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			Chapter 1

			Kirby Wallace walked out of the downtown San Diego Courthouse building’s rear entrance and nearly stepped on a scrawny, orange kitten. The skinny pathetic-looking kitten gave out a soft meow as she looked up at Wallace.

			“Well, I’ll be damned,” Kirby said and grinned. Wallace was two inches above six feet in height, had a full head of brown curly hair, a prominent nose and a strong chin. He smiled, flashing large white teeth.

			Wallace reached down, grabbed the kitten and felt the small female shake from fear and cry out. Kirby shoved the orange bag of bones inside his suit coat to keep her warm. The kitten’s claws went through his shirt and into his chest, causing Wallace’s head to jerk to one side.

			The assassin’s bullet tore along the side of his head, creating a shallow wound that bled heavily. The bullet then smashed into a light brown, square column shattering the shiny facing.

			The force of the bullet knocked Kirby backwards on to the cement. A second bullet tore into his left calf as Wallace crawled behind the column. 

			A pretty secretary began screaming, then ran back into the building. An overweight security guard hurried out the back entrance and looked up just as the assassin’s Chevrolet Impala sped forward and out of sight. Within a short time, security personnel had stopped the flow of blood, bandaged his wounds and watched as an ambulance arrived, then transported Kirby to San Diego Mercy Hospital.

			Wallace underwent red blood cell transfusions over the next four hours. By the end of the day, he was transferred to a private room holding two beds. 

			His co-worker and best friend, Mark Powers, had been at the hospital the entire time. Powers was six feet tall, blue-eyed, blond-haired and handsome. Both men were members of the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN), an agency within the Treasury Department charged with combating money laundering and terrorist financing. They’d been transferred from Washington, D. C. to San Diego together to investigate money laundering by a Southern California bank. 

			Powers was having difficulty reaching his boss, Fritz Muller, in Washington, D. C. Muller finally came on the line after the fourth cell phone call. “What is it that you want?” Muller asked in a gruff voice.

			“I was going to fill you in on all the details of the assassination attempt,” Powers said.

			“I already talked with the police in San Diego. I’ll be out there tomorrow. Anything else?” he asked rudely.

			Mark Powers was taken aback and was silent for a moment. “Have you made arrangements for around the clock security for Kirby?”

			“The cops said they’d have a uniform outside his hospital room,” Muller growled.

			“This was a professional assassination attempt. I think you should have our people take charge and protect him,” Powers said.

			“I don’t care what you think. The police department will handle it. I have to go,” Muller said and hung up. 

			“You rotten son-of-a-bitch,” Mark said loudly.

			***

			The Hispanic man walking along the third-floor hallway in the hospital at 3 a.m. was dressed in hospital scrubs and carried two case files. He looked right at home except for his highly polished dress shoes. He turned the corner in the hallway and approached room 330. Sitting to one side of the doorway was a uniformed police officer who was sound asleep in a comfortable office chair. The rubber soles on the man’s dress shoes made no sound. He looked at the policemen and decided that nothing would wake him.

			He pushed open the door, entered the room and scanned both beds. The two patients were asleep. He identified Kirby Wallace because of the bandage around his forehead. The man silently walked up to the bed, stared at Kirby for a few moments, then raised the top portion of his scrubs. He pulled out a knife with a six-inch blade and raised his arm, ready to strike.

			“Hey, asshole!” Mark Powers yelled from the other bed.

			The assassin had a surprised look on his face, eyes wide and mouth slightly open as he turned his head towards Powers. Mark fired, and the bullet went through his open lips, taking out his teeth, proceeded through his throat and blew out the rear of his neck. His dead body was hurled sideways against a metal stand on wheels, throwing the medical equipment on the floor.

			Outside in the corridor, the police officer jerked awake. The sound of the gunshot and equipment crashing to the floor caused him to cry out as he attempted to jump out of the chair. Instead, the chair on wheels skidded across the corridor and hit the opposite wall.

			Powers stuck his head out of the door. “Don’t do anything stupid, Jerry. I shot the assassin. Everything’s OK now,” he told the bewildered, half-asleep police officer.

			The severity of the situation suddenly dawned on the older policeman, Jerry Stiles.

			“Oh, what am I going to do? If my bosses find out I was asleep, I could be fired,” Stiles lamented. “I only have a year to go before I retire.”

			Mark felt sorry for the older, grey-haired officer. “Tell your bosses you left for a couple of minutes to go to the bathroom. Tell them I told you to go.”

			“Aw, thanks,” Stiles blurted out.

			The hallway suddenly came alive with nurses, orderlies and a doctor running to the room. Everyone wanted to know what had occurred. The sight of blood and tissue covering the wall brought an avalanche of loud questions. Mark told them that a professional hit man had tried to kill Kirby Wallace a second time but failed.

			Kirby was awakened by the gunshot but had no idea what had occurred. The room was half filled with hospital personnel, everyone talking at once. “What the hell is going on?” he said in a bewildered voice. 

			The talking stopped for a split second, and everyone stared at Wallace. 

			“Let’s get Kirby to a different room,” Mark urged.

			Two orderlies grabbed the front and rear sections of the bed on wheels. “Where do we take him?” one man asked.

			“Next floor up. Follow me,” the young doctor ordered. The orderlies quickly wheeled the bed to the doorway but misjudged the opening and slammed the corner of the bed’s steel frame into the door on the way out.

			“Jesus Christ! What’s happening?” Kirby asked. Still half sedated, Wallace looked at the moving corridor ceiling during the rapid transfer, wondering if he was dreaming.

			Within minutes police arrived, and blue-uniformed officers outnumbered hospital personnel on the third and fourth floors. Mark gave his statement to the police as nurses tried to clear the room so Kirby could have privacy and quiet. Powers returned to the room and explained to Wallace how the shooting occurred.

			“OK. I understand now. Do you think it was Carlos Delgado who ordered the hit?” Kirby asked.

			Mark removed a cigar from a pocket-sized leather carrying case. “I’m sure it was, but you’ll be well protected now in the hospital. Security will be all over the place.”

			“Good.” 

			“Your investigation froze nearly two hundred million dollars in drug cartel accounts. They’ll never get that money back, and Delgado is really pissed off,” Powers said.

			Kirby’s eyes moved to the cigar. “Mark, you can’t smoke in here.”

			Mark smiled. “I’m just chewing on the end of it.”

			“Hell, I’m glad you were here. It must have been like you were back in the war zone,” Kirby said.

			“That’s what it felt like,” Powers acknowledged. “I never thought I’d shoot anyone again.” 

			Wallace’s eyes began to close, then snapped open. “The kitten. What happened to the orange kitten?”

			“An EMT who brought you to the hospital in an ambulance has the cat. But his wife is allergic to cats, so I’ll have to find another home for it,” Mark explained.

			“Promise me you won’t let anything happen to her. Take the kitten to our hotel suite if you have to. She saved my life, and I really want to find her a good home,” Kirby said.

			The two Treasury Department investigators were staying in suites at The San Marcos Hotel with a connecting door between them and stunning balcony views of the San Diego Bay.

			“OK, old buddy. I’ll see that she’s taken care of,” Powers responded.

			Mark left his best friend when he fell asleep and returned to the hospital’s lobby for more questioning by police. Then, he walked outside and lit up his cigar, preparatory to answering an onslaught of questions from the gathering TV and newspaper reporters. Mark told the reporters his partner survived the attack but would not name him because of an ongoing investigation.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Culiacan, the capitol of the Mexican State of Sinaloa, is fifty miles inland from The Gulf of California and up against the Sierra Madre Mountains. It’s also the home of the Sinaloa Cartel, the richest and most powerful drug cartel in Mexico, which launders between ten and twenty billion dollars annually from selling marijuana, cocaine, heroin and methamphetamines on the streets of American cities. A major key to its success has been using the global banking system to launder its cash, thereby using the world’s largest banks as their private vaults.

			Carlos Delgado was the kingpin of the Sinaloa Cartel. His home was in the foothills of the mountains overlooking the sprawling city of Culiacan. Sand Castle Villa, as it was named, was unique and resembled a four-tiered sand castle often constructed on Mexican beaches. A half-mile paved road led from the plains upward to the elaborate concrete and decorative brickwork home painted a beautiful honey color. The top two tiers were floor to ceiling glassed- in viewing rooms with spectacular sunset views and panoramic vistas.

			It sat on twenty acres of immaculately manicured gardens, decorative walk-around patios, tumbling waterfalls, swimming pools, tennis courts, a basketball court and a nine-hole putting green. A batting practice facility was in the basement and was frequently used by Delgado, who was often seen walking around the sprawling estate slapping a bat into his left hand.

			In his mid-forties, Delgado had a block-like head and curly black hair combed back from his forehead and sides of his face. His large, dark eyes glared at friends and adversaries alike, creating an uneasy feeling in those unlucky enough to be the object of his attention. Delgado possessed a weight lifter’s body on a five-foot, eight-inch frame. He carried himself with confidence, knowing he had no competition. He’d killed off many of his adversaries in the drug business. However, this created many more enemies.

			Two black SUVs drove up to the front of the luxury home. His two lieutenants and six bodyguards got out of the two vehicles, wondering why they had been summoned. The group walked up the stairs to the patio in front of the main entrance. Delgado awaited them, carrying an aluminum bat that he tossed from hand to hand. There were loud, insincere greetings from the group.

			“Leave your men on the patio while we talk in the living room,” he told his lieutenants.

			They walked into a massive living room that contained two settings of off-white, soft leather couches and chairs on white marble floors. Huge pieces of multi-colored Mexican art decorated the walls.

			“Bruno, you go first with an update,” Delgado said in a firm voice.

			Bruno Cardona was in charge of raising and cultivating marijuana crops and poppy fields and operated fentanyl and heroin labs. The drugs were packed into small aircraft and flown into the United States. Various types of boats were also used to transport the drugs, as well as truck transports with special steel containers built inside.

			Bruno was similar in size to Delgado and had menacing eyes and a close-cropped black beard. His reputation as a pure killer was well earned as he personally murdered anyone who failed to meet his quotas and job specifications or was caught stealing.

			“We’re still relying on the distribution of cocaine as our number one export. But, I’m putting together more fentanyl labs as the demand for opioids grows in the U.S.,” Bruno said.

			“Are you still having problems with the fentanyl laboratories?’ Delgado asked.

			“I brought over the Chinaman you recommended. He’s the only one who knows the recipe, but the people in charge of the labs never seem to get it quite right. It’s either too weak or too strong,” Bruno explained. 

			Fentanyl, a powerful synthetic opioid, is similar to morphine but fifty to one hundred times more potent. Delgado was switching much of his product from marijuana, which had lost two-thirds of its value because of its legalization in many American states.

			“We know that our client base in the U. S. doesn’t want the old Mexican black heroin. They want the super-powerful heroin boosted with fentanyl. It’s up to you to get the right mixture,” Delgado said in a harsh voice as he began switching his baseball bat from hand to hand.

			Both of his lieutenants’ eyes were fixed on the bat. They’d both seen him kill men with it.

			“I’m working on it, boss,” Bruno said.

			Delgado switched his attention to Daniel Garcia. “What’s the latest, Daniel?”

			“There’s been a smooth money transfer from California, Arizona, Texas and Florida. Flying money into Mexico is not difficult. The Drug Enforcement Administration nailed one of our light planes in Florida, and one of our boats was confiscated in the Gulf of Mexico. Other than those two incidents, the movement of drugs and money has been smooth,” Garcia said.

			Garcia was dressed in a light tan suit and a white shirt but no tie. He had a close-cropped hair cut, a small moustache and a neatly trimmed goatee. He looked every inch a banker or a lawyer, and he was both.

			Delgado nodded his head in understanding. “Just the cost of doing business. I can live with that.”

			“Have you thought any more about just transferring the millions of dollars in American money internally to the various cities where we want it invested in apartments, office buildings and other commercial projects? Then, the money wouldn’t have to leave the U. S and come back here first,” Garcia pointed out.

			“The answer is still no. As soon as we get paid, I want the money on the way back to us. There are too many ways for it to get lost in the United States,” Delgado said gruffly.

			“Well, I’ll continue loading Mexican and Columbian banks with our profits, then transfer the funds to the big American banks,” Garcia said. “But, the U. S. government is beginning to crack down harder on the big banks for money laundering.”

			Bruno spoke up. “The hit man I sent to kill that federal investigator was a miserable failure. Should I send one or two more men?”

			“No. The timing isn’t right.”

			The two lieutenants looked at each other, wondering what their boss meant. 

			 “Daniel, is there any way we can free up those millions of dollars frozen in American banks?”

			“No. I’ve had our lawyers look into it from all angles. There’s nothing that can be done.” Garcia had learned to be direct with his boss, even with bad news. 

			Delgado began walking back and forth in front of his men, still carrying the bat. “There’s another reason I called you here today. I want an update on my two sons, who I’ve placed with you to learn the business. Daniel, you go first.”

			“Paco is doing well. He’s learning about the intricacies of placement of money within our banks, then the transfer to off-shore accounts and finally sending money to the big banks in America. Thanks to you, he’s well-educated, understands the system and enjoys the cat-and-mouse games we play. The next step will be to teach him how to integrate our money into the commercial and industrial segments of the U. S.,” Garcia explained.

			“How much longer before he can work as your equal? I have no intention of ever replacing you, but I want him fully trained,” Delgado said.

			Garcia thought for a moment. “Another year, and he will be trained to the point that he could function in my place. But not as effectively simply because he won’t have the experience I’ve gained over the past twenty-five years.”

			Delgado trusted Daniel Garcia more than any man in his huge organization. He didn’t steal from the large amounts of money placed in his hands every year and was straightforward in his actions and responses to his boss’s orders. Plus, his pleasant, low-key personality fit with Delgado’s fiery disposition.

			“So, Paco is doing well. Bruno, how is Eduardo progressing?” Carlos asked.

			Bruno Cardona suddenly looked ill at ease. “He is very intelligent and understands the basics of cultivation of the crops and the operation of the laboratories. But, this is your base level of workers. They steal, are lazy and are always looking for ways to make money on the side. I have to kill men from time to time, and Eduardo wants nothing to do with that end of it.”

			“That’s understandable. It takes a while to get used to it,” Delgado noted. “Does he have the ability to lead this very important aspect of the business if he doesn’t have to kill?”

			Bruno exhaled sharply. “I suppose so.”

			“That’s not good enough. We can’t suppose or hope so. We have to know whether he can lead and do the job or not. From now on, I want you to do the killing when he is not present. Perhaps this will change his outlook,” Delgado emphasized.

			“OK, boss.”

			“You both know there are men who want to kill me. I’ve survived several ambushes. Who knows what will happen in the future? If something happens to me, I want you to continue in your present positions, training my sons to take over the cartel. Is that understood?”

			“I understand,” Bruno said quickly.

			Garcia nodded in agreement.

			“I’ve built this empire on hard work and blood. It’s up to both of you to carry on the training until my sons can manage on their own. Your positions will always be secure. No one will take them away from you in the future. I guarantee that,” Delgado said.

			“I see where you are heading with this training program. It makes good sense,” said Garcia.

			Bruno was less inclined to speak, almost taciturn in his response. “Eduardo is … a work in progress.”

			Carlos stared at his lieutenant. “If you can’t teach and train Eduardo, I’ll get someone who can.”

			Bruno’s eyes opened wide, and he glanced at the bat in Carlos’s hand.

			“I can do it, boss,” he said loudly as self-preservation kicked in.

			“Good. This business is to stay in the hands of my sons after I’m gone.”

			Both lieutenants nodded in agreement. Bruno began sweating profusely.

			***

			A week later, Carlos climbed into his 1960s vintage Jaguar convertible and roared down the winding road leading from his home to the plains below. Minutes later, a huge explosion sent pieces of the red sports car high into the air. Carlos Delgado’s body was unrecognizable, but his gold crucifix necklace and wedding ring were on the body.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A month later, Kirby Wallace was back at work. He wore a small bandage on his head wound but walked without a limp. He and Mark Powers were preparing to enter the headquarters of Standard California National Bank in San Diego.

			“It’s still hard to believe that Carlos Delgado has been assassinated,” Mark said.

			“There were a lot of people who wanted him dead,” Kirby pointed out.

			The men stopped walking when they reached the entrance to the bank building.

			“Are you sure you’re OK with dismissing the security people protecting you?” Mark asked. He spit out tobacco from his cigar onto the steps. 

			“Yes. Delgado was the only drug kingpin after me. I don’t see there being any threat now. I’m not going to live my life with security personnel tagging along after me,” Kirby replied.

			“All of his top men will be jockeying for power. There’s no telling who will end up as the new king,” Mark noted.

			“You know you can’t take that cigar in the building,” Kirby said.

			“I’ll set it on the window sill here. Maybe it’ll be there when I come out,” Mark said and grinned.

			Wallace and Powers were shown into the office of Vice President George Henderson, the man in charge of Standard California’s maze of multi-national monetary transactions. A whistle-blower had pinpointed hundreds of millions of dollars in untraceable cash deals, most sourced from Mexico, which flowed through Standard California.

			Henderson was in his fifties, short and thin, with dark hair that was turning grey. He was dressed in a dark blue suit with a blue and gold striped tie and looked like a very successful banker, which he was. His grey eyes showed no friendliness as he shook hands with the two investigators who stood a head taller than Henderson.

			“How can I help you?” Henderson asked in a business-like voice.

			The two banking investigators sat down in chairs opposite Henderson’s desk.

			“The Treasury Department notified you that we’d be paying you a visit. I’ll get right to the point. We’ve received information that a substantial number of your customers’ transactions indicate international narcotics money laundering and that your bank has chosen to look the other way and cover up deficiencies in your anti-money laundering program,” Kirby said.

			“That’s nonsense,” Henderson said quickly.

			“Our sources said that a number of money service businesses are owned and managed by bank insiders here,” Kirby said.

			Henderson’s eyes momentarily flickered in alarm. “That’s not true.”

			“These insiders purportedly told staff to process transactions without question or face dismissal or retaliation,” Kirby said in a firm voice. His facial features hardened, and his brown eyes bore into Henderson.

			Sweat popped out on the Vice President’s forehead. “Just a minute. I think I need to get our chief counsel involved in this.”

			Henderson jumped up from behind his desk and hurried out the door. The two Treasury Department investigators glanced at one another and smiled. They were an experienced one-two-punch team when investigating and analyzing documents and online funds transfers and could be a dishonest banker’s worst nightmare.

			The VP returned with Roscoe Jarvis, the bank’s top attorney. Jarvis had a bald, block-like head and dark, merciless eyes. A large nose and granite-like chin added to the overall predatory look of the sixty-year-old chief counsel. He lumbered like a bear as his fat body moved behind Henderson’s desk and sat down.

			“Now, let’s get this straight,” he said loudly. “Our bank has always cooperated with the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network. We may have missed filing a few Suspicious Activity Reports, but no bank is perfect.”

			Now it was Mark’s turn. “We’ve been told that your deficient anti-money laundering program resulted in hundreds of millions of dollars in untraceable cash flowing through your bank via wire transfers, checks and cash transactions.”

			“That’s preposterous. We’re a top-tier bank in California, and our reputation is beyond reproach,” Jarvis growled as his eyes narrowed and his upper lip curled upward.

			“You have two small bank branches in Calexico and Tecate near the California/Mexico international border. They’re the highest-performing banks in your entire California operation. The one in Calexico is two blocks from the border and is the size of a shoe box. Almost all of the Calexico business involves cash deposits,” Mark emphasized.

			“It’s true that we have a lot of cash clients. Other banks should be so lucky,” Jarvis said loudly. 

			“The Bank Secrecy Act, which you’re well aware of, requires a bank to implement and maintain an anti-money laundering compliance program. We understand you fired two compliance officers who brought these suspicious activities to the attention of bank officials, including Mr. Henderson,” Mark said.

			Henderson was sitting to the side and slouched down in his chair.

			“Ridiculous,” Jarvis barked.

			“Tell us about the Verified List,” Kirby said, as he entered the conversation.

			“That’s an internal list of vetted customers who don’t need further review of their transactions,” said Jarvis. His facial expression resembled a cloud, dark and ominous, ready to release rain.

			“I’m told that you went from ten on the Verified List at the beginning to more than one thousand over a two-year period. Is that true?” Kirby asked.

			“I know we vetted a great many long-standing customers,” Jarvis responded. “Right, George?”

			The VP jerked upright in his seat, eyes wide and mouth slightly open. “Right,” he croaked.

			“You depend heavily on cash deposits from Mexico, especially in the Calexico and Tecate branches. We want to review activity by a Mexican-based business that made large sequential withdrawals in suspicious patterns and cashed about fifty checks for ninety-five hundred dollars each. The checks were cashed by twelve different people, who each got about $484,500 on the same day from the Tecate branch. That’s nearly six million dollars paid out in one day,” Kirby emphasized.

			“This has gone far enough. I’ll need to talk with our Board of Directors before we answer any more questions,” Jarvis said loudly. He got up from his chair and headed for the door.

			Kirby and Mark stood up. “We’ll be back in forty-eight hours. If we don’t have the green light to review the suspect transactions, we’ll turn the matter over to the Justice Department for prosecution and recommend a temporary halt to your monetary operations back and forth across the international border,” Kirby said in a firm voice.

			Jarvis stumbled as he exited the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Kirby Wallace wandered over to Seaport Village, a seventy-store waterfront shopping, dining and gallery complex on San Diego Bay in the downtown area. Mark Powers was off with a young woman he’d met the night before. Kirby walked over to a grassy area near the rocky shoreline and watched a fashion shoot in progress. A man holding a tall strobe light suddenly went down to one knee. 

			“Bill, what’s wrong?” a pretty young woman asked in an alarmed voice as she rushed over to him.

			“I feel like I’m coming down with something, maybe the flu,” he said and winced. A group of makeup artists, designers and stylists gathered around him.

			“Go back to the hotel. We’ll manage,” she told her gaffer.

			“Damn, I need a tall man to handle the light,” she said and looked around at her entourage.

			Kirby heard her as he walked up to the assembled crew. “I’m tall. Maybe I can help?”

			Cindy Peters’ light brown hair was captured in a ponytail, and she wore blue slacks accentuating her slim figure. She had an abundance of freckles, smiling eyes and gleaming white teeth as she smiled back at Kirby.

			“Thanks, but I doubt you have experience in this business,” she said.

			“Try me. I’m a fast learner,” Kirby replied.

			Cindy took a second look at Kirby and felt a feeling of general excitement and an immediate attraction. “Well, let’s give it a try. What I’m trying to get is a bright face blending with the water in the background. I’ll show you through different lighting techniques how to create bright images.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Kirby said and grinned. He had no idea what she was talking about. 

			Members of her staff looked at one another with expressions of disbelief.

			“He’s a hunk. I don’t blame her for giving him a try,” a young brunette said softly and giggled.

			Kirby and Cindy introduced themselves. Within minutes Kirby had picked up a few lighting techniques as Cindy continually instructed him. Two models took turns being photographed. Cindy was taking pictures and talking with the young women, trying to make them feel comfortable and relaxed. She was straightforward and spoke without the least bit of hesitancy. Cindy knew what she was after, boldly blending the faces within a backdrop of the ocean and Coronado Island. She was a high fashion photographer at the top of her game as she effortlessly combined art direction, wardrobe and staging.

			“Cat got your tongue?” she asked Kirby during a short break.

			“I didn’t want to interfere since I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I am amazed at the amount of work that goes into fashion photography,” he replied. He, too, felt a strange sensation as he looked into her large green eyes. There was a sensual connection between them, and he didn’t want the afternoon to end.

			“What line of work are you in?” she asked and smiled.

			“The banking industry.”

			“Strange. You don’t look like a banker.”

			“Well, I’m really not.” Kirby wore a pink polo shirt, khakis and white athletic shoes. 

			“We have one more shoot this afternoon. I’ll be looking for long afternoon shadows and the ability to harness the natural light of the early evening. When we finish, the crew will be having dinner at the Yard House on the water. Why don’t you join us?”

			“I’d love to.” 

			She continued to instruct Kirby on how to change the intensity of light as dusk approached. She stood next to him, showing him different lighting aspects and felt drawn to him. But her professionalism never wavered.

			“A good command of lighting creates bright images, but it’s up to the leader of the shoot to create a sense of happiness and joy on the set. The models feel it and respond accordingly. I try to see that no one is unhappy,” she explained and smiled.

			As the time flew by, Kirby felt both excited and comfortable, especially when her shoulder would touch him. He kept his conversation to a minimum, letting her do almost all the talking. Just being near her felt enchanting. But Kirby also knew how to use his smile, masculinity and brown eyes to bring forth the response he sought. He let his eyes do the talking with Cindy, focusing on hers when she spoke.

			He returned to his hotel after the shoot concluded, shaved and showered. Mark Powers was nowhere to be found. Kirby did a short report on their first meeting with the Standard California bank officials and forwarded it to his boss, Fritz Muller. He walked to the Chart House on the bay and joined the fashion photography staff members who were having cocktails. 

			Cindy Peters looked ravishing in a light gold mini skirt and ruffled white blouse as she walked among her employees, laughing and congratulating them on a great shoot. Her curly brown hair hung down to her shoulders, enhancing her sex appeal. He watched her for a few moments until she noticed him, smiled and glided over to him.

			“I’m glad you could make it,” she said.

			“Me, too. You look lovely tonight.”

			“Well, mystery man. Which bank are you connected with? You know just about everything concerning my company. I know nothing about your work,” Cindy said.

			Kirby knew he would have to explain about his banking involvement within limitations.

			“I really don’t work for a bank. I’m an investigator for the U. S. Department of Treasury’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network. My partner, Mark Powers, and I are here investigating money laundering by a California bank.”

			Cindy looked surprised and stared at Kirby for a moment. “Which bank?” she asked.

			“I can’t tell you. Professionally, I can’t reveal that information.”

			She smiled. “You are an enigma. I knew you didn’t fit the mold of a banker.”

			“My job is to investigate allegations that a bank may be moving large amounts of money for drug cartels, organized crime or terrorists.”

			“You’ll have to tell me more about your job. By the way, my dad is a banker.”

			Kirby gave her a startled look. “Which bank?”

			“I can’t tell you. Professional etiquette, you know,” she said and grinned.

			Kirby began laughing. “I guess I deserved that.”

			“He’s not really a banker. Dad owns a large southern California real estate company.”

			Kirby reached forward and touched her arm. “I have something serious that I need to talk with you about. Let’s move away from the crowd,” he said, an earnest look on his face. They moved to the edge of the patio.

			“I’m listening,” she said.

			“I have a little orange cat that I found and am trying to find her a permanent home. An EMT took her but discovered that his wife was allergic to cats. Then I was able to place her with a nice, older woman. However, she died shortly after adopting Spunky. So, she’s back in my hotel room, and my quest continues. I was wondering if possibly one of your employees would like a lovable orange cat, just past the kitten stage,” he explained.

			“You’re joking, right?”

			“No. I swear it’s the truth.”

			“How did you happen to find the cat?” Cindy asked.

			Kirby’s face took on a pained look. “I don’t suppose you’ll let me dance around that question.”

			“It only works once to say ‘I can’t tell you.’ Come on, out with it,” she said, a slight grin on her lips.

			Kirby sighed. “I was in an altercation, and the kitten just happened to be there.”

			“Is that how you got the wound on your head?”

			Kirby groaned. “Cindy, you’d have made a great investigator.”

			She thought for a moment. “Alright, I’ll let you have a pass this one time. I’ll check with the staff when we reach Hotel Del Coronado for the shoot in the morning.”

			“I would really appreciate it. I love the kitten, but I’m never around. Spunky needs a permanent home,” he explained.

			Cindy looked up at the ruggedly handsome man standing in front of her, realizing he had empathy for an animal and would go to great lengths to see that it would have a happy life. 

			“You have a disarming way about you. Have you ever been married?” she asked.

			Kirby was taken aback, and his face mirrored surprise. “You don’t waste a lot of time with small talk. No, I’ve never been married. I came close once, but it just wasn’t right.”

			“I’m going through a divorce right now. My husband and I have several disputed properties, and it’ll be up to the courts to decide who gets what,” she explained. “Messy splits are a real pain. Let’s have fun and cut out the serious discussions.”

			Kirby thought her mood swing, up and down like a yo-yo, was strange but decided not to push the limits with questioning. They ate dinner at a table full of noisy men and women, then partied with the group for another hour. Kirby stayed with drinking beer and was still sober when they began walking along the bay front. His desire for her accelerated as they stopped near a grassy area under the trees.

			“I’ll level with you,” she told him. “I don’t think our relationship has a future. I’m attracted to you, but I don’t want to become emotionally involved with someone who will soon be gone. You live in Washington, D. C., and I live in Los Angeles. How’s that for opposite ends of the universe?”

			Kirby didn’t know what to say and was silent for a few moments. “I suppose you’re right. I’m not thinking about the future. I’m very attracted to you, and that’s upper-most in my mind.”

			She stared into his eyes, then turned and walked away. He watched her go, thinking that a terrific evening had suddenly fallen apart.

			***

			He returned to his hotel suite and heard Mark Powers and a woman laughing in the adjoining suite. The door between the suites was slightly ajar. He quietly closed it, walked over to the cat cage and let Spunky out. Kirby picked her up, petted her and listened to the loud purring. He sat down on the couch and played with her for a few minutes until there was a knock on his door. Kirby opened the door and was surprised to find Cindy Peters standing there with a smile on her face.

			“Are you going to introduce me to Spunky?”

			Kirby reached out, took her by the arm and pulled her to him. He kissed her passionately, and she responded with the same emotional heat. They were caught up in the moment’s passion, and he quickly closed the door, picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. He didn’t give her a moment to talk before he entered her. Intense emotional passion turned to lust as he worked Cindy into a frenzy. They climaxed, and Kirby exhaled deeply. He kissed her softly as they lay there entwined.

			“Do you realize you haven’t said a word since I got here,” she said.

			Kirby laughed. “I didn’t want you to have the opportunity to change your mind again.”

			“I’m sorry about what happened earlier. Sometimes I’m too analytical. And this divorce is driving me crazy.”

			“I’ve had friends who’ve gone through it. All of them were a mess by the time it was over,” he said.

			Cindy was quiet for several moments. “I didn’t realize my marriage was in trouble until I saw a text on my husband’s phone from his secretary, pledging her undying love. His name is Tom Callahan, by the way. I never changed my name because I’ve built up such a following under my maiden name, Cindy Peters. Tom is an investment banker with a large LA firm and travels a lot throughout the state. He makes a lot of money and has purchased numerous properties, which makes the divorce difficult. Over the years, Dad has put several rental homes in my name, which convolutes the divorce even more.”

			“Any chance that you’ll get back together?” he asked.

			“No. I could never trust him again. We’d grown apart, but I thought it was because we were both very much into our own careers. But, he had a succession of secretaries over the past five years, and now I know why.”

			Kirby didn’t want to talk about her divorce anymore and began running his hand over her body. She shivered, and within minutes they were making love again. When they finished, they lay side by side, content to bask in the ecstasy of the moment. 

			Finally, she broke the silence. “Are you coming with us to Hotel Del Coronado tomorrow?”

			“I’d like to, but I can’t. Mark and I have another meeting at the bank that we’re investigating. Let’s get together for dinner tomorrow.”

			“OK. I don’t understand how you can go into a bank and demand to see confidential files and transactions. How does it work?”

			Kirby was half asleep and smiled. “It’s time to sleep. I’ll explain and answer all your questions tomorrow when we have dinner. By the way, you were fantastic tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Roscoe Jarvis, lead attorney for Standard California National Bank, looked at the two Treasury Department investigators with disdain as they entered Vice President George Henderson’s office. His dark, menacing eyes darted back and forth between Kirby Wallace and Mark Powers as the two men seated themselves in front of Henderson’s desk. The vice president was not in attendance. 

			He threw aside any semblance of politeness by not shaking hands or getting up from his chair to greet them. “I’ve talked with the board, and they’ve agreed to let you examine transactions you’re interested in. Tell me what you want, and I’ll produce them,” Roscoe said in a hard voice.

			“No. We want access to your computers. We’ll find what we’re after,” Kirby said.

			“Out of the question,” the attorney bellowed.

			“Get it through your head, Roscoe. We don’t accept any bullshit. We need a couple of your computer techs to get us started, and we’ll take it from there,” Kirby said.

			“This is a top-flight bank, and we don’t give up our files to just anybody,” Roscoe growled.

			“We work for the Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, and we don’t take no for an answer. We’ll need a good-sized office with two desks and a small conference room table to hold files and paperwork. This office will work. Just bring in another desk,” Kirby said.

			“Are you crazy? This is a vice president’s office,” Roscoe snorted.

			Mark, the second half of the tag team, took over. “Cut the crap, Roscoe. We know your bank is suspected of moving millions for shadowy characters and criminal networks in Mexico. The sooner we start our investigation, the sooner you’ll know what the penalties will be.”

			“How dare you talk to me like I’m a common criminal,” he barked.

			Mark laughed. “There’s nothing common about you.”

			Roscoe’s dark eyes were blazing, and his fat face was distorted. He let out a growl as if he was about to attack, then rocked back in his chair and was silent. “You haven’t got any proof,” he said.

			“There’s millions in untraceable cash flowing through your bank via wire transfers, checks and cash transactions. The first thing we want to review is the activity by a Mexican-based company that made the large sequential withdrawals in suspicious patterns we discussed two days ago,” Mark emphasized. “A whistle-blower has given us copies of numerous computer files. We’ll be checking those first.”

			“I don’t handle the day to day activities. You’ll have to discuss that with George Henderson.

			“Where is he?” Mark asked.

			“He’s out. He’ll be back later.”

			“Let’s get an office set up and bring in a couple of your people to bring us up to speed concerning your computer operations. Come on. You can do it, Roscoe,” Mark said with a smile on his face.

			Roscoe pulled out a cigar, bit off the end and spit it on the floor. His hand shook slightly as he fired it up with a miniature blow torch. Mark grinned, took a cigar from his leather pouch and ignited the end. 

			“Oh, shit,” Kirby said aloud as he was enveloped in a cloud of smoke that smelled like dirty feet.

			“There’s a medium-sized conference room down the hall that already has one computer in it. I’ll have another brought in. Two women, Lisa Daniels and Barbara Wright, will be your liaisons. I’ll have them join you there,” Roscoe said in a defeated voice. He got up from the chair and waddled towards the door.

			Once he left, Kirby hurried over to the window and opened it all the way. “You know our agreement. You won’t smoke a cigar in the room we work in.” He thrust his head out the window. Mark grinned.

			The women appeared in a few minutes. Lisa was in her mid-twenties, an attractive brunette who was married. She and her husband had one child, and a second was on the way. Barbara was about thirty, heavyset, and had a calculating look on her face. The men surmised she was the employee designated to report all activities back to Roscoe Jarvis. It took most of the afternoon to set up the office. Kirby and Mark would sit at opposite ends of the table with a computer terminal at each end. 

			Barbara gave instructions to Kirby while Lisa assisted Mark. Fifteen minutes later, Kirby called a halt to the proceedings. “We’re going around in circles here. We’ve worked in many banks, and all their systems are similar but have different quirks. Why don’t we quit fooling around, Barb,” Kirby said.

			“I prefer Barbara,” she said. Her eyes were mere slits in a stony face.

			Kirby studied her for a moment. “A number of people are going down by the time we finish. Collaborating to hide transactions from the Treasury Department is a felony. Now, Barbara, you can make a choice, cooperate or go on the felony collaboration list,” he said in a hard, loud voice. His eyes bore into her, and she squirmed in her seat. 

			Mark smiled as he watched the episode unfold. Lisa’s eyes were as big as eggs. An hour later, the two investigators took a break and left the bank. Mark was laughing as he lit up a cigar while Kirby drank a cup of coffee.

			“Where did a felony collaboration list come from?” Mark asked and grinned. 

			Kirby smiled. “It sounded good to me, and it sure as hell frightened her.”

			“They’ve gone to great lengths to hide activity from us. It might take a couple of weeks before I get a handle on exactly what they’re doing,” Mark noted. He had a photographic memory and could read through hundreds of computer transactions, picking out exactly what he was searching for in a short amount of time.

			***
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