushed, and she couldn’t stop laughing.  He shook his head at her.  “So ‘sure’ to which part?”

      She rolled her eyes like her answer should have been obvious.  “Sure, I may as well marry you.  Duh.”  He was grinning at her and she said, “Pick a date with a judge at the courthouse and I’ll be there.  Or if you want to go away for a weekend, I’ll do that. Whatever you want to do is fine, but nothing big or fancy.”

      Daisy held up her hand.   “Can I come?”

      Everyone else raised their hands and her brother asked politely, “And the rest of us?”

      Lola laughed.  “Sure.  All y’all can come.  But that’s it.  And again, nothing big or fancy.”

      Jake was elated.  He couldn’t believe it had been so easy.  “Don’t worry about it, Lola.  I’ll take care of all of it.”

      And two weeks later, he did.

      On a beautiful Saturday out by the lake, Jake and Lola exchanged vows in front of a relaxed group of Georgia and Alabama people, friends and family.  Everyone was barefoot or in flipflops, Jake was in a pair of board shorts and a Tshirt, and Lola had on shorts, a Tshirt, and a short veil held on with a tiara. Lola had asked one of her judge friends to officiate, and afterwards, they cooked out so Jake could show off with his smoker, they played cornhole and volleyball, and rode in the boat.

      By the time the sun finally set on that wonderful day, everyone was tired, but happy.  Jake and some of the guys had made a bonfire, and all of them were sitting around the fire on lawn chairs and blankets.  Lola had insisted she was still hungry and wanted to make s’mores, so Jake had been trying to toast marshmallows without setting himself on fire with the wild flames.  Harrison finally lit a fire in the fire pit to keep Jake’s eyebrows intact and his ass out of the emergency room, and Jake was sitting next to Lola trying to keep an eye on her marshmallows.  In the meantime, she’d already set about fifteen of them on fire and was eating the charred outsides and getting melted marshmallows all over her fingers.

      When she realized that Jake was watching her, she made a show of licking and sucking the gooey remnants off her fingers, making slurping noises and “mmm…” sounds in her throat.  She turned to Jake and moaned a little and whispered in his ear.  “I’d rather be using my tongue to get sticky stuff off you, sugar.  When is everyone leaving?  After all, it is our wedding night.”

      Jake closed his eyes.   He abruptly stood up, snatched Lola out of her chair and threw her over his shoulder and started toward the house.  He waved to everyone over his shoulder, yelling, “Good night, everybody.  Y’all stay. Y’all go.  Y’all let yourself out. Y’all do whatever the hell you want to do, I don’t care, but I’m taking my wife to bed.”

      Lola laughed helplessly as she braced her hands on her husband’s hips and lifted her body up enough to wave and thank everyone for coming.

      Luke never slowed down.  He marched straight through the house to their bedroom, where he tossed her on the bed.  He stripped off his shirt and dropped his pants, all the while staring at Lola with a slight smile.  He then bent over her and stripped her just as efficiently, leaving nothing on but her wedding band and her tiara with the veil.  She smiled at him and held open her arms.  He climbed on the bed and climbed on top of her, careful to keep some of his weight on his arms so he didn’t squash her.  They kissed tenderly and Jake pulled back and smiled at her.  “Hello, my hot wife.”

      She grinned at him and wiggled her legs from under him so she could wrap her legs around his hips.  “Hey, my hot husband.”

      He groaned when she grabbed his ass and pulled him against her as she writhed against his body.  “Lawd, sugar, you know you are going to be the death of me.”

      She laughed as she kissed his neck and he pulled back enough so that he could slide inside her.  They both moaned at the feeling and as she bit his earlobe, she pointed out, “But what a way to go.”
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      I love hearing from readers!  You can email me here.
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      Or reach me at my website:  https://laneykaybooks.com

      If you enjoyed this book, please remember to leave a review on Amazon!  Authors appreciate your feedback more than you know!
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