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Near Manchester, New Hampshire~ The Past

“Where will you go when I’m gone?”

“I have friends, family down South.”

“Good. That’s good,” serenity, flavored Babette Volley’s voice and expression as her eyes followed the toddler as he followed a gigantic yellow ball around the room. The little boy’s laughter filled the air each time he came within reach of the ball, only to have it roll away when he unintentionally nudged it with a tiny sneaker-shod foot.

“They should know nothing but love right now,” Babette said and touched her lips to the small forehead of the infant she held.

“They should have their own rooms,” she added.

“Bab-”

“Now, now, they should. I know they’ve only got about four years between them but Quint’s on the move now. He should have his own space without having to worry about a crib getting in his way,” looking up now, the woman smiled. She seemed refreshed despite the dark shadows fringing her round hazel eyes. 

“You’re financially set to live anywhere you like and to live well,” Babette said to the curvy young woman who paced the room with swift, agitated strides.

“You’ll live better than well if you’re headed back down south,” Babette mused while cooing to the gurgling infant. “Cost of living isn’t the nightmare that it is here. But you will let me know if you settle on something and need more money before...” she returned to the rocking chair she’d abandoned for a few moments to walk with the baby.

“I’ll let you know Bab, I promise.”

Babette Volley’s serene look showed signs of distress. “This plan of ours isn’t a final solution, you know? The boys need to know their father and he needs to know them,” she stressed when the young mother shook her head stubbornly.

“He told me to get rid of them- of Quint. I didn’t even bother to tell him about Landon,” she said in a voice shaky with fear. 

“He had his reasons, Hon, you know that,” Babette rocked the baby in her arms. “If only we’d met, become friends sooner...I might’ve gotten Ken to see reason. But none of that matters now.”

Babette’s expression relayed a stubbornness of its own then. “He will want to know his boys, no matter what nonsense he told you. They’re Volleys. Few black families can trace their lineage back to our homeland. To a Volley, nothing is more sacred than Volley blood. You must believe that. Now,” Babette stood and went to place the infant in his mother’s arms. “I want you to promise me you’ll bring them to their father once I’m gone. Ken won’t fear a scandal then. He’ll marry you and give the boys a life befitting their name.” 

The woman’s tired, yet elegant features hardened. “Swear it to me. Swear it to me on our friendship, Lakia. Swear it to me on the lives of these little angels that I know you love as much as I do.”

Lakia Roberts smiled sweetly at the woman who had cared for her like a mother.

“I swear it, Bab,” she lied.

*****
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The Present~

Lakia choked on the gasp she uttered upon waking. Clearing her throat noisily, she wedged her fist between generous breasts bared due to her preference for sleeping in the nude. Squeezing her eyes shut tight, she labored to dissolve the dream- the memory that was never far from the forefront of her mind.

She had lived her life in the comfort of knowing that her secret-the full extent of her secret had gone to the grave with Babette Volley.

Then, nearly three weeks prior, the first of what became daily contacts began to arrive from her blackmailer. Then, just last night, a revelation. The culprit had unmasked herself.

She was no stranger. What she asked in return for Lakia’s silence...out of the question-not to mention laughable. Laughable since the little fool was the one responsible for losing what she now schemed to reclaim. If she made good on her threats...

The possibility had Lakia gasping again. Frantic, she scrambled from the Queen-sized canopy and made a quick sprint across the room. She threw open the door that connected hers and Kendall’s adjoining bedroom suites. They hadn’t slept in the same bed since before their youngest son Jarius graduated high school. Occasional booty calls notwithstanding. 

Kendall wasn’t there. His bed didn’t appear to have been slept in. No surprise there and it was her own damn fault. Was this the payoff for all she’d done to secure her future? An absentee husband and sons who could care less about her? 

At least she had some engagement from Noah. This, although the most she and her middle son did was snipe and gripe at each other. Volley would be his one day and despite their neverending disagreements, she knew his passion for the business would outweigh all else. She was counting on it.

Thoughts of Noah reminded Lakia why she’d come racing into her husband’s room. Whether she gave in to her vengeful blackmailer or not, she was sure to come out on the losing end.

“Oh! Apologies, Mrs-”

“What is it, Toya?” Lakia queried absently while making her way back into her room where the diminutive maid stood nervously clutching the robe she’d snatched up at finding her employer in the buff.

“Mr. Sheenan’s downstairs for you, ma’am.”

“Dan?” Lakia frowned, shifting a look at the nightstand clock. “What’s he doing here so early-? Where’s Mr. Volley, Toya?” she asked before the maid could organize a reply.

Toya swallowed nervously. “I...think that’s what Mr. Sheenan wants to talk about, ma’am.”

Scowling anew, Lakia thrust out her hand wiggling her fingers in a quick ‘gimme’ gesture. She snatched the robe from Toya, yanking it on while making her way from the room to meet with her husband’s attorney.
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Yazmyne Murray arrived downstairs feeling more refreshed than she felt she had any right to be after all she’d been through the previous day.

Roxanne Volley was a divine hostess. She had supplied Yaz with a hot meal and sumptuous lodgings in the stunning home she shared with her resort-owning husband Mikah Volley. The woman even had her soiled clothes laundered. One would never know Yaz had spent the previous day fighting for her life.

“Can I take that smile to mean you had a good sleep?” Roxanne asked as she caught up to Yaz on the first-floor landing.

Yaz pushed at the octagonal glasses perched on her nose and nodded promptly. “Very well and thank you again, Roxanne.”

“And I already told you that the pleasure was all mine. Breakfast is done. Noah’s asked three times already if you’re up yet. The guy isn’t even trying to hide how gone he is over you.”

Yaz hated to dampen the excitement in the other woman’s eyes. Roxanne seemed ready to take flight as she all but bounced alongside Yaz while they took the route to the dining room. Toying with the end of one of the long cornrows that snaked over her shoulder, she looked every bit the schoolgirl ready to dish about prom night shenanigans.

“Roxanne,” Yaz folded a hand over Roxanne’s arm and squeezed. “Noah and me...we aren’t going to happen.”

A curious, playful look cascaded over Roxanne’s lovely features. “Have you developed a case of amnesia overnight?” she asked. “I’m quite sure you and my sexy brother-in-law have already happened.”

Yaz’s dark face burned with embarrassment and the amusement she’d discovered Roxanne Volley had a talent for rousing. Since they’d known each other, the women had developed an easy friendship. Yaz shook her head and drew the woman into a quiet alcove. The spot overlooked the sloping landscape that, with luck, would be snow-capped in a few weeks.

“Roxanne, nothing else is happening here, okay? I’m planning a party. Noah is my client and I have to protect my business. I know you can understand that.”

As the owner of a respected cleaning service, Roxanne could relate to the importance of protecting one’s investment. “You should know that Volley men can be somewhat relentless when it comes to pursuing women,” she warned her new acquaintance, “And you are the boss, Yaz. There’s no one you’ve got to answer to, especially when it comes to your love life.”

“No one, except my clients!” Exasperation carried on Yaz’s voice. “Roxanne, I can’t imagine it was easy gaining favor with a woman like Lakia Volley. She practically handpicked me for this job. If I make a success of it, she’ll refer me to all her friends-corporate types who put on conferences? That’s the hope I have for my business.”

Roxanne’s expression had gone sober. “Word of advice, Yaz, don’t look to my mother-in-law to make that happen. Especially if she gets wind of how Noah feels about you. All those warm, fuzzies will go right out the window and your corporate sponsors along with them.”

Yaz sobered as well. “Speaking from experience?”

“Please,” Roxanne rolled her eyes. “I never got anything resembling favor from Lakia. My’s parents thought he was really scraping the bottom of the trough when he told them he was marrying a cleaning lady.” Mikah Volley was the eldest of Lakia and Kendall Volley’s three sons.

Roxanne abandoned her spot along the alcove wall and began to stroll down the hall. Yaz joined her.

“Lakia and Kendall never pass on a chance to tell me that My only married me to stick it to them.”

“Roxanne,” Yaz’s voice was soft with empathy for her friend. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Roxanne waved off the sentiment but nudged Yaz’s shoulder. “Thanks, but trust me, it doesn’t sting like it used to. At least you’ll never have to worry about her treating you quite that bad, her being old friends with your folks.”

“Hmph,” Yaz wasn’t impressed. “Old friends who haven’t seen each other in over thirty years.”

During their brief acquaintance, Yaz had told Roxanne about seeing a decades-old picture of Lakia in Noah’s office. The photo was identical to one that her mother kept in an old album.

Roxanne shrugged, “The relationship must mean something to her. Maybe it’s why she pushed for you to get the job,” her sunny expression returned. “I’d say you’re in on all fronts. Hopefully, that includes Noah.”

“Rox,” Yaz crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s happening with Noah is about more than what his mother would think. Most of my clients are women, you know? If it gets out that our relationship is more than professional, it could make them think twice about hiring me. Yazmyne Murray,” she spoke in an announcer’s tone, “her parties will keep you on the dancefloor all night while she’s upstairs screwing your husband!”

“Stop!” Roxanne’s laughter carried down the long hall. “You’re not going out like that.”

“You’re right, I won’t. My male clients would see to that. They’d flock to the business in droves, hoping for the same...services Noah’s getting.”

“Enough!” Roxanne couldn’t resist laughing through the demand.

“You’re right,” Yaz leaned back her head, cupping flawless onyx cheeks as she paced. “Things were done with Noah before they even started. Too soon for the gossip to start, thank God.”

Roxanne’s steps slowed to a stop. They were a few feet from the hall that would take them to the kitchen.

“What?” Yaz searched the warm gaze that was reflecting clear unease. “Rox? What is it?”

“Uh...about that,” Roxanne reached into her back jeans pocket, withdrew her mobile, and began to search.

“Rox what-” Yaz blinked, frowning when Roxanne pushed the phone into her hands. Confusion owned her expression, then disbelief as a chill flushed her skin. “Noooo...”

“Morelli’s, right?” Roxanne bit down on her thumbnail, watching Yaz push at her glasses and study the blog post. “That fireplace is unmistakable,” she tacked on.

“‘The romance of Morelli’s Italian Cuisine wasn’t lost on Noah Volley and Yazmyne Murray,’” Yaz read the brief entry beneath the photo of her and Noah holding hands just two nights earlier.

“‘...the corporate giant and local party planner seem to only have eyes for each other as they laughed and talked the evening away. Are we witnessing the start of an epic love affair?’ Damn,” Yaz muttered.

“Yeah,” Roxanne nodded. “Noah Volley is kind of a big deal. He’s been laying low for a few years now. This was bound to get some tongues wagging.”

Yaz idly fingered a loose, wavy strand from her ponytail. “I guess nobody will believe that was business?”

“Not in that dress, sista. But who knows?” Roxanne exhaled on a refreshed chord. “Once word gets out you’re planning Jari’s party...the angle could shift-”

“What...?”

“Sweetie, don’t beat yourself up about-”

“No, Rox,” Yaz handed the phone back to Roxanne and watched as the woman’s face blanked with disbelief when she saw the screen.
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“Guess it wasn’t a misprint,” Yaz murmured to Roxanne when they burst into the kitchen. 

Noah and Mikah were in the dining nook, standing before a mounted 52-inch. The news top story was being broadcast.

“...where the well-known mogul was taken after his very public arrest in his office at Volley Group. Details are still sketchy at this point, but sources at the scene say the arrest was in connection to the murder of Candace Barnes. Ms. Barnes was found dead in her luxury apartment earlier this week.

In another related story, Volley employee Morris Benton remains in serious condition at Mercy Glenn Hospital. Benton suffered wounds consistent with a severe beating. Still no word yet on how the thirty-four-year-old came by those injuries or if his employer Kendall Volley is connected. Stay tuned as we bring you ongoing coverage of this unfolding story-”

Silence slammed the room like a boulder when Noah shut off the broadcast. Sound emerged when he threw the remote to the table.

Mikah brought a hand down on his brother’s shoulder. “Let’s eat,” he said.

Noah stayed put, expression stony as his eyes remained fixed on the black TV screen. “We should head back,” he said.

“For what?” Mikah challenged, “You that eager to make a statement for the fuck ton of press waiting for you at Volley? Cause you know it’s exactly what you’ll find- specially once word gets out that you’re the one who sicced the cops on pop if they don’t know that already.”

Yazmyne’s gasp echoing across the room, drew the brothers’ notice.

“They’ve got the story- the entertainment blogs, I mean,” Roxanne announced as she and Yaz studied her phone screen.

“Nothing about Noah being involved, though,” Yaz said. Curiosity and accusation were alive in her tone as she moved further into the dining nook.

“Wanna help me bring out the food, babe?” Mikah called, his brilliant hazel eyes full of meaning when he looked at his wife.

Roxanne didn’t need it spelled out and quickly took her leave with her husband.

“What happened, Noah? What does your dad have to do with C- with C-Candace?” Yaz forced out her best friend’s name.

Noah held his rigid stance a few seconds longer. With arms folded across his expansive chest and his feet spread, he appeared immovable.

“The photo you showed me of Candace and Benton- it was taken on a yacht,” he turned to face her. “I know because the yacht belongs to my father.”

Yaz’s hands flew to her mouth, her haunting gray eyes were wide with devastation. “Y-you think your father told Benton to-”

“I don’t know, Yaz. But after you told me about that photo...I mentioned it to him. I didn’t think anything of it until you showed me the picture and I recalled how...interested he was.”

“Benton, that shit stain,” Noah’s lashes settled over his eyes as he shook his head. “He wouldn’t have come looking for it unless my dad told him to.”

“Which means he could’ve told him to kill Candace. But why? Were they having an affair? Maybe he didn’t want your mom to find out?”

“Please,” Noah scoffed. “They stopped hiding their affairs from each other a long time ago. No...no, this was something else.”

“But what?” Yaz followed as Noah moved into the formal dining room adjacent to the dining nook and took a seat on the closest chair she found. Her legs felt like rubber and she shivered like she was seated in the middle of a freezer. “Candace...what’d you get yourself into, girl?” Suddenly, she looked over at Noah. “What kind of man is he? Your dad?”

Noah smiled. Though the reaction was grim, his dimples flashed nonetheless. “I think I’ve told you enough about him to figure that out for yourself, Ms. Murray. Still,” he went to perch on the dining table. “I think murder is a pretty unnecessary step to take to hide an affair,” he noticed when Yaz stiffened, her slender frame going straighter on the chair.

“Would prostitution be enough?” she asked, closing her eyes resignedly when he said nothing.

“Candace’s sister Hannah told me she could’ve been involved in...something like that-”

Noah bolted from the table then and tugged Yaz into his arms. He rocked her slowly for a while. “I don’t think that the words ‘I’m sorry’ are gonna disappear between us for a long time. One slam after another and you haven’t even had time to grieve your friend.”

“I don’t care about that,” Yaz sniffled, burying her face deeper into Noah’s chest. “As long as I find out why she was killed.”

“I should get you home,” his warm browns were bottomless with understanding.

“Roxanne won’t let us leave until we’ve had at least three pounds of breakfast,” Yaz cautioned.

Noah grinned. “I won’t argue with that.”

“Me either, considering all I’ve got in my fridge is Morelli’s takeout,” Yaz grimaced then. “Speaking of,” she pulled her phone from the front pocket of her denim dress. She located the post and presented it to Noah.

“Damn,” the man’s smile epitomized satisfaction. “I do love that dress.”

“That’s all you have to say? Doesn’t it bother you to have your business dished out that way?”

Quiet regret held Noah’s voice now. “It’s been that way for as long as I can remember.”

“Sounds dismal.”

Noah shrugged at the observation. “Life of the Volleys. Now you see why I’m single.”

Yaz’s heart settled in her throat. “Like I said, it sounds dismal.”

“More than you know.”

“Noah-”

He kissed her and Yaz’s mind went to mush along with the rest of her. She closed her fists against the chiseled slab that was his chest. She planned to demand her release. Instead, she massaged the steel-plated pecs she knew to be as formidable as they were arousing. 

As arousing as the sultry curve of his lips that sucked her tongue once, twice, and tempted it to spar with his. He found the hem of her dress, lifting it until his fingers skimmed the middle of her tights. Her body surged with sensation and unwanted yet necessary reminders. 

“Noah, I can’t,” Yaz braced against his hold and wasn’t sure how she felt about him letting go of her without argument.

“I can’t. We can’t,” she stressed.

Since she refused to meet his eyes, Noah didn’t try masking his annoyance. “I thought we proved two nights ago that we could, damn well, and for quite a long time.”

Shock, had her gaze colliding with his. The flash of X-rated images produced by his words nearly turned her legs to rubber again.

“You won’t make this easy, will you?” Accusation pooled her expression once more and she recalled Roxanne’s warning about the unrelenting nature of Volley men.

“Where’s the fun in that, Ms. Murray?” He advanced, closing what little distance separated them.

Yaz didn’t chide herself for retreating as a new thought emerged. “Is that what you meant about firing yourself? Your dad in jail means running Volley is still your responsibility.”

“So?” Noah gritted out the word while a muscle flexed along the hard line of his jaw.

“So,” Yaz appeared just as irritated. “You’re still my client no matter how closely we work. Behavior like that puts my business at risk.”

“Behavior like that? How often do you take your clients to bed, Yaz?”

Stony defiance darkened her gray eyes when she glared at him.

“Right,” he used her refusal to answer to make his point. “What happened between us wasn’t the one-night stand you expected. I don’t know what it was either, but I can’t step back from it Yaz. I won’t.”

Yaz shook her head. “We shouldn’t have slept together.”

“Maybe. But something tells me we’d have still wound up here. That I’d be telling you I can’t step back from this, regardless.” With that, he kissed her temple, let his mouth linger on her skin, and then moved past her.
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