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CHAPTER ONE

Carnage Canyon, nine tenths of a mile
from Deprecation Incline, and still the car accelerated, easily
exceeding seventy-five miles-per-hour on its way to the dark and
piney summit of Massacre Mountain.

“Forester,” called Mrs. Warner,
spinning herself around, “our time has come. It’s him. Davidson’s
on the way! We’re going to get our chance tonight!”

“Yes, madam,” replied her out-of-breath
chauffeur who struggled to follow his employer up the steep ridge
trail. His arms flailed as he slipped on the loose flakes of
granite. “Tonight, perhaps, will be better than usual.” Forester
made an effort to sound hopeful in between strenuous
puffs.

The excited old lady nodded. She tapped
the glowing screen of her cell phone, which was crowded with text
messages. “Isn’t it grand?” She faced forward on the trail and
tottered up the moonlit slope. Forester followed
half-heartedly.

“I’ve got him where I want him,” the
scrawny little woman confided, “and I’m reeling him in. He’s
walking into my trap. Well… not walking…driving like the devil
himself from the look of it. But ever so soon he’ll be here, just
as I wished.”

Mrs. Warner’s phone beeped and flashed
a blue light to let her know a new message had arrived, and she
stopped under a ponderosa pine in order to read it. Forester joined
her there and halted, propping himself with one hand against the
tree trunk and bending slightly at the waist to catch his
breath.

“Davidson draws closer,” she croaked,
consulting the small screen.

“Are you sure, madam?” asked
Forester.

“I have good sources of information.
And I’ve got a detailed description of his vehicle.” She stared at
the screen a moment. “And now he’s going faster, the naughty
devil.”

“Maybe he’ll crash before he gets
here,” Forester said in a moment of idle speculation.

“Are you trying to ruin my fun?” asked
the impish old lady sharply. “Well, I forgive you. No doubt you’d
rather be safely at home above my garage tonight. Watching some
absurd cake baking competition. You know, you’re quite the
fuddy-duddy.”

“Yes, madam,” Forester
agreed.

“However, I can’t really expect you to
feel the way I do about Davidson and his son,” said Mrs. Warner,
starting to resume her climb, “The father and the awful son. I
don’t know which of them is worse. They deserve all the bad things
I have heading their direction.”

“Yes, madam.”

“And so, we must hurry.” A merry Mrs.
Warner staggered ahead over some sharp rocks and around a splintery
log. “We need to get to the big rock. I do hope we have enough
time. To drop it.”

As he followed his employer on an even
steeper section of the trail, Forester grimaced, thinking again
that his employer was a very odd lady from the soles of her pointy
boots to the top of her towering blonde hair. With all her wealth,
she rarely wasted money on clothing, except for vintage boots. This
evening’s pair were white and very pointy. Giovanni D’Mentia’s
best, not made in fifty years. She owned hundreds of pairs of
exotic vintage Italian and English boots, and kept her maid on the
look-out for more on pBay. Above her boots, Forester could glimpse
the threadbare back of her raggedy coat, barely covering her thin
shoulders. Decades ago, that coat might well have graced the
catwalk; now it looked like something the cat dragged in. Another
of her obsessions was Indian jewelry and she paid well for the very
best, always buying from reservation stores. There was little
danger of losing contact with her in the dark; her turquoise and
silver bracelets clanked together like cowbells. Finally, on the
top of her head a coiffed mass of blonde hair wobbled
uncontrollably as she climbed. In fact, she appeared to be in
danger of bursting her threadbare seams and collapsing her hairdo
at the effort of stepping, when suddenly she pulled up.

She planted the tall heel of her boot
on a flat spot on the edge of the mountain ridge. Above her, the
overhanging boughs of a great ponderosa pine began to churn like
the surface of a shadowy sea spun upside down. A fierce gust of
wind arose. Ponderosa after ponderosa bounced the sound of her
clanking bracelets down the slope as though each tree were eager to
get rid of it.

With her heel there, she could lean
out, which was something she needed to do, for her sharp eyes
craved a better view of the teeny approaching headlights. She
scrutinized those lights as they swerved around the windy lookout
points and pioneer cabins, overtook an overloaded minivan and
zoomed past a plodding snowplow.

Old Mrs. Warner, being enthralled by
the car’s approach, leaned further forward. But with her full
weight set so far out, her heel sunk through a mat of pine needles,
crunching through something quite solid at the end of its downward
thrust.

Thrown off balance and tipping
dangerously edge-ward, Mrs. Warner yanked her sunken boot up. “Gad,
great galloping Gila Monsters. What have I gotten into here?” she
muttered.

“Watch yourself!” yelped Forester,
stepping up quickly to rescue her.

“Heavens,” she said, staggering
backward. Her arms made windmills which walloped Forester several
times before he successfully grappled her and pulled her back from
a potentially deadly fall.

He propped her up as though she were a
cardboard cutout; her back rested against a rock.

“Thank you, Forester.”

Then with a masterful gaze outward, and
no regard for her near miss, she continued her survey of the ridge
and the winding road a hundred feet below.

And what a survey the old lady made. No
one else could project such command of territory. Some wit of the
Southwest once remarked that wherever Elditha P. Warner stood she
appeared to own the property beneath her. But that didn’t do the
picture justice. Truthfully, Old Mrs. Warner stood like she owned
the world in all directions, your backyard as well as mine,
although that evening the effect was marred by a large, muddy and
half-squished pinecone skewered on the heel of one of her expensive
white boots.

When the headlights disappeared
momentarily behind a bend, Mrs. Warner speed-dialed Herman, her
butler and additional aide-de-camp. She lurched along the rocky and
root-crossed ridge, holding her phone to her ear, unconscious of
the large pinecone that clomped along like some cloddish country
relative underneath her fifty-year-old footwear. She spoke briefly
and then listened.

“Good grief!” she yelled into the
phone. “Call me back.”

“It’s as I suspected all along,
Forester,” she told her chauffeur. “That is not Davidson’s car.”
She swiped the screen to clear the call. “If you’ll remember, we
determined that his SUV is a Mercedes. This is an Isuzu. You can
tell the difference by the headlight shape. The Mercedes has two
lamps and is shaped like a teardrop.” Of course, she had
conveniently repeated Herman’s information as though it were her
own after her phone conversation.

“I don’t know what I was thinking. An
Isuzu, you say?” answered Forester mildly. “How could I be so
mistaken?”

Mrs. Warner started up the path again.
“You’re a little overanxious tonight, Forester, aren’t you, a
little keyed-up?”

Forester tucked his arms behind his
back and assumed his subordinate position behind her. “I suppose I
am, madam,” he said, playing along with her. “My nerves are causing
me to make mistakes.” He shook his head and tut-tutted
himself.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’re
distracted,” she said. Making her way up the mountain path, her
heels were wobbling wildly in the loose pine needles. “I suppose
it’s because of all the fun we’re having.”

“Mrs. Warner, if you don’t mind my
saying so, this situation has begun to remind me of…other
situations.” Forester’s words, though full of meaning, were
measured and carefully crafted.

“Other situations? Whatever can you
mean?”

Forester cleared his throat. “You see,
there is a trend here,” he said, pacing behind her. He wore a black
suit with a yellow sweater vest underneath, but the cold cut right
through him and he shivered slightly.

“A trend?” Mrs. Warner
croaked.

“Problems. We keep having terrible,
terrible problems. And accidents.”

“Nonsense. I won’t focus on the
negative. This night is better planned all around. Now, what’s
going on with this path?” she asked irritably. “The footing is
atrocious. Didn’t I ask you yesterday when you put the lever in to
bring a shovel up here and clear the path?”

From the pained look on his face and
the quick glance downward, it was evident that Forester was
struggling to decide whether it was worthwhile to draw her
attention to the pinecone stuck on the heel of her boot. “Well,
Mrs. Warner there’s something stuck to your—”

“Never mind. If you’re with me, then
get yourself up there behind the rock. Otherwise I’ll do it
myself,” she said stubbornly.

“Yes, madam,” said Forester, gasping
slightly at the prospect of climbing the perpendicular slope behind
him in darkness, “right away.” They had arrived at the part of the
plot he’d been dreading.

He began a cautious crawl up the dark
narrow ridge—the barest of footholds—working his way toward a
massive boulder. A cold breeze blew in his face as he scaled the
ledge, and he was glad for the warm woolen cap on his bald head.
Wisps of his blonde and gray handlebar moustache gave him a winged
look, and facing the night’s strong gusts this last bit of hair on
his head threatened to sail off, perhaps snatching away his large
red nose.

Above him, long thin clouds crossed the
face of a full moon. Forester knew from the look of the sky that
within hours the desert peaks would receive another powdery white
bounty. The strung-out clouds were the harbingers of a storm, which
would soon be brought down upon the Arizona desert by the winter’s
cascading jet stream; this year the stream had dropped far into
Northern Mexico. During their drive into the Massacre Mountains
from the valley floor earlier that evening, Forester had spotted
piles of crisp snow, which had been left during the prior storm,
and had been tinted shades of delicate pink and saffron by the
Technicolor sunset. That snow was still pristine in shady spots on
the lower mountain: the northern side of boulders, prickly pear
cacti and the skirts of yucca plants. And there were banks of snow
up higher on the mountain where Mrs. Warner and Forester now
waited.

Feeling the wind and surrounded by
snow, he did wish he were back in the Old Pueblo in his rooms above
Mrs. Warner’s garage. Perhaps enjoying a cake baking show, as Mrs.
Warner had teased. Or at the very least, he wished he had his back
against the leather of the driver’s seat of Mrs. Warner’s Rolls
Royce Corniche, the substitute car when her Bentley needed the
shop.

But for now, he had to be satisfied
with creeping miserably in snow and icy wind toward the dangerous
rock.

When approached from the east, the
boulder Forester climbed toward resembled an ancient and bearded
miner with bugged-out eyes (perhaps an old ‘49er who had been
maddened by gold fever). From the west, the rock resembled an
exploded baked potato. But from any angle it looked ominous. There
was a large cleft behind it and a deep fissure underneath. In other
spots on the same slope it was possible to see fresh gaps where
rocks had broken away, brought down either by forces of wind or ice
or the blasting efforts of the highway engineers. It was a wonder
that this one had been missed.

Mrs. Warner, with the cell phone inches
from her face, glanced up briefly and regarded her lackey’s wary
progress. “Forester, I must say that from the rear you are about as
agile as a Pleistocene ground sloth,” she remarked.

“Very good, madam.”

“Can’t you move those massive legs of
yours any faster?”

“I will certainly give it a try,
madam.” Though he hated to lose a handhold, he self-consciously
placed a shaky hand on his backside, and tried to leap adeptly over
the root of a ponderosa, but his feet slipped, and part of the rock
shelf shattered beneath him.

Forester yelped, stifled himself, and
flattened his bulk against the slope. His big hands scrambled to
secure grips. Unable to move forward because of a sudden weakness
in his knees, he lay plastered against the mountain, gasping in
fitful and fearful breaths.

Mrs. Warner looked up at her factotum
without comprehension. “Forester, I don’t think you will obtain an
advantage from assuming that position. I recommend you rise
immediately.”

Casually then, Mrs. Warner tottered
upward in her spiky high-heeled boots with the pinecone stumping
along underneath. The whole time she punched numbers into the
phone’s calculator program. “According to the equations I’m using,
he will round milepost 24 in eighteen minutes and forty-nine
seconds,” she said, consulting the glowing dial of the phone for
the stopwatch in the corner of the display. “Yes, that is correct.
Precisely correct. This plan is perfection. The perfect slope. The
perfect rock. I love it when I’m perfect! I never cease to amaze
myself. How do I do it?”

Forester, having recovered from his
blunder and now moving cautiously along the perilous shelf again,
rolled his eyes upward in exasperation. How did she do it? Why
would be a better question. Why lob boulders down on people? Why
dig pits for them to fall into? Why fire flame-throwers at their
cars? Why do any of the ghastly things she regularly
tried?

A few more faltering steps, each more
gut-wrenching than the last, and Forester reached the high rock. He
leaned against the sheltering mountainside. Safe,
temporarily.

“Here he comes!” cried Mrs. Warner, who
was intent on the car that was taking the sharp turn beneath
them.

Forester’s fingers discovered again the
odd contraption Mrs. Warner had ordered him to wedge into the
crevice the day before. It was a specially designed cantilevered
arm controlled by a simple lever, which was meant to pry the
boulder loose. Forester grabbed the controlling lever and snapped
to attention in anticipation of his employer’s command.

The boulder let out a long creak
followed by several short pops and crunches, all coming from the
fissure at the base below his feet. Though the sounds were hardly
louder than the whistle of the night wind through the pines, to
Forester the effect was terrifying. More so, when flakes on the
lower face of the rock peeled off and the shards showered the dark
slope below, their impact betrayed by small clattering
echoes.

“Oh, God,” he whispered to himself.
“It’s going to go down on its own! And take me with it!”

“Mrs. Warner—” he began.

“No talking now, Forester,” ordered the
old lady sharply.

Forester waited, shivering. The moon
slipped completely behind a cloud, and then reappeared brightly,
revealing a beautiful world spread out below him. Snow patches
piled on the rocks. A twinkling between the patchwork of pines from
the lights of a small town far below.

“He’s late,” Mrs. Warner said suddenly.
“He must have gotten trapped behind another snowplow. Damn
denunciations!”

She checked her watch and leaned
forward, straining to see around the closest mountain
bend.

“What can be happening? What’s holding
him up?”

She scowled at the empty highway,
craning her head out so far that her heavily-piled hair flipped
forward as though it were the hinged lid of a beer-stein. “Most
extraordinary. Is another perfectly good idea spoiled?”

Forester, who was hoping for just such
an outcome, kept quiet.

She stood on the ledge swaying in the
wind.

“Here,” she cried, pointing at a tiny
pair of lights. “My luck has turned! Here comes the dirty thieving
bastard! Get ready.” Mrs. Warner’s enthusiasm recovered and she
pranced along the ridge, kicking her spiky boots and pumping her
frail arms. The crashing bracelets were setting up an awful
din.

“I’m ready,” said Forester, who lied
because he was still looking around for a likely, safe place to
leap to if the ridge suddenly gave way.

Mrs. Warner studied the murky pair of
beams. As she did this, she began another, more cheerful,
conversation with herself. “What I lack is confidence. I have to
get my backbone up. Everything is coming my way if only I keep my
head. I sense my good fortune this winter. I’m going to make my
mark on the Old Pueblo. And first this gentleman gets his
due.”

“Get ready,” she added.

“Ready,” he replied.

“Wait, wait,” she said, holding a hand
out, “Wait…and…”

Up went her shriveled fist, her
bracelets falling together with the noise of railroad cars
coupling, and she glared at the glowing screen of her cell phone
held close to her ancient face.

“Now!” she screeched, dropping her
scrawny arm. “Pull it now, Forester!”

Fearful and full of prayer, he did as
he was told. Back went the lever in his large hands. And it was
rather amazing to see what happened.

Because the boulder didn’t
budge.

Several seconds lapsed in
silence.

“You pulled it?” she asked, her arms
outstretched in astonished dismay.

“I did. It doesn’t work!”

“Well, wiggle it!”

He did as he was told, but still
nothing happened. “It’s no good! Nothing happens!”

Mrs. Warner charged up the ridge toward
him, her scrawny legs wobbling wildly. In seconds she had clattered
her way up to him. “Shake it back and forth!” she yelled. “Give it
a good yank.”

“No response, madam. I’m
afraid—”

“I’ll do it!” Knocking Forester aside,
she seized the lever and shook it herself, all the while grimacing
furiously at the approaching headlights.

“Gad!” she exclaimed. “Nothing! Let me
see…I’ll have to—”

To Forester’s considerable amazement,
she attacked the boulder with her own frail body, landing against
it with a tremendous force, and when she made impact a noise came
out of her chest that sounded like WOOMPH!

The boulder teetered and let out the
loudest crunch yet.

“That ought to do the trick,” said Mrs.
Warner, rubbing her hands together and pulling herself back with
satisfaction. But as she did this, the mashed pinecone finally
loosened on her heel. She stepped on it, toppled sideways, and was
thrown hard against the side of the boulder.

“Madam!” yelped Forester, seeing her
predicament. Instinctively, he stepped forward, reaching for her
elbow, but her luck had run out.












CHAPTER TWO






CRACK! Without warning, the massive
boulder split from the mountain and turned over as though the great
head had been summarily chopped from the body of the
mountain.

And to Forester’s horror, Mrs. Warner
turned upside down with it.

She had the foresight to scream: “Stop
this rock!”

His heart beating like a terrible
tom-tom, Forester watched and listened as the boulder took another
rumbling turn.

He looked for a moment and glimpsed in
astonishment the unsubstantial silhouette of Mrs. Warner straining
to hold the rock still, then as an added measure actually trying to
roll the boulder back up the slope! If ever there were a real-world
Sisyphus (heaven help her!), Mrs. Warner at that moment fit the
bill.

But the task was too much even for her
indominable spirit. She only lasted an instant before the rock took
her down again. Forester heard the boulder crash against the cliff
face and could see its bulky shape slamming over rugged outcrops
and pounding over the many small snowy pines that dotted the slope.
These rolled-over pines popped up and whipped back and forth
spewing snow every which way after the boulder squashed
them.

It was an awful crunching sound that
rock made, and although he could no longer see Mrs. Warner, he
imagined his employer turning cartwheels down the hill on the
rampaging stone, spinning head over heels, turning over and over,
all the way down as it tumbled.

“Good heavens!” Forester exclaimed with
real emotion at witnessing this unexpected catastrophe which had
just struck his employer. Though he was uncomfortable with his
position on the loose rock, he leaned forward instinctively and
propped his body up on his hands, trying to see the distressing
fate of the old lady. “Poor, poor Mrs. Warner! Is this the final
tragedy? I suppose…”

Forester’s bright blue eyes fearfully
sought out the road that the banker’s car would be
traveling.

And just then, a pair of headlights
zoomed around the bend at the cliff base. The Mercedes took the
turn at the highest possible speed and roared away. A second later,
he heard what sounded like the mighty boulder tumbling over
asphalt.

“Good. She rolled right past,” judged
Forester, fairly certain the fierce old woman had hung on. If
anyone could hang on, Elditha P. Warner would. He breathed a sigh
of relief. From the dim glimpse of movement there, he believed the
boulder had dropped off the asphalt onto a small clearing and
rumbled to a stop on the far side of the highway.

He had one thing left to do before he
went to her aid. He gathered his nerve and crabbed his way
carefully down to where the device had fallen. And, as the moon
disappeared again behind a cloud, he could be seen slipping a
wrench out of the pocket of his jacket. He locked the wrench onto a
nut and his wrist made three quick turns. Only then, taking the
device with him, did he start to clamber down the series of ridges
and cliff paths they had taken to their place of ambush.

The path was precipitous, dark and
unstable, and a few times, as his feet slid out from underneath
him, he marveled that they had managed to make it up there in the
first place, how she had done it in stiletto boots and how he had
managed it with his vertigo. Through switchbacks and tight turns,
he gritted his teeth and hoped no more ledges were about to
disappear beneath him.

At the cliff base, he worked his way
around several small, snow-topped boulders and stomped a path
through a tangle of sodden weeds toward the highway.

“Madam, Madam,” he called out
hesitantly, even though he had yet to locate her, and was only just
dashing in a reckless fashion across the snow-fringed road. “Shall
I phone for an ambulance? Do you require an ambulance?”

He reached the clearing and peered in
all directions. Anxious to look for her, he leaned the large lever
against the side of what was, thankfully, her undamaged
Rolls.

“Mrs. Warner?” He approached a small
Western juniper.

But the boulder hadn’t landed
there.

“Mrs. Warner, are you here?” he asked,
heading for a small area of manzanita scrub and a rounded,
half-buried knob of weathered granite.

“Can you answer? Just make any noise at
all and I’ll come to you.”

The wind whistled in the pines. The
juniper’s dense needles bowed and shook.

“Are you somewhere, Mrs. Warner?” he
shouted to the wintry sky.

At that, a far bush behind him rattled
faintly. Forester swung around and around, looking everywhere for
the source of the sound. “Where are you?” he asked.

Mrs. Warner, or the thing now
approximating her, parted the red branches of a large manzanita and
staggered out.

Clomping into the moonlight, Mrs.
Warner traveled slantingly, her crazy hair bent at a
forty-five-degree angle over one ear, so that it resembled the
Eiffel Tower after having been hit by a F4 tornado. She listed over
a clearing, inscribing an imprecise path through the snow-stiffened
grass, and, as she grew closer, she stumbled over clumps of muddy
snow. Strangely enough, she still dragged the pinecone under the
shattered heel of one boot. Her glazed eyes turned toward her
chauffeur and she rallied. Her direction improved and she steered
her mortified advance toward him.

“No, Forester…” said Mrs. Warner in
rasping gasps. She stopped to spit a sharp incisor tooth into her
cupped palm. “I do not require the services of an ambulance…get
that damn thing away from the side of my Rolls. Put it in my trunk
immediately. I shall inspect it later. I don’t understand how it
failed.” She tried to throw an arm in the direction of the lever
leaning against her precious Corniche, but succeeded instead in
slapping her own chin.

“Very well, madam.” Forester obeyed. He
scurried back to the Rolls and carried the device to her trunk, all
the while watching Mrs. Warner apprehensively.

Mrs. Warner trudged slowly in his
direction. “We’ll leave no clues for the prying park rangers to
find. Tomorrow we begin a complete and careful debriefing of all
the known facts. But I already have the answer. It’s quite plain.
Our failure is the result of mistakes in planning. I’ll do better
next time. In fact, I may give you a mission to hire an armaments
expert.”

As Forester secured the contraption in
her trunk, he winced; there was going to be an armaments expert?
Things could get worse! But if there were a bright side to what had
happened, perhaps this new interest in planning would take Mrs.
Warner’s mind off her unhealthy obsession with her many
targets.

Forester hurriedly closed the trunk lid
and scrambled to open the rear door of the Corniche for
her.

“…there is a saving grace,”
she was saying as she tried to arrange her disarranged self before
falling onto the seat, “no modicum of moderation to evil, no
forgiveness, and I’m telling you today that anyone who is doing
evil in this state is going to regret the day she met and failed me
and I…um…but we must not forget the real estate developer, Wilson,
who’s the root of the problem and we’ve got to come up with
something really spectacular and first-rate to deal with
him.”

Forester slid in behind the wheel,
listening to her continued speech. He’d gotten used to her
speeches, and the hours, and the conditions. Old Mrs. Warner gave
every indication of being nocturnal, a sort of vampiric
Southwestern social-justice socialite, creeping around the tables
of moonlit canasta and canape soirees, enjoying open-air operas
until midnight, and dark evenings spent dropping rocks on people.
But it was this last part that he would never get used to, her
nefarious plots.

Eventually, he interrupted. “Madam, I
must point out that this night has a great deal of similarity to
another canyon. Do you remember Cactus Canyon in the Huachuca
Mountains and a certain Dr. Reilly?”

“I don’t want to talk about this,
Forester.”

“Madam—,” in an exasperated
tone.

“Oh, that awful dermatologist? The one
who announced at that party that he’d never work on black people’s
complexions? Was that Dr. Reilly?”

“No, Mrs. Warner. I think you might
have misunderstood that. I don’t think he was talking about black
people. And that wasn’t Dr. Reilly. He was the
psychiatrist.”

“I know, I know. He was the one who
refused to help the indigent at El Rincon Hospital. What happened
then? I don’t recall.”

“You were knocked unconscious by the
blast.”

“Oh yes,” she answered
vaguely.

“You lay in a coma for three days in
St. Fidelis Hospital. Intensive care.”

“I suppose I do remember that. I had a
very considerate surgeon and he did a good job mending my
skull.”

“And, if you’ll humor me and try to
remember a little more, there was the incident at the Oasis Dry
Cleaners.”

“They wouldn’t think of donating
unclaimed clothing to the poor!”

“And do you remember what
happened?”

“The fire we set gutted my car,” she
said blandly.

“That’s right.”

“I’m not likely to forget about my
Bentley, Forester, no matter what you think of my failing memory.
And don’t bother protesting, I know your opinions. But you’ll be
happy to hear it’s going to be fully restored in
September.”

“Of which year?”

“Two years hence.” Mrs. Warner chuckled
ruefully. “Those Bentley’s are expensive and difficult to repair,
Forester. I have a weakness for fine vehicles. But let’s don’t
focus on the past. Difficulties, yes, we’ve faced them. I
appreciate you and Herman being there to help me. But have no fear;
this next one is better planned all around.”

“Begging your pardon, Mrs. Warner, I
think you might have said that before. In fact, I know you’ve said
it before.”

“Possibly, possibly, Forester. Don’t be
such a kill-joy! But it is truer today than before because I have
really begun to apply myself to technical aspects. I will use
superior engineering and planning in this next mission.”

“I’m asking for a realistic view,
though, madam.”

“I am a realist! Davidson must be
stopped! He’s a menace to banking. I overheard him laughing about
repossessing a home from a young widow. If he’s going to laugh
about how he treats people like that in front of me, his largest
depositor, imagine what he does in private! Imagine what he’s
actually doing!”

“Why not contact the
authorities?”

“I’ve told you before, they never do
anything!”

“Mr. Davidson is a very bad person,
that much is certain, and it’s a pity he’s in any position of power
at any bank anywhere, but I do think the history of these incidents
is telling. I don’t think you ought to imagine yourself as a
punisher, like that TV show. You see, Mrs. Warner, nothing you try
to do to right these wrongs ever works!”

“I don’t imagine myself as being like
anyone on a TV show! How can you suggest such a gauche thing? And
remember, on this next mission I will be using the services of an
engineer!” said the old lady triumphantly.

“About that…” Forester
began.

“Let’s don’t waste time worrying. If
you feel you can’t participate, I’ll excuse you
indefinitely.”

“You don’t have to go that far, madam,”
Mr. Albert Forester replied again, “I’m with you.”

“In that case, there’s a little letter
for you to deliver to that snobby engineer, Dr. Gorp. But after
that, I’ve been thinking along the technology line. I was right on
track with the flame thrower idea; we’ve got to start utilizing
modern weaponry. We need to target the yacht that Humphreys
character floats around on down in the Sea of Cortez. He’s got a
berth in the harbor in Guaymas, I think. And the perfect way to
sink a ship, it seems to me, would be mortar rounds fired from a
safe location…”

“Does she own a mortar shell?” Forester
wondered with alarm. And if Mrs. Warner and mortar rounds were
going to be brought together in the same place was there likely to
be a safe location?

Just then, another great gust of wind
caught the boughs of the surrounding ponderosas and tossed them
about furiously, dropping snow everywhere.

“What could have happened to ruin this?
Who sold me that stupid contraption? What a scam! It seems my first
use of the dark web has been a flop!” A vexed Mrs. Warner pondered
aloud. “We plotted this so carefully. I’m very disappointed.
Forester?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“We’re far from home. Google the
nearest hospital!”












CHAPTER THREE


About a week later, on her first public
foray since her dangerous ride on the boulder, Mrs. Warner entered
a beauty salon and lurched to the counter. A cast encased her left
arm. A large flesh-colored bandage covered part of her forehead,
while the rest of her face displayed a crisscross of cuts, bruises
and scrapes.

With a wrinkled knuckle pressed on the
glass to steady her wavering stance, she glanced around the
plant-filled salon looking for her stylist. That characteristic
pile of blonde hair on Mrs. Warner’s head, about which she fretted
endlessly, had been combed into place after her mountaintop fiasco
nights earlier, but it needed a professional redo, thus the urgent
noon appointment at Mujer Dorada, the women’s spa at Dorado
Resort.

Two women in tennis outfits approached
from behind the counter from behind Mrs. Warner.

“The Mexicans here are as rude and as
ugly as the Syrians in Austria,” said one woman in a thick Teutonic
accent to the other. “I did not thinking it was
possible.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen what Londoners
have to endure,” answered the other, ignoring the grammar mistakes.
“Filth of the earth arriving on our shores. Invading our sceptered
jewel, our precious isle. I wish they’d go back to their colonies.
We spent a month at our home in Thailand this October and some of
the people living there are simply ghastly looking. Horrible
doesn’t describe them.”

Mrs. Warner stood quietly at the
counter, pretending to be fascinated by a display of small nail
polish bottles, but her sly eyes shifted sideways so that she could
size up these rude visitors. Tall, tan, tennis players, both
brunette, one who visited Austria recently, evidently, the other
from London. Perhaps she should remember them and throw a little
trick their way.

“And very stupidness about the English
language, I supposing,” said the clueless woman with the German
accent to her companion as they stood beside Mrs.
Warner.

“Oh yes. Stupid people are positively
invading London. No one here to greet us! Americans are useless
people, but we’ll just go in.” The objects of Mrs. Warner’s wrath
disappeared into the inner recesses of the spa.

“Mrs. Warner! How long have you been
standing there?” yelped a stylist when she came out of a doorway
behind the counter and discovered her scrawny client at the salon
counter.

Mrs. Warner slowly swung her damaged
face toward the voice.

“And you, poor dear, with your
injuries!” the stylist exclaimed, coming around some greenery to
greet her. She stared in appalled horror at the old woman’s arm in
a cast, the big bandage on her forehead, and the various scratches
and contusions from her night of boulder riding.

“An accident,” snapped Mrs. Warner,
following the stylist toward her station in a slow stagger. “My
hair was utterly ruined.”

“It does look a bit iffy,” her stylist
agreed, sneaking a glance at the whorl of ratted locks piled
aimlessly on her head. “Less than par,” she added with a reference
to her favorite pastime. She often discussed her golf game with
patrons; only Mrs. Warner feigned mild interest.

“I can’t do anything with it,” Mrs.
Warner croaked, patting her hair gently with a gnarled
fist.

“Dear, dear,” the stylist commiserated.
“Let’s start with a good wash.” She picked up the pace and headed
for the sinks at the back of the salon.

“I’m a little slow today, dear. It
seems my arm isn’t cooperating.” Mrs. Warner flopped her cast in
and out from her side, setting the bracelets on her other wrist
clanking and clanging.

Glancing back at her client, the
stylist detected the absence of Mrs. Warner’s chauffeur, whose
bulky figure was usually squeezed into a chair near to the door.
“Did you drive yourself up the canyon alone?” she asked.

“Forester insisted on having a day off,
which is most irregular. I’ve only just gotten my driving license
back. I’ve gotten several tickets for driving too slowly in the
foothills. But I’m a sucker for a sob story. And he tells me he has
had some private troubles. I don’t believe him at all. I can’t
imagine what he would have to do that was so important and so
private. And he’s entirely too mysterious about it all.”

“Oh?” The hairdresser ushered Mrs.
Warner toward a chair in front of a sink and waited as the
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