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Chapter 1

September 7, 2010

Nexus Financial Building, Downtown ****


The brand-new receptionist sighed heavily and continued to type furiously at her computer, trying to complete the last-minute memo for her employer. Frederick Dirtsh demanded that it be completed before his afternoon meeting with the board, and the old curmudgeon never missed a deadline. It was how he had risen to the position of Vice President of Operations, and he meant to stay there for a very, very long time. The Swedish-based Nexus Bank operating out of the Cayman Islands worked industriously to keep big-business tax shelters alive and kicking. In the current economic slump, business for the firm had risen by 200% as the corporations tried like mad to stay prosperous, or at the very least stay afloat. 


Brenda Zalecki tossed her striking red hair back out of her eyes and sighed. It was always hard to talk your way into a place, getting past the cold stares and the background checks. Selling herself was the best talent she had ever acquired from her mother, and later, her other occupations. Getting a foot in the door was the most difficult step, and the appointment to the Vice President's office was exactly where she wanted to be. Now the real work could begin: the trust building, the confidant status, the little perks that came with being well-liked.


That's right, she thought, just as soon as I get this damn memo finished.

*   *   *   *   * 


Frederick Dirtsh answered the summons of his encrypted cell phone, grimacing in annoyance at the person's identity. Mr. Winfield, his pompous ass of a head of security, had posted a high-attention meeting in the boardroom way the hell down on the sixth floor. The aging Swede cursed as he accepted the meeting request, reading the notes. “High-priority, please reschedule all other agendas.” That was all it said. So cloak and dagger, the VP thought to himself, and so very like the British. Apparently everything was an emergency to those bastards. If this was another meeting about the presentable state  of the guard's uniforms...several alluring ways to have the man killed ran through Dirtsh's mind in rapid succession as he locked his computer and pulled the encrypted second hard drive containing the most secure data.


Passing his new secretary on the way out, the old man leered at her appraisingly. Damn redheads could give a man a heart attack. The VP thought he should find out if that was possible later. After all, secretaries should be expected to do much more than clerical work.


“Hold my calls and move my afternoon appointments to tomorrow, Brenda my dear,” he smiled, “with the exception of the board meeting, naturally. I have an urgent matter to attend to. I shall return forthwith.” 


The secretary eyed her new boss critically as he exited. Strange, he made it a matter of pride not to miss meetings unless it was absolutely vital. Something big must be going down.

*   *   *   *   *


“Right, so let's get down to it, Fred,” Alexander Winfield said, looking up from where he sat. The VP cringed inwardly. The head of security was taking several liberties, the least of which was calling him Fred. Right this moment the cretin had commandeered the head seat of the table, leaving the executive to take the seat to his right side. Dirtsh filed the info away for later. There were always ways of putting people like Winfield in their places, to let them know they could always be replaced. However, the man was phenomenal at his job. As the VP made his way over, a security guard placed a coffee cup with plenty of cream and sugar in front of him. Just the way he liked it.


“Mr. Winfield, please do be brief. I have a very important board meeting coming up in two hours' time, and I need to be prepared.” Frederick raised his seat up to the highest setting so his gangly legs fell straight to the floor. With his back ramrod-straight, he towered over the stouter Winfield by a good four to five inches. Suck on that, you muck, he thought grimly to himself. “Now what seems to be the issue?”


The head of security tipped up the lid of his laptop computer and swiped his index finger print, followed by his secure password and voice imprint. “Alexander Winfield.” Two seconds later, the home screen came up, and Winfield began navigating through personnel documentation. Up popped the file for his secretary, Brenda Zalecki.


“What on earth?” the old man whispered, getting a bad feeling. 


“This is the personnel file for your secretary, sir.”



Dirtsh sighed inwardly. “Yes, Alex, I believe I've met the girl. Please go on.”


Winfield's eyes flicked up at him with a sideways glance to judge the impact of his next statement. “Have you slept with her, Mr. Vice President?”


Well, not yet, the old man thought to himself, and perhaps not ever, now. “No, Alex. Please tell me what this is about.” 


Instead of explaining, his security officer began navigating through a plethora of databases, bringing up images and queuing them before Frederick had a chance to process them. “Here you are, sir.”


Sliding the laptop over, Winfield pressed the arrow button to bring up the first window. A grainy image of Zalecki smiling impishly at an older man filled the screen. “That's her with Herr Schroeder, Chief Financial Officer for Rockfort.”


The mention of Nexus' prime small-market competitor in the Caymans sent a shiver down Dirtsh's spine. “This wasn't in her jacket.”


“No sir, she never reported working for Schroeder. You are absolutely sure you've never revealed any intimate information to her, perhaps over lunch or something of that nature?”


The veiled intent was clear: the head of security was both asking and taunting him after finding him in a slightly compromising position with his last secretary. She had been let go, with a generous compensation package to keep her quiet. The new girl had only been here a week, Frederick thought to himself. Did Alexander really think he'd unbutton his fly in such a short time? And that he would reveal any company secrets to a lowly clerical worker? Dirtsh had not been in this business this long by being sloppy with his pillow talk. 


“Yes, I'm sure,” he snapped back, “now why didn't your people find this when she was interviewed?” 


Now it was Winfield's turn to look embarrassed. Hi prided himself on complete, professional background checks. His findings had more than once found potential moles trying to infiltrate the organization, and how this one had at first eluded him, the security chief couldn't quite understand. Now was the time for the two of them to put an end to this travesty, and hopefully heads would not roll. If the VP was true to his word, no harm had been done to the organization. 

