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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


 


Miller Walker slept in his north campus home,
while the man who wanted him dead rode in the passenger seat of a
truck just a few blocks away.

It was far too early on a Thursday morning
for anyone without very good reason to be driving around Walker’s
neighborhood in the first place, even if that neighborhood was
situated in Austin, Texas; a college town known for its perpetual
late night music scene. But what was more out of place in this
modest enclave had anyone been awake to notice, was the vehicle
itself. It was a very expensive and well-appointed jet-black
Chevrolet Suburban with windows tinted as dark as the exterior
paint; the kind one might expect Secret Service personnel to be
driving when surrounding a presidential motorcade.

The truck’s bottom half would have been
obscured by the layer of lowhanging fog extending a few feet above
the pavement, if not for its bumper-mounted fog lights cutting a
glowing amber path through the soup. The density of the haze had
been increasing over most of city since midnight, thanks to
double-digit Texas humidity that had enveloped the central Texas
region for the past week.

Now on its third pass through the
neighborhood, the truck slowed to a crawl just up the street from
the Walker house. Never quite coming to a complete stop, it paused
long enough for the passenger to step out and gently push the door
closed. Easing around the corner, the vehicle accelerated on its
way out of the neighborhood.

Thor watched as the truck disappeared back
into the haze. Silently, he moved away from the dimly lit corner
and crossed the street. This was by no means his first trip into
the neighborhood. He had been watching the house in the middle of
this block for a long time.

After lingering by a large oak tree for a few
minutes, he methodically worked his way back toward the Walker
place. Every few minutes he stopped to look and listen and take
mental notes. He absorbed every inch of his surroundings,
identified and remembered all the details: landscaping, parked
cars—both those used regularly and those under repair, security
lights, streetlights, escape routes. Nothing escaped his gaze.

He had already learned all the names of
Walker’s neighbors. He knew who in the neighborhood still held a
job and who was retired and what their hobbies were. He knew their
children’s names and where they played and which ones were away at
school. And he obviously knew he would be very much alone at this
hour of the morning. Thor had done his homework well.

A train whistle blew in the distance,
somewhere near Interstate 35.

Thor was directly across the street from the
Walker house when he glanced at his watch. It was 3 A.M. “Right on
time,” he whispered. He looked both ways before walking toward the
left side of the house.

Once on the grass, he followed the edge of
the driveway to the garage, and then disappeared into the tall
bushes lining that side, until he reached the side fence. He tested
the gate’s hinge pin as a foothold, stood on it, and looked over
the fence and up and down the alley behind the house, as best he
could with the limited view. Dropping deftly back to the ground,
Thor stood hidden in the shrubbery for nearly forty-five minutes
before setting his watch timer, retracing his exact steps, and
disappearing once more into the mist at the end of the street.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


 


“Ahhhhh-chooo!” Whitley Talmadge lurched
forward on the park bench, muffling her sneeze with one hand while
latching onto her wide-brimmed straw hat with the other.

The startled chocolate Labrador retriever
that had been lying at her feet jumped up to look at her.

“Bless you,” an elderly man remarked, patting
the dog’s head as he shuffled by.

“Thank you,” Whitley answered and tilted her
head up and smiled as he passed. Her thick-framed sunglasses had
slid down the bridge of her slender nose and were sitting just low
enough for her steel-blue eyes to peek between them and the edge of
her hat. “Lay down, Bosco,” she commanded.

Wiping her watery eyes with her index finger,
she reached into her purse and retrieved a travel-sized packet of
tissues. She rushed to cover her nose with one as she felt the
pressure of another emphatic sneeze building.

“Ahhhhh-choo!”

Dabbing her nose with the tissue, she looked
down at the dog and smiled. “I’m sorry, Bosco. I didn’t mean to
scare you, baby. And I apologize for not running with you today,
but these allergies are kicking my butt, sweetie.”

It was late September, and the Austin allergy
season was in full force. Wind and a lack of rain had made it even
worse than usual.

Whitley imagined she could smell the dust.
She had repeatedly heard warnings from her friends: “Even if you’ve
never had allergies in your life, live in Austin long enough and
you’ll get them. If September’s mold and ragweed don’t pummel your
sinuses early on, December’s cedar pollen will make you pray that
they had.”

Having grown up in Dallas just a couple of
hundred miles to the north, she couldn’t understand how such a
short distance could mean such a noticeable difference in the
pollen count. The fact is that Dallas is worse than Austin for
allergies. It was just that this year, for whatever reason was to
be Whitley’s rite of passage; the first time after ten years of
living in Austin, that the infamous allergies seriously took hold.
And they weren’t about to let go.

Whitley watched as a group of Frisbee golfers
across the creek packed up to go home. She also noticed a pretty
young woman not far from them. Sitting alone and uphill from the
rocky creek bottom on a grassy slope beneath a large oak tree, the
woman was watching some children play nearby.

Grabbing a water bottle from her purse,
Whitley felt around in the bottom of her bag trying to locate her
emergency pillbox. When she found it, she looked at the dog and
said, “I hope I remembered to put a sinus tablet in here, Bosco.
I’d hate to keep scaring you all afternoon with my sneezing.”

The dog tilted his head and gave her a
puzzled look.

“Here it is!” she exclaimed as she held the
pill up in the air for him to see.

Bosco jumped up as if about to receive a
treat.

“You can’t have this, mister! It’ll make you
sicker than a dog!” she laughed. She popped the pill into her mouth
and took a sip of water while reaching back into her purse. “But
you can have one of these,” she said, waving a dog biscuit in the
air.

He immediately sat down, wagging his tail,
never taking his eyes off the food.

“Good boy,” she said, then threw the biscuit
to him.

He barely had to move his head to catch it in
his mouth. Bosco gobbled it up and sat whining, eagerly awaiting
more.

“That’s all you get, honey. I don’t want to
ruin your dinner before I take you back home. Besides, you don’t
want to get sick to your stomach, do you? You’ve been running and
fetching the tennis ball all afternoon.”

The dog stared as if straining to understand
what she was saying, then laid his head on her knees.

Whitley rubbed his ears as Bosco licked her
forearm, “That’s what I need. Some loving!” she exclaimed. “Now if
I could just get your daddy to show me this kind of attention, we’d
have it made.”

The dog jumped into her lap and nearly sent
her tumbling off the back of the concrete bench. In the process, he
bumped her straw hat, its leather strap caught around her neck, and
her sandy brown hair spilled around her face. She laughed and gave
him a big hug.

Whitley looked at her watch. They had been at
the park for almost three hours. “We’d better get going.” Whitley
pushed the heavy dog off of her and picked up his leash from the
grass.

As she gathered her belongings, she looked
back at the woman sitting across the creek. She had every hair in
place. Her toenails, lips, and fingernails were a flattering shade
of red. She had beautiful olive skin and a lanky frame. Everything
about this woman seemed perfect.

“Is she more along the lines of what you
want, Steve?” Whitley murmured. She shifted the sunglasses up on
her nose and looked down self-consciously at her mistreated nails.
She couldn’t remember the last time she had doled out any cash for
a manicure. Perhaps it was time.

Whitley sighed and sat back down on the bench
to slip into her sandals. She wiped her reddened nose once more
with a tissue and stuck her left foot in the air, stretching her
toes apart as they peeked from behind the leather strap of her
sandals. Her toenails, also unpolished, weren’t faring much better
than her fingernails.

The dark amber tint of her glasses also did
little to hide the sun’s reflection beaming back from her pale but
shapely legs, “programmer tan” as coined by her co-workers in the
Western States Insurance Company’s Information Systems Department.
This was a common trait found in that phylum of the financial
services work force that spends weeks, months, or even years
tethered to a computer in a secure but often windowless
environment.

Her inspection migrated up from her legs,
past her shorts to the Luckenbach, Texas tee shirt she was wearing.
It too needed attention, dull and faded by too many years’ worth of
wear. It was one of her favorites and didn’t have any holes, so
that was reason enough to continue wearing it.

Whitley had never been a slave to fashion,
especially since she spent most of her time, free or otherwise,
concealed in the claustrophobic basement of her office building,
far removed from the majority of her coworkers. Except for the
occasional excursion out to the business units, in order to assist
the production support team set up an employee’s workspace or to
fix unexpected system glitches, lunch and quitting time were
generally her only reasons she had to exit “The Dungeon.”

On her salary alone, she could easily afford
nicer clothing, but wearing designer clothes had never been a
priority. The company’s business-casual environment gave her all
the more reason to save on the fashion dollar. Even so, she found
herself to be uncharacteristically self-conscious in the presence
of this striking woman.

Although her friend Steve Latham had never in
the least indicated a desire for a fashion-forward woman or for
that matter any type of woman after his divorce, Whitley was
feeling desperate. She had begun to wonder if the only way he would
ever notice her as anything more than a chum would be if she went
through a radical metamorphosis more on par with this lady in the
park.

Good friends before his marital problems,
Steve and Whitley’s bond had grown much stronger afterward.
Allowing a reasonable amount of time to pass after the Latham’s
divorce, Whitley had tried every imaginable subtle clue to get
Steve to ask her out on a real date, but clues were as far as she
went. Whitley was adamant about not pushing the issue with him. If
Steve didn’t make the first move someday soon, she would have to
resign herself to the fact that they would always remain friends
and nothing more.

Except for an infrequent and innocent dinner
date, the best she could get out of their current relationship was
an occasional request to housesit and feed Bosco when Steve went
out of town on business – tasks she always eagerly agreed to.

Steve would be gone for a total of three
weeks on this trip. According to astrological charts she had
consulted before his departure, Whitley had felt sure he would ask
her to go with him this time. All of the mystical signals she
received had indicated that he would. Much to her chagrin, the
invitation never materialized.

Whitley continued to watch the woman across
the creek and determined by the way that she was beaming at the
group of children playing in close proximity, that one of them must
be hers. Whitley often thought about having a child of her own
someday, Steve’s child, a desire she could never tell him, at least
not yet. No, first things first, she would need an
honest-to-goodness date with him. Children would have to come
later.

After a few moments and as if on cue, one of
the children broke away from the playgroup and stumbled up the
slope toward the young woman and hugged her.

“Do you see that Bosco?” She asked the dog.
“Perfect looks, perfect child, and she is hanging out in the park
because she is probably married to the perfect asshole!”

The dog looked confused.

“Don’t worry hon, I don’t really mean
it.”

“Well, enough sulking,” she said to herself.
“It’s Friday afternoon, Miss Talmadge. What do you have to look
forward to on this rare day off?”

Bosco tilted his head again and stared as she
spoke. “Let’s see. Do you have a date with Steve?”

No, he’s a thousand miles away, climbing
some mountain.

“Any plans for a date before the end of the
next millennium?”

Only if Fate intervenes.

“Any other men in your life with
potential?”

Uh . . . no solid leads just yet, Whit.

“Well, what the hell are you gonna do
tonight, girlfriend?”

Oh, wait a minute, I remember now. I won’t be
alone after all! Tonight I’ll be spending a romantic evening with .
. . my mother!

At that instant, Bosco barked at her.

“Bosco, you know I shouldn’t feel that way
about Winona, don’t you?”

The dog barked again.

“I thought so!” she said as she playfully
squeezed the dog’s nose. “Yeah, she can be a major pain in the
butt, but I wish she’d come see us more often. At least this should
be a good visit, because both of our horoscopes were good
today.”

Whitley rarely left the apartment without
first consulting the newspaper’s horoscope. Aside from exercising
Bosco, the only reason she had walked a good distance to Zilker
Park in the first place was because her horoscope had told her,
Take a walk in a green field and contemplate your existence as a
woman. The fact that she also balanced her checkbook and made
out her grocery list she had written off as her practical side
coming to the surface.

The encounter with the beautiful stranger was
Fate. She just knew it had to be. Yes, Fate was telling her that
drastic measures were necessary in order to resuscitate her
pathetic love life. She was glad to have followed the newspaper
astrologer’s advice this day.

Many aspects of Whitley’s daily existence
were ruled by her forays into the extrasensory world. She wasn’t
faithful to any one discipline. She sometimes used I Ching,
palmistry, or tarot card readings instead of, or in addition to her
daily horoscope or astrological readings, depending on how much
time she had before work. The one day that she had failed to take
the necessary time to heed the advice of the stars, an incident
nearly killed her.

Whitley had been on her way to a concert west
of Austin with some friends, when her car was rear-ended by a
pickup truck—a big pickup truck. Except for a minor abrasion or
two, the friends with her in the car had escaped uninjured.

However, she had not been so fortunate. Her
forehead had struck the steering wheel, and she had been knocked
out cold. All told, she had suffered a concussion, whiplash, and a
few bruises. All she could remember later was a strange dream about
her father. In it she was a young girl being disciplined for riding
her bike on the busy street in front of their Dallas home.

Her father had passed away a few weeks prior
to the wreck, and he had never before come to her in her dreams.
Nor had he appeared during Whitley’s two attempts to contact him at
seances conducted by Madam Vera, a Spanish medium of questionable
reputation near campus. Because of this, when Whitley finally came
to, she was positive this vision of her father was some sort of
warning about the events surrounding the collision.

After three days she checked out of the
hospital and found the newspaper that contained the horoscope from
the date of the accident. Once she had read its recommendation to
stay in and read a good book on that date, Whitley vowed never to
miss another daily prediction.

Noticing the time again, she clipped Bosco’s
leash onto his collar. As Whitley stuffed the water bottle back
into her bag, she noticed some writing on a bill sticking out of
the top of her wallet. Pulling it out, she found words written
around the border on the back of a one-dollar bill: St.
Lazarus—anyone who receives this bill will be blessed with a lot of
money if you rewrite this on ten other bills.

Whitley thought for a moment and pulled out
her wallet. Leafing through the bills, she found four twenties and
a ten. She stuck the ten in her left dress pocket and put her
wallet back in her handbag.

She then gathered Bosco and her own things
and started the two-mile trek back to her car. Glancing at her
watch once more, she saw it was 2:30. With some luck, she’d have
just enough time to exchange her bill for ten singles, drive Bosco
back to Steve’s house and feed him, then get home before her mother
showed up for dinner.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


 


Whitley had barely made it out of the shower
and started dinner before her mother arrived. Forty-five minutes
early.

It was 5:15. Always early, Winona Talmadge
couldn’t understand why her daughter hadn’t inherited this valuable
characteristic from her.

After a hug and the exchange of a few kind
words, Whitley was back in the kitchen working on a salad. Her
mother started inspecting the premises.

Whitley eyed her momentarily and said,
“Mother, would you please stop doing that.”

Mrs. Talmadge had only been there a few
minutes and was already busy wiping dust off of and adjusting the
figurines and candles that adorned the mantel in her daughter’s
tiny apartment.

“I’m just trying to help, honey.”

“I know, Mom, but this is the first time
you’ve come here to eat in eight months. The last thing I want you
to do is my housecleaning and redecorating.”

“Well, someone has to do it.”

“Mother!”

“All right. All right. I just don’t
understand why you choose to live in this ridiculously small place,
Whitley. At least let me get you a maid.”

“Enough, Winona! We’ve been through this a
thousand times,” Whitley said, shaking her head back and forth in a
disgusted fashion.

“Okay.” Mrs. Talmadge hated for her daughter
to call her by her first name. “I get the message.”

“Good!” Whitley snapped. The sound of the
knife blade rapping on the cutting board became more amplified with
each forceful slice into the cucumber. Her mother knew just how to
push her buttons. Whitley snatched the slices and slung them into a
large wooden salad bowl.

Winona Talmadge was staying a few miles away
at the Driskill Hotel, a turn-of-the-century beauty on Sixth Street
in downtown Austin. The hotel was a popular haunt for visiting
politicos and celebrities, and its close proximity to Austin music
venues increased its allure. Mrs. Talmadge could care less about
the music. She and Mr. Talmadge had always stayed at the Driskill
whenever they came to Austin for U.T. football games, something
they had done for over thirty years. Both were Texas grads and
burnt-orange fans to the core. Even though her husband had passed
away three years earlier, Winona had continued the seasonal
pilgrimages to Royal-Memorial Stadium with friends to root for the
Longhorns.

“I don’t suppose you’d be interested in going
to the game with us tomorrow, would you?”

“No, Mother, I wouldn’t.” The University was
also Whitley’s alma mater, but she didn’t care about football.

“Jason is going to be there.”

“So?”

“I know that he’d love to see you.”

“Well, I don’t want to see him. In fact, I
don’t know why you think I would.”

The Scott and Talmadge families were the best
of friends. Jason Scott had been Whitley’s first love. Sixteen
years ago, as a Dallas teenager, she had lost her virginity to him,
a miserable experience that was to be her first and last with
him.

“Did you know that he’s divorced and has set
up his new practice in Dallas?”

“No, Mother, I didn’t, nor do I care.”

“You two were so cute together.”

“Christ, don’t make me sick, Mother. That was
almost twenty years ago.”

“He is so handsome now. He finally put some
meat on those skinny little bones of his. I wish you would
reconsider.”

“Yeah? Well, if memory serves me, he needed
to put meat on one bone for sure.”

“Whitley!”

“Mother, listen. I’m not interested in
football, nor am I interested in Jason Scott. End of story.
OK?”

“I just want to see you happy, honey.”

“I am happy, Mother. Very happy. God! If
Frank was still alive, he’d swat your butt.”

“Don’t disrespect your father, hon.”

Whitley clutched a head of Romaine lettuce
and began rinsing it off. Plucking a handful of leaves, she added
them to the increasingly bulging salad bowl.

“I just thought for sure that you’d have been
married by now and have had two or three grandchildren.”

“Children, Winona.”

“What?”

“Children. You thought that I’d have had two
or three children, not grandchildren.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.”

“You bet I do.” Whitley was firm with her
mother, but she didn’t push too far.

Her parents had always been close, more like
giggly teenagers than a couple married for over thirty years. Ever
since her father’s death, she knew the strain and loneliness her
mother had been contending with. Winona had been traveling a great
deal over the last couple of years, even during holidays. She told
her daughter that the trips were opportunities to meet new people,
but Whitley knew it was more likely that her mother was avoiding
staying at home alone.

“I’m going to run to the ladies room,
baby.”

“You want me to fix you something to drink,
Mother?”

“Have you any wine?”

“No wine, but I have some beer.”

“Beer? Honey, what kind of man do you think
you will attract with beer in the fridge? I’m going to call Luis
and have him pick out some appropriate groceries for you. He has
the most divine deli and wine cellar in Dallas. Oh, and perhaps
it’s time for you to find a new circle of friends, dear.”

“Winona, my men friends are just that. My
friends. They aren’t pretentious, callous jerks like Jason. They
like me just the way I am now, and they will like me when I finish
all that beer in the fridge and turn into a fat, belching,
beer-guzzling, bar-hopping spinster down on Sixth Street.”

“Really, dear. There’s no need to snap. I’ll
just have water, thank you.” Winona turned and walked primly down
the narrow hallway to the bathroom.

Whitley knew her mother almost as well as her
father had. She also knew how badly her parents wanted her to be
happily married and producing their grandchildren. Whitley was
saddened when her father had passed away so young, disappointed
that he would never see her married or get to know his
grandchildren. She had done her best to keep her own feelings of
loss in check during that rough period and offer as much support as
possible to her mother.

Winona had been in the bathroom for ten
minutes, on what Whitley suspected was one of her mother’s
reconnaissance missions. The fact she had started so soon after her
arrival came as a bit of a surprise.

Chuckling, Whitley guessed her mother must be
ransacking the bathroom drawers and cabinets about now, on a
diligent crusade for her daughter’s birth control pills. She knew
if Winona found any, she would come back into the room, waving them
in the air and spewing the negative effects brought about by using
them. So Whitley had hidden them, and hidden them well. She felt
that at this point in her life, if Winona were so hell-bent on
having grandchildren, she wouldn’t even bat an eye if her daughter
had a child out of wedlock.

Besides, she wanted to teach her mother a
lesson about being so nosy, as if it would do any good since they
saw each other so infrequently. During a planned trip to the drug
store earlier in the week, Whitley had bought seven large boxes of
condoms, seven being one of her lucky numbers that day. Before
opening them, she had “roughed up” a couple of the boxes, kicking
and pounding the containers around the apartment like soccer balls
to give them a regularly-accessed appearance.

Now stored in plain sight under the sink,
long connected strands of brightly packaged latex protection snaked
out of the bruised cardboard boxes. Just to ensure Winona would
detect them, Whitley had strewn a few empty condom wrappers about
the apartment in strategic spots; even the wastebasket next to the
toilet held a few. In the bedroom alone she had planted so much
latex color; Winona would soon think she had been on an Easter egg
hunt.

When the bathroom door opened, Whitley heard
Winona’s shuffling feet head toward the bedroom door. She could see
the light go on from her vantage point at the kitchen sink. She was
starting to cramp from holding back her laughter.

Moments later, her mother’s body language
told all as she skulked back into the den. She didn’t miss a beat
before asking, “So. Who have you been seeing lately?” Her voice
cracked and had taken on a markedly firmer tone.

Whitley squatted down to get a pot from under
the cabinet, biting her tongue to keep from giggling and giving
away her little ploy. “Oh, I’ve been seeing a few different people
lately, Mother.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Anything . . . serious?”

“No, just playing the field. Mostly
legislative types in the downtown area. You know decent salaries,
wife and kids out of town. That sort of thing.” She stuck her face
just inside the cabinet opening to hide her grin.

“Whitley, that’s dangerous. You’d better not
be seeing married men!”

“I use protection, Mother.”

“So I see.”

“What is that supposed to mean, Mother?” She
couldn’t contain herself any longer and let out a shriek. “Hah!
Been scrounging around in my bathroom cabinets again, haven’t you?”
Whitley was still holding the salad tongs as she stood up and
covered her mouth with the back of her hand. She began laughing in
earnest. “You’ve been set up, Wi-no-na!”

“Whitley!”

“Hey! You wanna borrow a box or two? You
might get lucky at the ball game tomorrow.”

“You little devil.” Winona’s face turned a
deep shade of scarlet, a sharp contrast to her tall, white hairdo
that vaulted skyward like a Pharaoh’s headdress. “If I hadn’t given
birth to you personally, I’d never believe we were related.”

Whitley volleyed back in an extremely
guttural Texas draw, “Yep, I burnt through a box anna haff last
week alone,” she said and pretended to wipe her nose with her
shirtsleeve. “So damn sore ah cain’t hartly set down.”

“Whitley! Stop it. You are such a mess.”
Winona laughed as she walked across the room and hugged her
daughter.

“Now that’s what I call a perfectly executed
plan.” Whitley reached for the water glass on the counter and
handed it to her mother.

Winona eyed the glass momentarily, sighed,
and handed it back to Whitley. “Keep it. I’ll take the beer
instead.”

“Now you’re talkin’, Winona. Hell, we’ll be
sharin’ a trailer outen the country before long.”

“Let’s not overdo it, sweetie.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


 


Thor intended to leave for Dallas early
Friday afternoon and not return until midday Saturday. He called to
put a surveillance team in place outside Saint Anne’s Catholic
Church where Miller Walker worked as the bookkeeper. “I need a
babysitter until tomorrow evening. Same location.”

No voice responded, but two beeps signaled
that his request would be carried out.

Ten minutes later, Thor left a building at
the east end of the church property and headed toward a waiting
Suburban. Even disguised, he made sure no one but the driver
witnessed his exit. The passenger door swung open, and Thor jumped
in. The truck pulled a short distance up the street and idled there
until the “sitters” were in place. The driver signaled to the
surveillance team by turning on his lights. They responded by
turning theirs off. Then, the glossy black truck wheeled down a
side street toward Interstate-35. They would be in Dallas in a
little over three hours.

Most of the organization’s senior members no
longer participated in the riskier operations. Many had already
paid their dues anyway and were more than happy to pass that torch
on. Lower level associates would occasionally be paired with a
partner, but opportunities for revealing the identities of
co-workers were always kept to a minimum. Information about another
area of the organization could only be passed between associates
when one was assigned into a new territory, and this only occurred
when the new person was replacing an associate who had been
transferred—or removed permanently.

Five out of the twenty associates in the
Texas region had been “removed” from their positions in the last
year alone. Reasons for the individual disappearances ranged from
embezzling cash and botched assignments, to attempting to leave the
organization too soon. Those who knew of the removals always
believed that Thor was involved. Fear was an extremely powerful
management tool, one that Thor utilized with great effectiveness.
The right amount of fear created a productive entity, and his
reputation for swift retribution was legendary and more than enough
of an incentive to keep most everyone in line and silent.

In the minds of the organization associates
who knew of him, Thor was a ghost, an entity that could materialize
instantly. As long as they followed orders, they had nothing to
worry about. No subordinate associate knew his true identity. That
privilege was afforded only to a few division heads and Thor’s
direct superiors. Those in the highest ranks took painstaking
measures to help ensure his privacy, probably out of fear for their
own lives as much as a means of concealing him for the benefit of
the organization.

Division heads were allowed the discretion to
deal with problems in their own unique way, often using the same
elite team of hired professionals. Thor, however, was different. He
felt additional personnel only increased both the propensity for
mistakes and the odds of everyone getting caught. A perfectionist
and meticulous planner, he felt it best to take care of obstacles
as quickly as possible with no outside assistance. He told
virtually no one of his intentions, executing his plans quietly,
smoothly, and efficiently, willing to let all others wonder what
had happened after it was already too late.

The sitters rolled the car windows down and
prepared themselves for what would likely be another uneventful
Friday night. The occupant in the passenger seat lit up a
smoke.

“You ever seen Thor?” the young driver
asked.

“Hell, no. No one has. At least they didn’t
know it if they did or didn’t live to talk about it. And I don’t
want to neither.” He took a long drag on his cigarette.

“What’s the deal with him? I mean, I hear
everybody freaks out when he comes to town.”

“How old are you, man?”

“Twenty-nine.”

“I’m gonna give you a piece of advice. If you
wanna live to be thirty, you’ll shut the hell up about Thor right
now. Comprende?”

“What?” his partner chuckled. “No, I don’t
comprende. Why has this guy weirded everyone out?”

“How long you been with the group?”

“Two years.”

“Two years?” Holding his arm out the window,
he tapped nervously on his cigarette and exhaled as he spoke to his
new partner. “Two freakin’ years! Where were you before you came
here?”

“El Paso.”

“El Paso? Do you even know why you got this
job?” He tapped his cigarette again.

“I was told someone retired.”

“And you believed that?” He shook his head
before taking another drag on his cigarette.

“Why wouldn’t I? I mean, they never lied to
me before.”

“What a Boy Scout.” Tap, tap, tap. “What’d
you do in El Paso before you took this gig?”

“Pretty much the same surveillance thing, but
I learned to set up a few wires and video while I was there.”

“Two years and you’re a Cable Guy already,
huh?” He shook his head in disbelief. “Okay, listen up, El Paso.
I’m gonna tell you this one time and one time only. This is the
real deal, so pay attention with your ears only and keep your eyes
focused on Walker.

“My last partner was this great-lookin’
broad, a blonde about forty-two, forty-three years old. Best damn
cable guy you ever seen. She could talk her way in anywhere.” He
took a long, deliberate puff on his cigarette and stubbed it out in
the ashtray.

“Well, she gets this crazy idea when Thor
comes to town to find out who he is. I mean, as soon as he comes to
town, she starts talkin’ crazy like this, and this goes on for at
least six or eight months, this crazy talk. Anyway, we were on this
assignment, and we get the call to clear outta the area because
Thor had a little ‘house cleaning’ to do at the little office
building we’re camped in front of. We assume it’s for the guy we’d
been sittin’ on for the last few days, but it ends up bein’ one of
our own that he’s after, only we don’t know this at the time.
Anyway, this crazy bitch decides she’s gonna hang around and see if
she can catch the action first-hand.

“You still watchin’ for Walker?”

“Yeah, man. Relax.”

“Anyway, like I was sayin’, this crazy bitch
jumps outta the car up the street from this office building. I’m
yellin’ at her to get her ass back in the car, but she’s not
listenin’ to any of the shit I’m sayin’. ‘Oh, I’ll be fine,’ she
says. ‘Nobody’s gonna know I’m here,’ she says.

“I tell the dizzy bitch that I’m havin’ no
parta this and she’s got one more chance to get the hell back in
the car. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she says.” He paused to grab his pack of
cigarettes off the dash board and light another.

“So? What happens?”

“I’m gettin’ to it. So I tell her that’s it,
I’m leavin’, and she’s gonna have to find her own damn way home.
‘Fine,’ she says. So I leave her there.” Tap, tap, tap.

“So? Did she see him?”

He turned and glared at his partner. “I’m
gettin’ to it! Keep your pants on. So, I leave her there, and
that’s the last time I ever see her.”

“That’s it?”

“How many times I gotta tell your country ass
to shut the hell up and listen.” He took another drag and exhaled.
Tap, tap.

“Jesus! Alright. I’m sorry, man.”

“So two or three days go by, and I don’t hear
nothin’ from this broad. Nothin’. No check-in calls. Nothin’. Well,
outta the blue I get this call to make a pickup at this drop box.
So I go, and there’s this package addressed to me. No instructions
to take it somewhere else and drop it. No, sir. The sonofabitch was
addressed to me.”

“No shit?”

He waited to answer, taking a drag on the
cigarette, “NO SHIT. So I open this damn thing, and guess what’s
inside? Just try to guess what’s inside this box.”

“I don’t know. What was it?”

“One of this broad’s fingers.”

“Get out! Jesus! What happened to her?”

“Thor happened to her, man. And that’s not
all he did. No, sir.” He pointed his cigarette at his partner. “He
had a morgue tag, a FREAKIN’ MORGUE TAG, tied to her God-damned
finger. With a note typed on it.”

“Get out!”

“No shit. And I wasn’t the only one. I heard
rumors that the sick bastard cut every one of her fingers and toes
off and mailed them to all of the associates in the area.”

“Ho-ly shit!”

“Yeah! Holy shit!”

“What did the note say?”

He paused and stared at the young associate,
then reached into his back pocket and pulled out a thick wallet. He
unfolded it, carefully pulled the tag out from behind his driver’s
license, and handed it to his partner. “Here. You tell me what it
says.”

El Paso took the tag and read aloud, “Try my
patience as she did, and you will join her.”

“Well?”

Eyes blinking in disbelief, the young man
whispered, “Ho-o-ly shit! This is for real?”

“You’re damn right it’s for real.”

“Holy shit. What a psycho. How do you know it
was really her finger?”

The older man snatched the tag out of his
hand and gave him another disgusted stare. Without saying a word,
he turned and looked in the direction of the church. “Cool it. We
got movement.”

Miller Walker had left the church by a side
door and was making his way west toward Guadalupe Street, “The
Drag” as it was called, the main thoroughfare running along the
west side of the U.T. campus. He trudged uphill, away from his car
parked in the lot behind Saint Anne’s.

“Stay put until I get to the corner of the
street. Then pull up and park there.” He pointed to the corner of
Thirty-first and Guadalupe Streets. “Get as close as you can, but
don’t even look like you’re freakin’ followin’ him. And don’t look
at me either.”

The sitter pulled a baseball cap from under
the seat and put it on, put on his sunglasses, and hopped out of
the car. He lit yet another cigarette and waited until Walker was a
block away from Guadalupe before following him from the opposite
side of the street. Both men crossed The Drag at the light and
turned left, heading south toward the University of Texas
campus.

Walker ambled down two blocks more before
stopping at a small coffee shop. During the bookkeeper’s ten-minute
stay inside, the sitter had time to smoke two more cigarettes from
his position across and down the street.

Large cup of coffee in one hand and worn
briefcase in the other, Walker soon continued south to
Twenty-Fourth Street, where he crossed back over The Drag. He made
his way from the Main Mall downhill to Twenty-First Street near
Speedway, the location of the business school. The evening
accounting class he taught would begin at 6:00.

The sitter pulled a small cell phone out of
his jacket pocket and called the driver, “Park the car back down
the street where we were and get over here to Twenty-first and
Speedway. Take your time. He’s got the freakin’ class again
tonight.” He hung up and called another number. “Baby’s got school.
Better get the sitter to the house by 7:00.”

“Beep . . . Beep.”

Class ended at 7:30, and Walker ambled out of
the building, maneuvering the short downhill section of the
sidewalk until he reached Speedway and turned north. He wasn’t
about to pull his 300-plus-pound frame back up Twenty-first Street.
He would need the next ten blocks to prepare himself mentally for
the 200-yard uphill section on Thirty-First Street that would bring
him back to his car.

The sitters hadn’t let Walker out of their
sight. El Paso wove a path in and out of the buildings to the west
of Speedway, appearing and disappearing but staying more than 100
yards in front of his man. The elder sitter stayed a manageable
distance behind and across the street from them. It was a much
easier task under the dark veil of the night sky.

Walker arrived at his Toyota twenty minutes
later. He threw his tattered briefcase into the front seat.

The sitters were already in their vehicle and
had started driving away after signaling their replacements.

Squeezing his oversized frame into the small
car, Walker drove home, still oblivious to the tail.

The sitters changed places the next morning,
again with different vehicles, again with no verbal communication,
again remaining just distant enough from each other for any
distinguishing features to be indiscernible when signaling.

After another uneventful day the sitters
followed as Walker left his home and arrived at the church by 4:00.
They all had to navigate through a portion of the nearly 100,000
football fans already converging on the 200-acre U.T. campus.
Miller went inside the office and pulled up spreadsheets at the
computer, prepping them for an infusion of entries from parish
contributors. Saturday evening mass always meant large amounts of
money in the collection plates, even with a home football game in
progress. It was up to him to record who the largest donors
were.

Outside, the older sitter asked, “You pickin’
up anything, El Paso?”

“Not a word. He’s just using his computer
again.”

“Listen for anything out of the
ordinary.”

Both sitters watched the pastor leave his
residence and make his way to the church.

“Now there’s a line of work for you, El
Paso.”

“What’s that? A priest?”

“Yeah, then a baby-faced prick like you would
have a reason for bein’ a middle-aged virgin!”

“Screw you.”

“Ha-haaaah. Take it easy, El Paso. I’m just
jokin’ with ya, you know? Givin’ you some shit.”

“Real funny. You’re a regular Rodney
Dangerfield, aren’t you?”

“Ha-haaaah. Yeah, no respect. That’s me
alright.”

In the church office on this warm September
afternoon, Walker was perspiring as he reached into his shirt
pocket and retrieved two flash drives. He put one into USB port on
the desktop computer and began to copy files onto the computer.
Halfway through the process, he removed the first drive and began
copying the same information back onto the second flash drive. He
slipped the original into his pocket while he waited for the
computer to finish.

The priest stuck his head into the office as
he was walking by. “Miller.” He spoke loudly enough that he
startled the bookkeeper.

“Whoa. Sorry, Father Al. I was daydreaming. I
didn’t hear you come in. You ready for mass?”

“I am. Can we expect you there?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I’ve got some work to
finish up that I didn’t get done last night. You know, class and
all, but I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning.”

“Looking forward to it. God bless you,
Miller.” He tapped twice on the doorframe as he left.

“You, too, Father.” He listened for a moment
as the sound of the priest’s footsteps diminished, stopped, then
started getting louder as the priest came back toward the
office.

“Miller, I almost forgot. I didn’t give you
the collection envelopes yesterday. I’ve had some of them since
last Tuesday. Could I get you to pick them up before you leave so
we can get them entered into the computer? I left them on the
kitchen counter in the rectory.”

“Sure, Father. I’ll go get them right
now.”

“Do you still have your key?”

“Right here.” Miller reached into the desk
drawer and pulled out the key to the front door.

“Thank you, Miller.”

“My pleasure, Father.” Grunting a bit, he
stood and waddled past the priest and out the back door as the
priest made his way toward the chapel where he would begin the
Saturday evening service.

The last of the congregation was filing in;
mass would be starting any minute.

Watching Walker pant as he trudged over to
the priest’s residence, the sitters were surprised by a call on the
cell phone. The older one answered without saying a word and waited
for the caller ID to display the source from the pre-programmed
list of names in the phone. It spelled out “Mr. Norseman.”

“Keep me on until I tell you otherwise. Beep
me twice when the baby comes back to the main building. I’m alone
inside; at least for the moment. The priest will be starting mass
soon.”

The sitter pushed the mute button on the
phone. The color had faded from his face.

“What’s the word?” El Paso asked.

“Oh, Christ.”

“What?”

“Keep an eye out for Walker coming back.
Thor’s inside the church.”

“What? How do you know it’s him?”

He shoved the phone up to El Paso’s face so
he could read the screen. “Satisfied?”

“My God! It is him!”

“Now, we gotta signal Thor as soon as Walker
comes out of the house. I can’t believe he’s in the damn church
already. He said the priest was just starting mass, so keep
watching for Walker.”

“He’s gonna kill him in the church? Why
doesn’t he do it in the house, away from the church?”

“Shu-ut the hell up. I got him on mute, you
asshole! I don’t know what the hell he’s gonna do! Just keep
quiet!” His hands were shaking as they waited for their man to
show.

Thor sneaked into the office and sat down at
Miller’s desk. Keeping the phone to his ear with his left hand, he
clicked the mouse to open the flash drive still protruding from the
computer’s USB port. His face reddened at the information displayed
before him. Over the past three years Miller had compiled his own
list of locations for all the company money drops as well as a
running tally of all dollar amounts sent to each. Thor now had the
proof he was looking for.

There is no way this idiot knows what these
numbers mean, he thought. Only two Division Heads knew the entire
code for the Austin region, and one of those Division Heads was
Thor.

Thor’s predecessor had blackmailed Miller
into taking care of the organization’s money distribution problems
in Austin. The predecessor believed Miller could be trusted.

Although Miller had done an excellent job in
the organization’s eyes, soon after meeting him, Thor sensed the
accountant was suspect. Of course, Miller had no idea the man he
had met was Thor. Instinct also told Thor that Miller would try to
get out of the company long before his “usefulness” had expired.
Disengaging him at this late stage in the game wasn’t going to
happen.

Miller’s gluttonous eating and drinking
habits didn’t help Thor’s perception of the man, but the fact that
the accountant was overweight and unkempt was just part of the
problem. To make matters worse, Miller appeared to be suffering
from depression in the years since his wife had left him. Thor
viewed Miller’s past marital instability and lack of self-respect
as warning signs.

After taking control of the Austin
operations, Thor had monitored Miller constantly, following him to
and from the office, even wiring his car and phones. Thor had
tracked every aspect of the bookkeeper’s daily routine, looking for
any evidence of disloyalty to the company. He knew that something
wasn’t right about Miller, but Thor needed evidence that would
indicate or, better yet, confirm his duplicity. Now he had finally
found it.

Although the information compiled so far was
only a small link in the company chain, Thor couldn’t risk Miller
getting lucky and stumbling across any other portion of the data.
Should he put the information into the wrong hands, the whole
operation would be compromised. Miller was indeed a time bomb, so
best diffuse him now.

“Did this idiot really think he could get
away with this? Shame, shame on you, Miller,” Thor muttered.

The older of the sitters was still listening
on the other end of the phone. He was frightened by the paradox of
this calm conversation that is undoubtedly preceding what will be a
violent end to Miller Walker.

Expeditious damage control was paramount, but
Thor opted not to act in the church. He desperately needed to
retrieve all information Miller may have downloaded and decided to
allow Miller to leave the building with the drives. The sitters
could keep him under close surveillance until Thor found the
optimum time to remove him and retrieve the data.

Thor heard two beeps to warn him Miller was
on his way back from the rectory. “Good work,” he told the sitter.
“Baby is hot. Baby is extremely hot. Keep him covered up, and wait
for further instructions.”

By the time Miller returned to his desk, he
was panting hard and sweating profusely from the short uphill walk.
With a crumpled handkerchief he wiped his face and sat down to
retrieve the remaining flash drive from the computer. He stuck it
in his shirt pocket alongside the original. He stayed at the church
for another twenty minutes, before heading home.

For the next five hours, the surveillance
team tailed Walker without being spotted. About 10:30, Thor took
over the watch from the team, his plan formulated. Now he just
needed to wait for the exact moment to execute it.

Crouching between the east side of Walker’s
house and the overgrown mountain laurels that rose nearly eight
feet high, Thor was invisible from the street. Ahead of him on the
west side of the neighboring house was a single opening of little
consequence—a small bathroom window fitted with diffused glass,
impossible for anyone to see out of. At his back was a seven-foot
cedar fence that separated the two lots. His position was
secure.

In spite of a few errant tree branches,
Thor’s position next to the breakfast room window provided him an
otherwise unobstructed view into Miller Walker’s den.

The house was dark except for the glow from
the television’s 10:00 P.M. newscast. The random flicker
illuminated Miller’s paunchy silhouette, reclined comfortably in
his Lazy Boy. The heel-worn socks on his extra-wide, size-ten feet
dangled in space, extending just beyond the chair’s footrest. His
tie, loosened from his substantial neck, no longer concealed the
fact that he couldn’t fasten the top button of his frayed polyester
dress shirt. He had just finished a colossal ham sandwich and three
beers in record time.

Thor had observed Miller’s activities for an
hour, just as he had done so many times before. Through the kitchen
window he had a partial view of the same neglected array of dirty
pots, pans, and dishes overflowing the sink and cluttering the
counters that had been there for weeks. He was sure that Miller’s
ex-wife must have found married life with him intolerable.

Thor much preferred for the subordinates to
remain unattached, as he was. Significant others often introduced
variables that were difficult to control in this line of work. He
himself had myriad lovers discreetly spread throughout the world.
True to his nature, he had made sure the women he chose lived at
least a thousand miles from each other, most in different
countries, which virtually eliminated the possibility of any of
them ever crossing paths. The fact that few spoke the same
language, and none knew him by the same name provided an extra
level of security.

His
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