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Chapter One




Spencer Sterling watched as the helicopter
land on the roof of WADC News building in Washington, D.C. His
father, Montgomery Sterling stepped out and strolled briskly toward
the mini cart waiting for him.

“I would like the private jet around
seven-thirty,” Montgomery said, making himself comfortable next to
his son, Spencer.

“Where are you headed?” Spencer asked,
driving the short distance toward the entrance.

“New York.”

“Is there anything that I can help you with?”
Spencer asked, getting out of the cart. He moved quickly to open
the door to the building for his father.

“No. I have everything under control,”
Montgomery said, falling in step with Spencer. “Okay. Who is up
first?”

“You have a meeting with Jimmy Farmer’s
attorney at two o’clock, and then Ginger Fox and her attorney. I
just hope we can avoid any more lawsuits. It is proving to be a
public relation nightmare.”

“If we want to keep up with the competition,
we have to hire more aggressive news anchors,” Spencer said,
pushing the up button on the elevator.

“You mean more people that will report what
you want them to report,” Spencer said.

“What is wrong with that?” Montgomery
inquired. “Either they do it my way or hit the highway. It is just
that simple.”

“That was corny,” Spencer said. “Dani wants
to speak with you about Congressman Adam Barlow’s interview.”

“She’s just as bad as her old man. It’s
because of him that I even keep her on. I have already made a
decision about that story,” Montgomery said, as the elevator
pinged.

He stepped onto the main area of the sixth
floor. “We are not running any stories on Congressman Barlow.”

“Well just be considerate when you tell her,”
Spencer said. “Hey, Dani.” He waved at a petite, caramel skinned,
young woman anxiously waiting by her dressing room.

She was beautiful with a short, crop
hairstyle. She appeared to be in her late twenties or early
thirties.

“This is my station,” Montgomery whispered.
“I can speak how I damn well please. I am not changing my mind. I
have invested too much in the Congressman to see it go to waste
over a small scandal.”

“Sexual assault is no small scandal,” Spencer
said through clenched teeth.

“Nothing has been proven. It’s the woman’s
word against his.”

“You know his history with women,” Spencer
said.

Montgomery stopped in his tracks. “Now look.
If he votes the way I need him to, I don’t give a damn.”

“You mean you are blackmailing him,” Spencer
replied.

A slow smile crossed Montgomery’s face.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Sterling,” Dani McCall
said, stopping in front of him. “Can I have a word with you,
sir?”

“Hello, Dani,” Montgomery returned her
greeting with his own. “You look lovely today. Spencer was just
telling me you were waiting to see me. Why don’t you follow me into
my office?”

“Great,” Dani said, following them. She
walked in the office to find Ginger Fox and a middle-aged,
African-American man already inside. Mr. Sterling fired her a
week ago. Why is she here? She thought.

Ginger stood.

“Ginger, how are you, dear? You are looking
well.” Montgomery leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Monty,” Ginger answered. “This is my
attorney, Alston Albright.”

“Mr. Albright,” Montgomery said, extending a
hand to him. “Do you mind if I have a word with your client?”

“That is up to her?” Mr. Albright
answered.

They all watched as Montgomery guided Ginger
to the other side of the room.

***

“What is this about?” Montgomery asked.

“I’m just looking out for myself,” Ginger
replied.

“Why not just come to me?” Montgomery asked.
“Why drag a lawyer into this? Don’t you trust me?”

“No. I don’t trust you,” Ginger answered.

“That cuts me deep.” Montgomery propped a hip
on the edge of the table. “If I remember correctly, it was you that
deceived me.”

“I cannot believe that you would sink so low
as to blame me,” Ginger said.

“Just wait,” Montgomery sneered. “You have
not seen low, my dear.”

“I can’t believe I had anything to do with
you,” Ginger said, walking out the room without a backward
glance.

***

“You have to promise me that you are not
going to make him upset,” Spencer said as he and Dani stood near
the door of the office away from Montgomery and Ginger. The lawyer
stood near the window looking out at the street below.

“I’ll try to be on my best behavior,” Dani
said with a smirk.

“I’m serious, Dani.”

“So am I,” Dani whispered. “This is huge. All
the other networks are going to be covering it once it gets out. We
should be the first to break it. My source has already confirmed
it, and it is a reliable source. I’m just waiting for the green
light from Mr. Sterling.”

“Can’t you just let this story go?” Spencer
asked.

Dani focused her hazel eyes on him.” You mean
your father may not give me the go ahead?”

“That’s a possibility,” Spencer said.

“Why won’t he give me the green light?” Dani
asked.

“That is not important right now,” Spencer
said in a low tone. “I would not hold my breath if I were you.”

“Of course not,” Ginger said, strolling back
to the other side of the room. “We all know that you have no power
here at WADC. You are just an errand boy.”

“Ginger,” Dani spoke. “It’s good to see you
again. How have you been?”

Ginger meticulously threw her silk scarf
around her neck. “You mean since I was fired?”

Dani lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re a great journalist,” Ginger said.
“Just like your father. I looked up to him. He was my mentor. Do
not let them push you around, because if you do, they will push you
right out the door just like they did me.”

“Get out, Ginger!” The voice boomed from the
back of the office.

Without another word, Ginger flashed
Montgomery a hard glance before waltzing out of the room.

“We will be in touch,” Mr. Albright said,
following his client out the door.

“As for you, young lady,” Montgomery focused
on Dani, “Spencer told me about you wanting to run with the
Congressman Adam Barlow story. The answer is no.” He strolled
around the desk and plopped down in the oversized black chair.

“Why is it no?” Dani asked. “He raped a
woman, and I think—¬¬¬¬”

Montgomery waved a hand in mid-air. “I do not
pay you to think.”

“Yes, you do,” Dani interjected.” You pay me
to report stories that affect the people. This is a story that does
just that. Congressman Barlow was voted into office to support the
people, not assault them. On top of that, he is a married man with
three children. The allegations speak to his moral character.”

“How do you know that he assaulted her?”
Montgomery asked. “Did his mistress tell you that?”

Dani blinked. She would never give up her
sources. “His mistress? You seem to know a lot about the story.”
She placed her hands on the edge of the desk and leaned slightly
forward. “What do you know about the Congressman?” She glanced up
to Spencer who was slightly shaking his head.

A dark looked crossed Montgomery’s face.
“What are you insinuating?”

Dani stepped back. She realized that she may
have crossed the line. The reporter instinct got the better of her.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Sterling. I didn’t mean to insinuate that you know
about Congressman Barlow.”

“You damn right, you are sorry,” Montgomery
said. “I just decided.”

Dani arched her eye brow. “Just decided?”

“I am going to give your story to Marissa
Prentiss,” Montgomery said with satisfaction on his face.

Dani’s mouth dropped. “Marissa? She is just
an assistant.”

“That’s right,” Montgomery said. “She is your
assistant.”

“She has never covered a big story,” Dani
argued. “This is way out of her league.”

“Maybe it’s time that she come up to the big
league,” Montgomery said.

“You can’t do that.”

“I just did.”

Dani felt like he’d kicked her in the
chest.

“This is my story. I did all the leg work and
research on it.”

Montgomery jumped to his feet.” All the
stories here at WADC are mine. You report them the way that I want
you to, or you do not report them at all. The story is Marissa’s.
Just to show you that I mean business, I’m also suspending you for
a week. No pay.”

Dani could feel the heat pushing throughout
her body. She worked her butt off on the story.

“I’m not going to let you get away with
this,” Dani exclaimed.

“It is done,” Montgomery said. “If you keep
running your mouth, Marissa will be replacing you permanently in
the anchor chair. Now get out of my office!”

“You bastard!” Dani managed to get out before
Spencer grabbed her by the arm and steered her toward the door.

“Give Marissa everything that you have on
Congressman Barlow,” Montgomery said after her.

“Dani, enough.” Spencer pushed her out the
door. “You are just making it worse.”

Dani could feel the adrenaline pumping
through her body. “I can kill him,” she said out loud. She turned
to see everyone staring at her.

Spencer let Dani’s hand go. “You didn’t mean
that.”

“The hell I didn’t.” Dani swirled around in
her three-inch stilettos. “I have worked too hard and too long to
get where I am. The ratings are up at this station because of me.
Me! Dani McCall. I do not deserve to be treated like that, then to
be replaced by my own assistant. How humiliating.”

“You brought it upon yourself,” Spencer said.
“I told you not to bring up Congressman Barlow, but you wouldn’t
listen. The suspension is only for a week. You can go on that
vacation that you always wanted to take.”

Dani swirled around to Spencer. “You may be
used to him treating you like dirt but I’m not going to take
it.”

Spencer stared at her. He looked as if he
wanted to say something, then thought better of it. “I have a
meeting to go to. Don’t forget to give all your notes to
Marissa.”

Dani stomped to her workstation. Her instinct
nose was twitching. “Montgomery knows something about this story. I
can smell it,” she said aloud. “He would not have reacted the way
he did if he didn’t.”

Dani waved a hand in mid-air. Removing one
pump and then the other, she rubbed her feet. She glanced over at
the photo of her and her father, smiling cheek-to-cheek. Oliver
McCall was the number one news anchor here at the station for many
years before he died. He was the reason she decided to become a
reporter.

“What did the old goat say?” editor Stacey
Brown asked, walking up.

“He’s giving my story to Marissa Prentiss,”
Dani said agitated.

Stacey’s eyes stretched in disbelief. “You
went in there hoping to get the green light on the Congressman
Barlow story, and now your assistant is doing one of the biggest
stories today? How did that happen?”

“That is what I’d like to know,” Dani said.
“I need coffee.” She headed to the kitchenette.

Stacey followed. “Is Marissa ready to do a
story this big?”

Dani picked up the coffee pot.” Well, she is
a great reporter. She has instinct. Passion.” She shrugged.

“But?” Stacey urged.

“Like you said, she has never done a story
this big,” Dani said. “She lacks the fire and passion that is
needed for this story. But she’s pretty. I’m sure that Mr. Sterling
will have a hand in what she tells the people, so I wouldn’t worry
about it.”

Stacey frowned.

“I will fill you in later.” Dani poured the
hot, black liquid in the mug. “I blame myself for being
over-zealous.” She grabbed a Sweet and Low. She opened the packet,
poured the content into the cup, and stirred it with a spoon.
“There is more to this story. I’m going to prove it.”

“How are you going to do that?” Stacey
inquired. “It’s no longer your story, remember?”

“I never give up on anything that I start.”
Dani took a sip. “You know that.”

“There you are, Ms. McCall.” Marissa’s voice
called from the doorway. She sashayed further into the kitchenette,
her perfect pear-shaped bottom swaying side-to-side. Her low cut,
blue, skin-tight dress and size C cup breasts was intimidating to
most women. She was very intelligent. She graduated top of her
class at Harvard. She was driven. Dani could not fault her for
that. She wanted her job as lead anchor, and she may have just
given her the opening that she needed. She could kick herself. But
the battle was far from over.

“I just heard that I will be filling in for
you for a week.” Marissa was grinning from ear-to-ear.” She ran a
perfect manicured hand through her shoulder length black hair. Not
a strand was out of place.

Dani was sure that if she looked up the word
‘vain’ in the dictionary, a picture of Marissa would stare back at
her. “That is true. Congratulations. It is the break that you
wanted.”

“Thank you, Ms. McCall,” Marissa answered in
an excited tone.

“Don’t thank me,” Dani said. “I had nothing
to do with it.”

Marissa placed a hand to her chest. “I was
sorry to hear about your suspension.”

Dani let out a sigh. She knew the sentiment
was fake as the look of concern on her face. “I bet you were.”

“But don’t worry,” Marissa quickly added, “I
will keep the anchor’s chair warm while you are away. Give the
people of D.C. something to really look forward too.”

“Yeah, like what?” Dani threw back.

Marissa’s face dropped. “Don’t get mad at me
for taking advantage of the situation.”

“Look, Missy. You are only holding my seat
until I return, so don’t attempt to get comfortable,” Dani threw at
her. She looked her straight in the eyes. “You got that?”

***

Victor Sexton pointed the remote control
toward the television in his office and clicked it off. He strolled
over to the safe. First thing in the morning, he would take the
club’s deposit to the bank.

Since retiring from the Army a year ago, he
was adjusting to the civilian life. Though he was co-owner of one
of the most successful supper club in downtown Washington, D.C., he
would be the first to admit it was not as challenging as his
previous career—Commander of Criminal Investigative Division. No
job could replace solving crimes, chasing criminals, or being
deployed on top secret missions at the drop of a hat, but he
decided to settle down for his fiancée, Dominique Frazier. He
promised her those days were behind him.

His military career had cost him one
relationship; he was not going to allow it to cost him another.
Dominique had resigned her position as an officer to be with him.
He was not going to let her down.

Their lives were on track now, but things
between them were not always so clear. The relationship suffered a
major setback when, while investigating his last case, he exposed
her uncle, Senator Harold Upton, his former commander, for having
an affair with Lieutenant Tamara Hill, an army nurse, who was later
found dead in the officer’s quarters. The Senator’s involvement in
her murder and Dominique’s best friend, Lieutenant Robbin Greene,
were never proven but the allegation ruined his chances for
re-election. He stepped down. He and his wife, Rosetta, moved to
Florida.

Dominique chose to stay with Victor amid the
scandal, choosing to accept his proposal of marriage. Victor could
not help but remember how close they all were at one time. Harold
and Rosetta were like his second family. He hated the way things
ended between them. It hurt him to see Dominique so unhappy. She
put on a brave face but deep down inside, he knew she was
devastated.

The ringing of the telephone interrupted his
thoughts.

“Hello.”

“Hi, baby.” Dominique’s soft voice came
across the line. He could feel her smiling on the other end.

He could not help but return her smile. “How
are you doing, sweetheart?”

“I’m fine. I’ll be better once I see you,”
she crooned.

“Hold on a second.” He pushed the video
button on his phone. Victor’s face split into a wider grin when her
beautiful face came into view. His lower organ hardened, picking up
on her meaning. “You see me now.”

“Hello, handsome.” Dominique waved.

He glanced at his Rolex. “How much later will
you be?”

“Not long, I promise.”

“Where are you?” Victor inquired.

“Out shopping.”

“More shopping?” Victor mumbled.

Dominique chuckled.

“I will never understand how women can shop
so much,” Victor said.

The moment he said it, he wished he could
take it back. He was about to get a how men did not understand
spiel. He quickly changed the subject. “Hunnicutt is attending a
funeral. He’s out of town. I’m filling in for him at the bar.”
Victor simultaneously turned around in his chair at the sound of
the knock on the door. “I’ll be late tonight.”

“How late?”

“An hour or two.” His sister, Tonya, stuck
her head in. He waved her inside. “I love you, too,” he said into
the phone before ending the call. He looked up to find Tonya
sitting in the chair across from his desk beaming at him.

“What?” Victor shrugged.

“Nothing.” Tonya crossed one long, brown leg
over the other. “It’s just good to see you happy, that’s all.”

“I’m glad you approve. When Dominique and I
got back together, you weren’t so thrilled about it.”

Tonya lifted an eyebrow. “Well, I was wrong.
Dominique is like the sister I never had.”

Victor could not believe Tonya admitted to
being wrong. An attorney, he knew how much she loved being right.
He playfully put a hand to his ear. “Say that again. I didn’t hear
you.”

“You’re so childish,” Tonya teased. She
glanced at her well-manicured fingernails and giggled. “If it were
me, you would have reacted the same way. You know you would
have.”

Victor looked affectionately at his sister,
the youngest of the three Sexton’s children. He loved her for being
so protective of him. He and Dominique only knew each other several
weeks before running into each other again in D.C. The
circumstances surrounding their relationship was nothing close to a
fairytale.

“You’re right, I would have. “Victor stood.
“What are you doing here anyway? I thought you would be out
shopping with Dominique.”

“I had to be in court this morning,” Tonya
said.

Victor walked around the desk. He propped a
hip on the edge of it. “How did it go?”

“It went well,” Tonya said. “We won.”

“Good for you,” Victor said. “Tax law is
growing on you.”

Tonya forced a smile. “I guess,” she mumbled.
She nervously adjusted the expensive, two-piece,
five-hundred-dollar suit she was wearing.

Victor gave her a look. He knew Tonya had a
tough time dealing with her new career. Before she married, she was
a top defense attorney in Washington. She decided to give it up for
her husband and two kids. He could tell that she wasn’t happy.
“What’s wrong? You said you won the case.”

“We did,” Tonya said.

“Anything you want to talk about?”

Tonya lifted her chin up. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she answered. “Have you heard
anything from Dominique’s aunt and uncle?” She changed the
subject.

Victor took a deep sigh. “No. Nothing. It’s
been almost a year.”

“I’m sure things will change.”

“I doubt it.” Victor didn’t miss the sadness
in Dominique’s eyes every time she spoke of the people who raised
her like she was their own daughter.

No matter how many times or ways he tried to
put it out of his mind, he could not forget the day Senator Upton
asked Dominique to leave his home after she made the decision to
stay with Victor.

“They love Dominique. I’m sure they miss
her,” Tonya said.

“She chose me over them,” Victor quipped. “Do
I need to say more?”

“It’s not your fault the Senator likes to
fool around and knock people off. You were just doing your
job.”

“There’s no proof the Senator killed anyone,”
Victor defended. “That was circumstantial.”

“Only because Bradford isn’t talking,” Tonya
replied. “A couple of years behind bars and I’m sure he will sing
like a canary. They always do.”

“That was one time I didn’t like my job,”
Victor replied. “I wish things would have ended differently.”

“I know you do.”

“Look who’s here,” Gerald Sexton said,
entering the office. He strolled over, kissing Tonya on the cheek.
‘What’s going on, sis? What brings you to the club?”

“Visiting my brothers.” Tonya grinned at
Victor.

“The brother that lost his mind,” Gerald
added. “Settling down with one woman.”

Tonya waved a hand in mid-air “Whatever,
Gerald. We know you are afraid of commitment.”

Gerald ran his hand up and down his broad
chest. “I can’t give all this to one woman. I gots to spread it
around.”

Tonya and Victor burst out laughing.

“You are so vain,” Tonya said.

“You mean delusional,” Victor joked. “I said
it before and I’ll say it again, you haven’t met the right woman.
When you do, she’s going to have your nose so wide open.”

Tonya chimed in. “Nose wide open. Whipped.
House trained. He will be a good little dog,” she teased. “I can’t
wait.”

Gerald rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.
“I’m the one that loves them and leaves them. You better
recognize.”

“Like I said, delusional.” Victor
chuckled.

“Anyway.” Gerald mischievously wrung his
hands together. “Now about Miles’ bachelor party. It’s going to be
off the hook. I know some of the honeys that are going to be the
entertainment.”

Tonya jumped to her feet. “Entertainment?”
She gave Gerald an irritated look. “You mean strippers?” She
crossed her arms across her chest. “If you are planning it, I can
only imagine bucket-naked hoochies all over the place.”

“What does bucket-naked mean?” Gerald looked
amused. “Who says that? Besides, I don’t know any hoochies.”

“My husband will also be at that party. I’m
warning you, Gerald, if I find out there are naked women there,”
she balled a fist at him, “I’m going to knock you senseless.”

“What are you crying about?” Gerald replied.
“The party doesn’t even concern you.”

“It concerns me,” the woman’s voice said from
the doorway. Heads turned to find Dominique casually strolling into
the room. She was loaded down with bags. “What is this about naked
women?”

Victor walked over, taking the bags. He
leaned down, pressing his lips to hers. He let out a throaty moan.
“Done shopping?” He placed her bags on the desk.

Gerald frowned. “Oh, give us a break. Get a
room.”

“Stop hatin’,” Tonya quipped.

Dominique peeped around Victor to Gerald.
“What’s this about naked women?” She walked over, poking him in the
chest. “There better not be any at that bachelor party.”

Gerald tried to look innocent. “I have no
idea what you’re talking about.”

Dominique swirled around to Victor’s lopsided
grin. He raised his hands in a surrendering gesture. “Baby, I’m not
in this. The only naked body I like seeing is yours.”

“Uh, huh, sticking together like thieves,”
Dominique replied.

“I know nothing.” Victor kissed Dominique on
the forehead to reassure her.

When Dominique turned back to face Gerald,
Victor gave a hand signal to be silent.

Tonya picked up on the conniving between her
brothers. “Okay, Stephen is not going to that party.”

“C’mon, let the man out of lock up for one
night,” Gerald said. “Won’t there be naked men at the bachelorette
party?”

“Wait a minute. Naked men?” Victor joined in
on the amusement. He was not worried about Dominique. He knew their
relationship was secure. He just wanted in on the fun.

“Jealous?” Dominique giggled.

“Of course.” Victor chuckled.

“Good.” Dominique moved over to Tonya, taking
her by the elbow. “Let’s go and find out more about those male
strippers.”

“You just remember who your man is,” Victor
spoke to their retreating figures.

“I’ll see you at home later,” Dominique threw
over her right shoulder, closing the door behind them.

Victor turned to the bags on his desk. “She
left me holding the bags. Great.”

***

Priest strolled along the Ash Trail Pathway
of the National Zoo in Washington, D.C. He stopped in front of the
giant pandas cage of Tan Tan and Mei Xiang, one of the main
attractions of the zoo. A group of elementary school kids were
playing and running about. A teacher was recording the event. He
was careful not to be seen in the footage.

Priest sat on the bench. “You’re late,” the
voice said beside him.

“But I’m here now,” Priest answered over his
right shoulder to his contact, sitting on the opposite side of the
bench, reading a newspaper.

“I never knew you were so spiritual. I assume
Priest was just a name,” the contact said. “That was your work in
France, right?”

Priest reached in his shirt pocket and
retrieved a pack of cigarettes. Removing one, he lit it and took a
puff. “Is that why we’re meeting at the damn zoo? To discuss my
technique?”

“No.” The contact snapped the paper close.
“Is everything in place?”

“Of course,” Priest replied. “You just make
sure to transfer the rest of the money into the bank account once
everything is done.”

“Don’t worry,” the contact said. “I will keep
my end of the bargain.” The contact thought he had seen his share
of hardened criminals, but none compared to Priest. He came highly
recommended.
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