A casually addressed man stood quietly in front of the receptionist in the first class lounge at Qantas Airways, Los Angeles International Airport waiting patiently while the blonde behind the desk finished her phone call. He was at least six feet tall with a straight posture. But there was something alluring about the man who stood under the long, dark, wavy hair, slightly balding on top. His age was middle to late forties but he could have been younger or older. Although he appeared relaxed, his eyes roamed the lounge area watching everyone, trying to locate his travelling companion. His dress was nothing flashy, just the relaxed style of an experienced traveler. His darkly tanned features appeared etched in bronze and his deeply set brown eyes showed confidence and steely intelligence. His strong jaw line showed determination, which could become terrifying to his enemies if provoked. But his relaxed attitude showed that he was aware of his surroundings and could move quickly to fit any situation. He flexed his tired shoulders several times and impatiently flicked his wrist, checking his watch. 

The receptionist hung up the phone, took his boarding pass and smiled, holding her eyes locked on his. Curiosity registered on her face. He thanked her and reached over to pick up his bag when the phone sounded on her desk again. He started to walk away, but she called his name.

“Mr. Landers, there’s a call for you.” She handed him the receiver and turned to the next passenger who stood patiently waiting.

Landers set his bag on the floor and placed the phone to his ear, speaking softly.

A voice boomed from the receiver, loud enough to startle the receptionist and the waiting passenger. Landers instinctively jerked the phone away from his ear and narrowly missed the man next to him. He slowly pulled the phone closer to his ear, smiling sheepishly at the other passenger, apologizing. The phone was dead. Landers looked at it, a frown appearing on his suntanned face. He was no longer relaxed. He handed the phone to the blonde who stared at him with her mouth open; her perfect, white enamel sparkled, but her chin was quivering.

“Sir, did I hear the words ‘dead man’ from that dreadful voice?”

“I’m not sure. It happened so quickly. It’s not important anyway.” 

He picked up his bag and walked into the main lounge, feeling her eyes following him. 

Landers stopped in the middle of the lounge, still searching for his traveling companion. That voice on the phone was frightening. He was heading home to Tahiti for three reasons: to do a job for an old friend; to meet his fiancée’s family after a long absence; and to have a quiet respite from the hectic and sometimes dangerous job as a troubleshooter for banks. For his friend, Harvey Cannon, he was to rescue a banking disaster.

If Harvey Cannon wasn’t involved, he would have walked away. But, he had been a friend of Cannon’s for years, and he knew that Cannon was heading for disaster. The voice on the phone had only confirmed it. The three words he had heard in that quick flash were clearly a threat. He took out his hankerchief and wiped the moisture from the palms of his hands. Fear of the unknown enveloped him just as it had so many years ago when he had rescued Cannon from certain death in the jungles of Laos.

Cannon was number three in the giant west coast bank, Northern Trust Bank of California. Eric’s traveling companion, Arnold Ramsay, was head of credit for the same bank and the two French banks in the Pacific that Northern Trust Bank had purchased three years earlier. It had become very apparent that the new banks had massive loan problems. The purchase by Northern Trust had been designed to rip off a willing buyer. Cannon suspected that secret payments had been made at the top levels of both banks to facilitate the purchase, but there was no proof. 

Landers spotted Ramsay near the windows, looking out over the tarmac watching a jumbo jet approach for landing, gliding gently down the air currents. As Landers walked towards him, he decided to say nothing about the phone call. The voice was a warning to him only and he was on his own..

THE HUGE MAN slammed the phone onto its cradle in anger. He sat behind a huge, walnut-inlayed desk, watching the tall, slim, younger man seated opposite him. The guest was well-dressed in the latest fashion and was often seen on the front pages of all the major newspapers in the country. Even though he was well-known, he was the obedient puppet of the fat man who now stood and walked around the desk to take a seat in the oversized chair next to him.

“Guido Gordono, you have been well trained for your place in life by your father and by me. I will not let that stupid bank interfere. Eric Landers will die if he tries to get in our way. Those few words to him were only a warning, but it will be carried out if he interferes. Do you understand?” He jabbed a fat forefinger at the younger man’s face.

“Of course, Don Victorio. There is too much at risk.” He sat back in his seat watching the older man whom he respected as a son does a father. 

“Good. Your father and I had long range plans for you when you were a child. So we sent you to the best schools. After your father’s death, you were groomed to take over from me. The time is now almost right. Our last step to becoming totally legitimate is near. The Family will soon own Northern Trust Bank through a number of dummy companies. You will become chairman, run our bank, and take over the Family’s legitimate businesses after my death. Make no mistake Guido, you are the key to our success.”

The old man heaved himself out of the chair and walked to the window that looked out over the tree slope of his property south of San Francisco. While he stayed away from public contact, he controlled an empire from this house. He was a man obsessed with protection. His bodyguards surrounded him at all times. Even Guido needed an appointment to visit. And then his visit was well organized, including a change of three cars to keep his real identity hidden from prying eyes. It had always been that way, and so it would remain. 

The younger man watched the Don with interest, flipped a few specks of invisible dust from his trousers, and waited. His eyes sparkled with the excitement of being so close to their final plan. The two French banks held the key to his success over the next few months. The older man returned to his seat next to Guido and stared hard at him through folds of fat as he settled heavily into his chair.

“Guido, my boy. We have a lot to do over the next few months, and that interfering Landers must not get in our way. That stupid Cannon is only sending him to meddle. We don’t want the banks cleaned up. When the French sold them to Northern Trust that was the plan. Schneider paid well through Swiss banks for his part in the deception, but now he’s dead. President Watson, as you know, was instrumental in keeping that purchase on track and Schneider in line. But let’s talk about our plans. Then you must leave. 

THE TWO FAMILY LEADERS spoke for over an hour about their plans in the Pacific for a massive money laundering operation using the two banks. Then the Don picked up the phone and arranged a conference call. The puppets in the Pacific banks had to be told what their jobs entailed, each step of the operation. To clean up the Family's business, a great deal of money needed to be laundered and soon. On a three-way call, plans were outlined and agreed upon, and the secret codes to be used in future conversations set. The bank officials committed to cooperate fully. The Don had selected both men in the French banks carefully and then manipulated their appointments to Northern Trust through his paid contacts. If these men did not succeed, they were expendable, and they knew it. It was part of the Family’s code.

Rene Bergeron in Noumea and Pierre Gerard in Tahiti had had no choice since the Don had recruited them. Their previous shady bank dealings had given him the power over them he needed. They were fully aware that he would use what he knew against them. It was always part of the Don's original plan to ensure their loyalty.

In the phone conversation both men agreed to the transfer of funds from the European operations of the West Coast Family through the bank in Tahiti and then to Noumea without any delays. The old man turned and rubbed his heavy jaw; his cold eyes sparkled. 

"Guido. This is an amazing scheme. We have two banks and almost the perfect setup. The money transfers will continue until everything is clean and safe. There must be no last minute changes to the plan. We've worked too hard for this day. The money will transfer in, be garaged no more than two hours in those two banks, and then moved quickly."

"Have you decided on an amount for the first exercise?"

"Yes. The first test run will total fifty million US dollars. When we are successful with that, the amounts will become much larger. The Northern Trust Bank, Tahiti is the crucial point of entry and exit of the funds." 

"Good. As those two guys perfect the system, you're to watch from a distance and keep me advised on each move. Bergeron and Gerard will report to you. You are only known as Guido to them, and you are the messenger to me as far as they are concerned. You are to be involved in no other way. Use your connections here in the bank to keep on top of things and pay the bankers more if you have to, but make sure that nothing goes wrong." The old man twisted his heavy body around to look directly at Guido. He continued speaking slowly, determination in his voice, fire in his eyes bouncing from the dark pupils.

"Guido. Your position with the Family must be protected at all costs. When we have final control of the bank, you will be appointed chairman. You'll then be in a position to use your political powers to achieve our objectives. Don't goof up, Guido," the old man said, standing up slowly. 

The power boss was feeling his age as he spoke slowly, feeling the pain from too many years of abuse. His overweight condition oppressed him. He looked at the younger man and smiled, but his eyes were cold.

"Guido. You set this thing up right. You’ve got three test runs. No more. Two days notice is all they need when the money’s coming. You’re to watch the transfers, do the codes and all that crap.” He paused, pointing one fat forefinger at Guido’s head. “No mistakes allowed Guido. None.” 

The Don walked back to his chair, sat down heavily and looked at Guido harshly.

“Once this money operation is running smoothly, I’ll give you the name of a man who owns a very large company in Tahiti. Gerard will lend his company large sums of money as another avenue of washing our dough. But you’re not to be involved. Let Gerard handle it; let it flow naturally through this man’s accounts.” He sat back enjoying the caper.

“From what I’ve heard, Gerard has no authority to lend money. That authority belongs to another department of the bank. Our scheme will lock him in totally to us. He will lend the money to my friend in such a way that the bank will have no choice but to accept his decision, and that decision will be at our direction. Northern Trust will be very upset with Gerard and he must be prepared to lose his job. By that time, we’ll have removed a few hundred million from the bank and washed it through somewhere else. The money will no longer be in Tahiti and Gerard’s usefulness to us will end. We’ll take care of him when the time comes. Make sure he understands that. We’ll have other uses for him if he pulls this off. Let me know his reaction. No goof-ups from Gerard. Understood?”

