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      Ain’t no such thing as retirement when you’re an elite assassin.

      Just ask Martha. A regular old lady who does the occasional job to help with the bills.

      Join Martha in these five new tales of assassination.

      After a family visit, the jobs start heating up. Beginning with a mark at a casino, showing a new player the ropes, considering retirement, and exploring new options.

      The life of an assassin is ever changing, even for an old lady like Martha.

      Getting old is still killer.
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      The bright sunshine made Martha squint as she stepped off the bus. After several days of rain, it was nice to see the sun. A few lingering damp spots dotted the sidewalk. The air still held a faint odour of worms and soggy earth.

      Martha released the bus rail and stepped away from the folding door, tucking the plastic container full of chocolate chip cookies closer to her side. She turned and gave a wave to the bus driver.  The young man in the grey uniform smiled at her, lifting a finger to his forehead as if tipping a non-existent hat. The bus gave a metallic groan as the front began to rise back to full height.

      She should have offered him a cookie for lowering the bus for her, although that was now standard with these kneeling buses. He probably wouldn’t have taken it from her anyway. There was probably some policy about accepting gifts, or at least accepting food. You never knew what some crazy person would put in their food.

      Martha would never think of that. Not without being paid, that is.

      But she wasn’t on the job at the moment. No one to kill, no one to shoot, no one to poison. She was taking a well-earned break to visit her son Harry and his family. Just for the day. She didn’t like to overstay her welcome. That would only stress out her daughter-in-law, Jane, who was a little on the high strung side. No sense making her uncomfortable. Martha sighed. She just wished after all these years the young woman would relax.

      With a high pitched whine, the bus began to pull away, leaving a hint of exhaust that mingled with the earthy scent. Martha turned right and began walking away from the bus stop. The sun was just warm enough that she was comfortable in her blue, light cotton dress. She wore a white cardigan sweater over top with her large, brown purse hanging for her left arm. Her orthopedic shoes gave a slight bounce to her step on the sidewalk.

      The brightness of the early afternoon sun glinted in her round metal glasses, making her wonder as usual when she was in the sun if she should have sprung for the transition lenses, the ones that darkened in sunlight and the cleared inside. The only problem with them was that the effect was not instantaneous. It could take up to almost a full minute for each change. In her work, that minute could mean the difference between life and death.

      Faster for her to wear clip-on sunglasses that she could flip up or down as needed. Not very stylish though, although Martha had given up on being stylish years ago.

      Better to be frumpy and unnoticed in her line of work.

      The stylish, sexy, noticeable assassin didn’t last long, in contrast to all those movies.

      But this was her day off. A vacation day to visit the grand kids. No thinking about work. Just hand over the cookies and play with the kids.

      If she could get Jane to relax.

      You would think on her own home turf, the woman wouldn’t be so high strung. After all, she had chosen this neighbourhood, picked the house, decorated it to her own taste. From what Martha could see, her son Harry indulged his wife’s every whim. Not that they were unreasonable. Jane had wanted to live in a new house in a new subdivision, so here they were.

      All the houses were the same cookie cutter shape. Three storeys tall, every one a uniform taupe with peaked black roofs and matching black shutters on the sides of the windows. From what Martha could see, the shutters weren’t functional at all, just decorative, and while the taupe and black was a striking colour combination, the sheer sameness of the houses made the effect bland and boring. Martha much preferred her own neighbourhood with all the different houses, ranging from single storey bungalows to three storey mansions and everything in between.

      Variety was the spice of life, after all.

      Except in this neighbourhood.

      It was a wonder she didn’t get lost. Of course, she always read the house numbers. It was the only way she could be sure she had the right house.

      And there it was, third from the corner, house two seventy-seven. Same taupe colouring. Garage door jutting out past the front of the house, as if it was the most important part. Martha could never understand that design feature. She always thought it looked rather ugly to have the garage be given such a prominent place at the front of a house. As if the people living there were less important than the car.

      She supposed it was that way for some.

      Only three concrete steps up to the front door. A huge brass knocker adorned the door, the only feature that looked different from the other houses. But Martha knew better than to use it. Jane preferred she ring the doorbell, so that’s what Martha did.

      She heard the bell echo through the house, then footsteps approached the door. Martha fixed a pleasant smile on her face as the door jerked open. Jane stood in the doorway, looking even more frazzled than usual.

      “Oh, Mother Martha, is your visit today?”

      Oh dear, not a good sign. Jane’s shoulder-length blonde hair looked stringy and unkempt, instead of its usual brushed-out look. Her face was pale and had a pinched expression. A pale yellow t-shirt hung over a pair of black yoga pants and her feet were shoved into pink, fuzzy slippers.

      She really had forgotten.

      Martha could just leave the cookies and return to the bus stop, but the buses only ran once an hour out here. She didn’t really feel like waiting for an entire hour, but she could keep it short.

      “Just a short one, I’m afraid,” Martha said. “A quick cup of tea, a hug for Thomas and Savannah and I’ll be out of your hair before you know it.”

      A wane smile did nothing for Jane’s pinched expression.

      “Come in, Mother,” she said. “Tommy with be happy to see you but Savannah’s not feeling herself right now.”

      Martha followed her daughter-in-law into the house. Pale, hardwood flooring stretched through the entire bottom floor, broken up by area rugs to denote the room function. In the living room, was a deep pile, navy blue and light blue rug. The colours formed a curving S pattern that suggested waves. The furniture picked up the motiff of colour. The light blue sofa with dark blue throw pillows, outlined in a pale salmon pink. The two matching armchairs, both angled toward the wide flatscreen TV that was affixed to the wall above the faux fireplace. A scattering of toys dotted the floor, discarded cars and dolls, a few plastic brick building blocks.

      Jane scurried forward as if to swoop them up. As if Martha was going to criticize her for signs of life in her house.

      “Savannah’s not feeling well?” Martha asked.

      “Just a little tummy ache,” Jane said. “Eating too many gummies, I think. She has a sensitive stomach.”

      Martha pressed her lips together. Really? She’d never know Savannah to have any stomach issues. At five years old, the little girl had a healthy appetite and a willingness to try most anything, even some spicy Mexican food the last time she and Thomas had spent the night. Thomas could eat a taco as long as there was no salsa at all on it, but Savannah had devoured a fajita with extra jalapenos. What were gummies compared to that?

      “May I look in on her? Give her a quick kiss?” Martha asked.

      Jane paused from scooping up toys from the floor. A dump truck and Barbie spilled over her elbows. Several strands of hair fell across her eyes. She shook her head to shift them.

      “Um, I don’t want to disturb her,” Jane said.

      “I’ll be in and out,” Martha said. “I’d just like to poke my head in. If she’s asleep, I’ll let her be. May I?”

      Jane sighed. “Just for a moment, I suppose.”

      Martha set the plastic container of cookies on the glass coffee table. “I’ll be right back.”

      Before Jane could change her mind, Martha headed for the stairs just off the front foyer. She followed the light grey carpeting up to the second floor. Here, the landing led off to the four bedrooms and two bathrooms. The master bedroom was to the left and overlooked the entire front of the house. It had its own personal bathroom with a jetted tub that she’d only seen once when Harry had first shown her the house. The other three bedrooms lined the back of the house.

      Savannah’s room was the smallest, a cute little cubbyhole that almost made Martha think of a hobbit’s den. It was decorated in greens which was Savannah’s favourite colour. Light green walls, dark green bedspread. Even her child-sized plastic table and chair set in the corner of her room was green.

      As she followed the hall toward Savannah’s room, Martha was surprised to see Thomas sitting on the floor just outside her door, reading a comic book.

      At seven, he was a thin child, not much bigger than his younger sister. Originally born with white blond hair, it had slowly darkened to a light brown, like Harry’s. Also like Harry’s it was flat and straight, hanging in his eyes as he bent over the comic. He wore a Spider-Man t-shirt and dark blue pants.

      His eyes widened when he saw her.

      “Grandma!” Although delight brightened his words, Martha noticed that he kept his voice low. He dropped the comic book and scrambled to his feet. A moment later he flung himself at her legs, wrapping his arms around her waist. She felt the press of his face into her hip.

      Such an enthusiastic greeting. Over enthusiastic, she might say.

      “Thomas, so good to see you,” she said and hugged him to her.

      He tightened his grip around her waist.

      That, along with him sitting outside his sister’s room, made Martha uneasy. Was Savannah sicker than Jane was letting on? Thomas usually didn’t have much to do with his sister. She as just a girl, after all, at least that was his story, even when he did lend her his comic books or look after her. It was all on the sly though. He couldn’t be seen to actually like her. Not only was she a girl but she was younger than him. Big boys weren’t supposed to play with little girls.

      But any time something was wrong with Savannah, whether it was a cold or the time she’d sprained her ankle, Thomas was right there, making sure she was okay. But he usually didn’t hang around after checking in.

      Martha patted the boy’s shoulder. “Tommy, what’s the matter?”

      The boy pulled back. His face had a pinched expression, reminding her of Jane’s expression. Normally Thomas took after Harry, but now he was favouring Jane.

      “Savannah’s sick,” he said.

      “I heard,” Martha said. “She ate too many gummies, did she?”

      Thomas bit his lip. He tugged the front of his Spider-Man t-shirt down, stretching it so that the Spider-Man crouching in the middle of a web elongated out of proportion.

      “She didn’t eat too many gummies?” Martha asked.

      Thomas glanced down. He was still biting his lip so hard Martha thought he was going to bite right through. She put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      “It’s okay, you can tell me,” she said. “I won’t say anything.”

      When he glanced back up at her, she saw tears swimming in his eyes. It felt like a fist slammed into her chest, taking her breath away. Her heart hammered. She wanted to scoop the little boy into her arms and hug him tight, but she didn’t move. She had to know what he was going to say. Had to get him to say it.

      “She only had one gummy.” Thomas’s voice was a bare whisper. Martha had to lean over to hear. “I told her not to take it.”

      She felt his shoulder trembling under her hand.

      “Who gave it to her?” she asked.

      Thomas blinked hard and shook his head.

      “You won’t get in trouble for telling me,” she said.

      His expression looked so serious. She remembered Harry having that same expression when his dog died.

      “We aren’t suppose ta take homemade ones,” he said.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I won’t tell anyone. Not even your mom.”

      His brow crinkled, still looking serious and worried. Then he let out a loud sigh. The gesture seemed far too old for his seven-year-old frame.

      “Mr. Lewis,” he said. “He gave it to her.”

      “Who’s Mr. Lewis?” Martha asked.

      “At the candy store on the corner,” Thomas said. “He runs it.”

      Martha nodded. She remembered it now. It was a convenience store, with a heavy emphasis on candy. She’d only been in it a few times, once looking for her particular brand of tea which they did not carry. She remembered seeing a young man at the cash. He’d had a name tag pinned to his yellow and brown smock but she couldn’t recall the name on it.

      “Is Mr. Lewis young or old?” she asked.

      “Old,” Thomas said. “He’s usually in the back, but he comes out sometimes. He knows all about the comics and sometimes he makes cookies and stuff for the kids. But we aren’t supposed to take ‘em.”

      “Because they’re homemade,” Martha said.

      Thomas nodded. He was still tugging on his shirt, stretching Spider-Man out. There was more, but he wasn’t saying. She would have to coax it out of him.

      “What else does he do?” she asked.

      Thomas shook his head. Martha put a hand on his shoulder, steadying him.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You can tell me.”

      “Sometimes he gives kids money,” he said.

      “Why? What does he want the kids to do for the money?”

      Thomas swallowed. “They have to eat the stuff he makes.” He bowed his head. “He gave me and Savannah five dollars to eat his gummy candy, but I didn’t do it.” A sob broke free. “Savannah did.”

      He buried his face in his hands. His shoulders shook with his sobs.

      Martha wrapped her arms around the boy and pulled him into an embrace. She made soothing sounds, patting and rubbing his back as his sobs slowed, turning to the occasional gasp or hiccup. Poor Thomas, he must have felt like it was his fault that his sister got sick, but it wasn’t. Whoever this Mr. Lewis was or whatever he did, he was the cause.

      And Martha was going to find out why.

      After she checked on her granddaughter.
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        * * *

      

      Savannah was curled up in her bed, asleep, when Martha poked her head in to check. A small, stuffed brown bear was tucked under the girl’s chin. Her blonde hair spilled across the pillow. Her breathing was steady and even.

      Martha snuck into the room and bent down over the sleeping child. She brushed her lips lightly across the girl’s forehead.

      The room had a stale, almost sickly stench. Martha touched the top sheet. It felt slightly damp as if Savannah had sweated through it. Martha laid her hand on the girl’s forehead. No fever and she didn’t appear to be sweating now. Whatever had affected her seemed to have worked its way through her system.

      Not that it made any difference to Martha.

      Even if Savannah recovered completely, it appeared that this Mr. Lewis had tried to hurt her.

      And for that Martha would make him pay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jane made no fuss when Martha mentioned she had to go to the store. She was too busy making a fuss over Thomas who had finally come down from his sister’s room. Martha left them in the kitchen, where Jane was busy making Thomas a snack.

      The store was only a few blocks away, one of the few stores in a small, four-store strip mall. As Martha hurried along, she reviewed the inventory in her purse. When visiting her grandchildren, she didn’t bring too many tools of her trade. It didn’t seem prudent to do so. Even though they knew better than to go into her purse, especially as she kept it pretty close, there was always a risk. Kids couldn’t always be trusted to do what they were told. Once when he was three, Thomas had gone into her purse and been pulling out her butterfly knife before Martha was able to stop him.

      Since then, she reduced her supplies to almost zero. No knives, no potions. Only a small pistol, broken into its components and tucked under the false bottom of her purse. Not terribly practical if she actually needed a weapon fast, but it was more for a feeling of comfort. Martha never liked to be completely unarmed, even at her son’s house.

      Hazard of the trade. She felt naked if she didn’t have a knife or a gun. But with the kids around, she had to minimize the danger as much as possible.

      As annoying as that was now that she could really use some of her tools.

      At least she was going to be in a convenience store. There would certainly be some items that she could use to make do. If Martha was good at anything it was improvising.

      The bell tinkled over her head as she pulled open the glass door. Inside, the store aisles stretched out before her. To the right were a few normal items in a convenience store. Paper towels, tinned spaghetti, crackers. But the true purpose was to the left and directly ahead.

      Shelf after shelf of candy.

      Everything from individually wrapped caramels to bubblegum trading cards. Chocolate bars and toffee. Potato chips and licorice. As Martha moved through the aisles the sweet scent seemed to fill the air and although she wasn’t a big fan of candy, she could feel her mouth begin to water.

      A counter covered the left wall, but beside it were several racks of books and comic books. To her surprise, Martha noticed several comfortable looking armchairs set up in front. A sign by the chairs proclaimed “Read and Buy”. Did that actually work? Did kids actually buy the comics after they read them?

      She noticed a large water cooler with paper cups at the end of the rack of books. A sign labeled it as “free.” A small scuffed, wooden coffee table set between the chairs held bowls of wrapped candy, also labeled “free.”

      No wonder the kids like hanging out here.

      This was not what she had expected.

      Footsteps sounded behind her. She turned.

      An older man stood at the end of the aisle. A kindly smile deepened the wrinkles that covered his face. From his build, he looked like he was probably close to her age, mid-sixties. He had thinning grey hair, brushed back from his wide forehead. He wore a dark blue shirt under a pale yellow cardigan. His blue jeans were too new looking. Bright red sneakers covered his feet. A name tag was pinned to the cardigan, reading “Lewis.”

      “May I help you?” he asked.

      “I was just admiring your reading area,” Martha said. “I’ve never seen something like that in a convenience store.”

      He beamed at her. “It’s great, isn’t it? I got the idea from the library, but most kids don’t use the library these days so I thought I’d transplant it here. It encourages them to read and keeps them off the street.” He chuckled. “Some of them even help me with my candy.”

      “Your candy?” she asked.

      “I’m a frustrated confectioner, I’m afraid,” he said. “I always wanted to run my own candy-making company.” He gestured around him. “This is as close as I’ve gotten, I’m afraid.”

      She nodded, keeping her expression neutral. This was not turning out as she expected. If he was poisoning children why would he admit to making candy to a total stranger? And try as she might, she couldn’t detect any malice or avoidance in him. If anything, he seemed almost too open, too relaxed.

      What was going on?

      “I’m a big cookie baker myself,” she said. “How does one go about making candy?”

      His eyes widened. His body straightened, pulling himself up several inches. Delight flushed his face.

      “Well, allow me to tell you,” he said.

      He launched into an enthusiastic spiel about candy, discussing temperature and ingredients and cooking times. His hands gestured wildly as he discussed his various attempts to make all natural candies. How he shared them with the children to get their opinion on taste and texture.

      “Do you pay the children?” Martha asked.

      “Sometimes,” he said. “But only if they use the money to buy a book or some comic books.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Some of the kids don’t get much allowance. They get embarrassed that they can’t buy the books so I ‘hire’ them.” He used his fingers to denote the quotes, then he shrugged. “I used to try to give them to the kids but they wouldn’t take ‘em. This way, they feel like they can afford them.”

      Martha nodded. Stranger and stranger. The more he talked, the less he seemed like the kind of person to poison Savannah. Here was a man trying to make candy and encouraging kids to read, going so far as to sponsor their book purchases.

      Something else was going on here. She was missing something.

      “Were you making gummies earlier today?” she asked.

      He frowned, his brow crinkling. “Gummies. I don’t think so. I perfected that recipe a while ago. I’ve already sent samples to investors.” He tilted his head. “Why do you ask?”

      “My granddaughter ate a gummy that made her sick,” Martha said. “I’m trying to figure out where she got it.”

      Lewis clutched his hands together in dismay. “Oh my goodness, is she okay?”

      “She’s recovering,” Martha said.

      “Oh thank goodness for that. What a terrible thing.” He frowned again. “You don’t think I would have given it to her, do you?”

      Martha inched her feet wider apart, grounding herself. Lewis sounded genuine in his concern, but some people were excellent actors. Although he seemed innocent, she wasn’t sure that she could believe him. He seemed almost too sincere.

      Besides, if it wasn’t him, who else could it be?

      That gave her pause.

      Could it be someone else?

      Thomas had said Mr. Lewis was ‘old’ but, knowing children, that could mean anything. Certainly she was old and so was this Lewis, but she’d also see Thomas say that a teenager was old.

      ‘Old’ for Thomas could be a wide ranging descriptor.

      She should have asked him to be more specific.

      “Could anyone else have given her the candy?” Martha asked. “Maybe another employee? Someone who made a mistake?”

      “I’ve been here all day,” the man said. “Although I was in the back doing some inventory. Maybe my son saw something.”

      He turned away, facing the counter. “LJ, can you come out for a moment?”

      Martha then noticed another man behind the counter, tucked in behind a candy display that reached a foot above the counter. The man must have been sitting down, because he rose up, snapping a book closed before setting it down. This younger version wore a similar navy shirt, but no cardigan. His hair was brown with a touch of grey. Looking like he was in his mid-forties, his face sported fine lines that mirrored the deeper lines of the old man. As he approached, Martha could see the resemblance in the shape of his jaw and the line of his nose.

      Obviously father and son.

      LJ. Lewis Junior.

      Was this the Mr. Lewis Thomas had mentioned?

      Martha forced herself to relax as the man drew closer. She couldn’t make assumptions just yet. This whole situation was nothing like she expected. She had to learn more before she could decide what to do. No matter how much she itched to pull out the gun and shoot.

      “What’s up?” the younger man asked.

      “Did you see anyone give some kids gummy candy earlier today?” the old man asked.

      The younger Lewis shifted in place. He frowned, the deepening lines around his mouth making him look even more like his father.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. His voice was hesitant. Unsure.

      Lying.

      Martha was sure of it. She focused on him, watched the way his eyes flickered to the side, a sure sign he was fabricating something. The colour in his cheeks darkened as blood rushed to them. Not quite a flush, but almost. The way his fingers twitched, like he wanted to clench his fists but stopped himself. All telltale signs of lying.

      “This woman’s granddaughter was poisoned with a bad candy,” the old man said. “Someone gave it to her in this store.”

      The younger Lewis’s eyes widened. His mouth dropped open.

      “Oh no, that’s horrible,” he said. “Is she okay?”

      This time he sounded more convincing, as if the surprise had worn off and he was better prepared to cover for himself.

      “She’s recovering,” Martha said. “I was just wondering if you saw anyone give the kids some candy today.”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry I didn’t. It was busy earlier. The new comic books came out and this morning we have a run of buyers, both kids and adults. I didn’t notice anyone handing out gummies. I should have paid more attention, I’m sorry.”

      The old man patted his shoulder. “It’s okay, son. You can’t watch everything all the time.”

      Martha nodded, pretending to accept his words.

      Gummies. He’d said gummies when the old man had said “bad candy.”

      He hadn’t specified gummies.

      “Do you happen to know who the adults were?” Martha asked. “Maybe I can find them and ask if they saw anyone suspicious.”

      As Lewis Junior rattled off some names, Martha pretended to write them down on a piece of paper. She thanked him profusely and headed for the door. She couldn’t challenge him now, not in front of the old man.

      But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t confront him later.

      When it was just her and him.
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        * * *

      

      By the time she got back to the house, Savannah was even more herself and Jane was so relieved she seemed almost happy to have Martha there. She spend the afternoon with the kids, playing board games and showing them card tricks. Even Jane had seemed delighted by Martha’s ability to make a card disappear. Martha claimed it was to help her with her arthritis, to keep her fingers limber for knitting and such.

      She didn’t mention how she needed it for dismantling pistols or using knives.

      She stayed for dinner when Harry got home, praising Jane’s simple dinner of spaghetti with meat sauce.

      By the time they finished, it was almost seven. Harry offered to drive her home, but Martha insisted he stay home with his family. She was fine to take the bus. It was still light out. Jane had started to suggest they all go for the ride, but Martha cut her off. It would be better for Savannah that they stay home. Besides it was such a lovely evening for a walk to the bus stop.

      After many hugs and kisses, Martha managed to escape and somehow stopped them from walking her to the bus stop.

      Good thing as she had no intention of going there just yet.

      The evening air had cooled as she walked toward the strip mall and the convenience store. The bright blue of the sky seemed especially vivid, as if the setting sun was dialing up the colour before bleeding red and orange into the mix. The thick scent of cut grass tickled her nostrils. All along the walk, she saw bits of grass dotting the sidewalk. It seemed like today was the day everyone cut their lawn in this neighbourhood.

      By the time she reached the convenience store, her nose was a little stuffed up from the smell. She sniffled and rubbed her nose. She had noticed a small section in the store of bandages and such. Maybe they even had allergy medicine.

      A good excuse to return.

      She paused before the door and slipped off her sweater. Flipping it inside out revealed a deep purple colour. From her purse, she pulled out a pale pink kerchief and tied is around her head, covering her hair. She then applied deeper shade of red on her lips, changing the shape slightly. She slipped off her regular round, silver framed glasses and replaced them with an older set she kept in her purse, these ones were a chunky plastic orange. The prescription was a few years out of date, but that only affected the reading portion. They were still fine for the distance that she needed.

      She wished she could change her dress and her shoes, make her appearance look even more different, but this was the best she could do under the circumstances. She hadn’t anticipated having to do a job.

      Something she would need to remember for the future.

      Steeling herself, she pulled open the glass door and entered. A quick glance showed her the security cameras in the store. One above the door, pointing toward the counter and the cash register. Another in the far corner, above the freezer units, covering that side of the store, including the lounge area in front of the bookshelves. A third camera in the other corner near the rear of the store, covering the rest of the aisles.

      Standard coverage and layout. Anything she did would be captured on camera. Hopefully she had managed to change her appearance enough to not be recognized on camera as the woman who had questioned the old man and his son earlier.

      Especially since she didn’t plan on being on camera for long. This was just going to be reconnaissance.

      She wandered toward the aisle with the bandages, looking around as she walked. She noticed a man in jeans and a t-shirt buying something at the cash. No one else appeared to be in the store. The lounge area near the comic and books was empty.

      A sharp bell rang as the cash registered slid open. Voices murmured too low for her to make out the words, then she heard the metal snap as the register slammed shut. Footsteps shuffled on the floor as the customer left the store.

      Martha allowed herself a single, quick glance at the counter.

      Louis Junior stood behind the cash register, just opening his book before sitting down behind the candy display.

      No sign of the old man.

      Perfect.

      She spent several seconds checking the shelf and pretending not to find what she was looking for. Shaking her head, she shuffled back up the aisle toward the door. Without a glance at the counter, she pushed open the glass door.

      No one else was in the store now. Just Lewis Junior.

      Martha headed right, toward the end of the strip mall. Fortunately, the convenience store was the last store so she didn’t have to count back doors. She yanked the kerchief from her hair and stuffed it back into her purse. Then she shrugged off the cardigan and folded it before putting it into the purse as well. The fewer loose clothing articles on her, the better.

      Too bad she’d left most of her tools at home. She really could have used her professional locks picks and a knife was a much quieter weapon than a gun. At least she still had a set of latex gloves tucked into a side pocket. She tugged them on with a snap of the rubber.

      Pulling out the gun, she slid the purse onto her shoulder. She extracted two bobby pins from her hair and went to work on the lock on the back door. She could tell from the feel that it was cheap, probably original to the building. She shook her head. They should have upgraded this lock along with the security cameras.

      Some people didn’t think of the obvious.

      A final click and the door opened. Holding it close, she opened it only enough to slip inside. Then she shut it behind her. Slow. Soft.

      She found herself in a back room, dim light coming from the half open door across from her. Around her, shelves stacked with cardboard boxes lined the room. The floor was a cheap, white linoleum that absorbed the sound of her orthopedic shoes as she crossed to the door.

      She peered around the edge. A smaller room, that looked more like a lunch room. A beige, square table sat in the centre, with two wood, folding chairs tucked in on either side. Against the left wall a microwave sat on top of a black, half-sized fridge, just big enough for a couple of lunches. On the floor beside it, she noticed a green knapsack.

      Another door was on the wall opposite her, this one probably leading into the store proper. When the time came, that’s where Lewis Junior would enter the room from. Martha had to prepare.

      But first, she wanted to check out the room.

      The microwave was empty. The fridge held only an empty plastic container with a few crumbs, probably from a sandwich. Mustard and a few packets of ketchup were tucked into the door. Nothing really of note.

      But she struck pay dirt in the knapsack.

      Junior’s wallet was tucked into the front pocket. She gave it a cursory look. It wasn’t like she was going to take the cash or anything. Then she spotted something white in the bill fold. Money wasn’t white. She pulled it out and unfolded it.

      A letter. From a confectionery company. Finalizing an offer for the exclusive use of the below listed candy recipes.

      The recipes included gummies.

      And the letter was addressed to Lewis Junior.

      Not the old man.

      Martha pressed her lips together tight. Selling the old man’s dream out from under him.

      But why the poisoned candy?

      Maybe testing out an alternate version of the recipe, one that he would swap for his father’s version. Then the old man’s dream of making his own candy would never happen.

      Martha kept the letter and put the wallet back in the pocket, zipping it up. Then she checked the main section of the knapsack.

      Even more interesting.

      A scrawled recipe for gummies along with several ingredients. Including an adult laxative. That would certainly cause problems for a child.

      For her granddaughter.

      It wasn’t enough that Junior was selling out on his father, he wanted to completely ruin the old man as well.

      Too bad he was going to be the ruined one. Or the dead one, in this case.

      No one hurt her little granddaughter Savannah and got away with it. Especially when it looked like he might try to hurt other kids to discredit his own father.

      She slipped the laxative out of the knapsack and put it in her purse.

      Time to set the stage.

      She spread out the unfolded letter on the table and pulled back one of the chairs. Then she moved to the door. She set her purse down beside it and opened the door a crack, just enough to peer out.

      From her vantage, she could see the back of Junior’s head and the store beyond. Still empty. Good. Now she just had to get Junior’s attention.

      Easy enough.

      She left the door open a crack and then moved to the other chair. She tipped it enough to fold it, and then dropped it on the floor. It hit the linoleum with a loud bang.

      Two steps took her back behind the door before it was yanked open.

      “What the hell?” Lewis Junior charged in.

      And froze when Martha stuck the end of her pistol in his face.

      “Tell me again how you didn’t give my granddaughter a poisoned gummy?” she said.

      The colour drained from Lewis Junior’s face, leaving his cheeks looking waxy. Before he could decide to try anything stupid, like grabbing for the gun, Martha shoved him to the right, past the table. He stumbled, his hip hitting the wall. He let out a yelp.

      “What is this?” he sputtered.

      “You made a few errors, Junior,” she said. “The first one being lying to me. Your father mentioned poisoned candy but not the type. You are the one who said gummies.”

      His mouth dropped open, then he snapped his jaw shut.

      “Look, it wasn’t much, just enough to not feel well,” he said. “It’s temporary. I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

      “I know exactly what you meant,” Martha said. “Selling out your father’s recipes for a quick buck.”

      “How did…” He caught sight of the letter on the table. He grabbed it. “Where did you…?”

      “From your knapsack,” she said. “You’re going to write a little confession on there.”

      He frowned. “And if I don’t? You aren’t really gonna shoot me?”

      Martha smiled, her long, slow smile. The smile she gave to the people she was going to kill.

      If it was possible, Junior lost even more colour from his cheeks.

      “Sit,” she said. “You’re going to retract this deal and then your father may forgive you.”

      Junior’s hands shook, rattling the paper. It took him several tries to grab the chair and drag it back from the table. He fell into the chair, his leg knocking one of the table legs, making the table shudder. He dropped the paper onto the surface in front of him.

      “Smooth it out,” Martha said. “You’ve creased it. You can’t write on that when it’s creased.”

      His hands still shaking, Junior did his best to smooth out the paper. When he finished, he glanced up at her as if seeking her approval. Sweat glistened on his forehead. The tips of his brown hair stuck to the sides of his face. He was giving off a heavy scent of body odour. Obviously by the end of the day his deodorant had stopped working.

      Too bad he wouldn’t have a chance to switch to a more effective brand.

      “Write you name down there.” She pointed at the bottom of the empty space beside the address.

      He bent over the page, concentrating. As he lifted the pen she’d placed on the table, Martha moved to stand behind him, peering over his shoulder. He managed to scrawl his name without shaking too badly.

      As he finished, she put the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger.

      The noise exploded in the confined space, covering the noise of the body toppling over from the chair and smacking on the floor. He lay on his side. The way he’d landed covered most of the mess.

      Martha sprang into action.

      She took the pen from his fingers and pressed the gun into his hand to get the finger prints. Then she let both drop. The gun half fell from his fingers. Good enough. She smeared her latex glove onto his hand. Not perfect for gun powder residue, but as long as she set the rest of the scene, they might not look too closely.

      With the pen, she wrote in block letters above Junior’s signature. Block lettering was practically impossible to match to anyone’s writing. Perfect for her purposes.

      Couldn’t go through with it, but couldn’t stop it. I don’t know what to do. I make a mess of everything. I always have. I’m so sorry.

      Crouching, she crawled out of the room to the counter. She found the security set up and turned off the cameras. The little row of monitors tucked above the machine flicked off. Good.

      She stood up with a groan. Her knees did not like crawling. She gave her legs a good shake as she crossed to the glass door and locked it. She flipped the sign to face Closed toward the outside then she crossed back to the counter. She hit the button that turned off the main lights, plunging the store into dimness. Red emergency lights glowed on.

      Good. No one would come into the store although they might notice it was closed at an unusual hour. That would cause some investigation and then they would find Junior.

      Except they’d watch the security tape and watch him walk into the back room.

      Okay, this was a problem. She couldn’t let the recording stand but she couldn’t put the store back as it was. If Junior was going to kill himself, he would make sure the store was closed.

      She had to destroy the security footage, but stopping it right before he left for the back room would look suspicious too. She had to ruin the entire drive.

      Not a problem for one of her nastier programs.

      She fetched her purse from the back room. From the side pocket she pulled out a flash drive and stuck it into the USB port on the security computer. A few mouse clicks and the illegal wiping program that her contact had given her was running. Shouldn’t take longer than twenty minutes. Enough time for her to finish the final details.

      In the lunch room, she moved the knapsack beside the table, leaving the top of it open, as if Junior had pulled the gun from inside it. Then she returned to the front counter.

      She tidied everything up, just the way someone would want to leave it. Everything in its place and straightened. She even took the book he was reading, a battered Stephen King novel, and removed the bookmark.

      Finished his book. Finished his life.

      The light on top of her flash drive stopped flashing. All done. She grabbed it and stuck it back in her purse.

      Everything set.

      As she let herself out the back door, Martha reflected on how she was sorry for the old man. It was hard losing a son, especially one to suicide and one who was betraying you. She didn’t like that it would be hard for the old man. Just another fall out from Junior’s stupidity.

      Instead of trashing the old man’s dream, he should have supported it. He probably would have inherited everything eventually, but like too many younger people, he hadn’t had the patience for it. He wanted his pay day right away.

      Well, Martha had paid him back for his actions. In spades.

      With a final sigh, she peeled off the latex gloves and shoved them into her purse. She pulled out her cardigan and shook it out, slipping it back on, white side out. She replaced the plastic frames with her metal spectacles.

      Ready. And according to her watch, she had just enough time to make it to her bus stop.

      Good. She hated waiting around at a bus stop with nothing to do.

      It was always so much better when she could keep herself occupied. Made the time pass quicker.

      Until there was no time left at all.
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