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        Assassination So Sweet: The Old Lady Killer Chronicles Volume 1

      

        

      
        Martha looks the part of a little old lady: greying hair, silver spectacles, orthopedic shoes, dark blue cardigan, brown purse big enough for all her medications.

      

        

      
        And big enough for her gun and her knives.

      

        

      
        Who thinks to look in the purse of a little old lady?

      

        

      
        Especially one like Martha, an assassin with forty years experience.

      

        

      
        Join Martha as she takes care of business and takes out her targets. Just as long as it doesn’t interfere with her baking.

      

        

      
        Navigate the dark before you explore A Future Bright.

      

        

      
        Includes: Assassination So Sweet, An Assisted Assassination, The Bloom of Assassination, An Engaged Assassination, and A Finished Assassination.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Just a regular old lady, Martha bakes cookies and putters around her house.

      That is when she isn’t taking jobs as an elite assassin.

      Allow me to introduce you to Martha. Just a regular old lady who wears spectacles and orthopedic shoes, has tightly curled grey hair and dresses in comfortable dresses and cardigan sweaters.

      She also does the occasional job to help with the bills.

      Very special jobs.

      Jobs that usually end with someone dead or taken care of, like stopping the keynote speaker before his speech, doing some assistance in an assisted living facility, being a plant in a gardening society, doing a pro bono job for a contact, and dealing with an embezzler that ends up being more than Martha bargained for.

      All in a day’s work for Martha.

      Even if her knees ache a bit.

      Getting old is killer. Join Martha as she proves it.
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      The call came in just as she was sliding the cookies into the oven. Martha closed the oven door, wiping her hands on the white cotton tea towel before turning toward the ringing phone. It was the landline, the one her son kept telling her to cancel. It was just a magnet for telemarketers, trying to scam her he’d said. A waste of money.

      Her money to waste, she’d always replied and reminded him that she had call display and a willingness to slam the phone down.

      He would just shake his head at her, not understanding why she needed a landline when she had a cell phone.

      Not realizing that cell phones were easier to hack, easier to listen in.

      Not like landlines.

      Her jobs always came through the landlines.

      The afternoon sun slanted through the window above the sink, diffused by the white lace curtains. As she passed, she noticed she had left her favourite yellow coffee mug soaking in the sink. Should wash that and put it away for tomorrow’s coffee. Her fingers almost itched to do it now, but she stopped herself.

      Just a reaction to the phone ringing. Even after all this time, she got a little nervous about a job.

      Silly really. She’d been a professional for over forty years.

      Her orthopedic shoes scuffed against the white linoleum as she crossed to the door that led to the dining room. Not only did she still have a landline, but it ran to an old phone that hung on the wall. A tiny phone display unit was plugged into the right side to let her see the number display.

      Unknown.

      Odds were good it was one of those dreaded telemarketers her son fretted about, but it was only two in the afternoon. Usually they started calling after five, as if to catch the occupants at dinner.

      Rarely did they call so early.

      Besides, after forty years she had a sense about these things and something told her it wasn’t a telemarketer.

      It was a job.

      Martha took a breath and brushed a grey curl away from her ear. She picked up the receiver.

      “Got a job for you,” the gruff voice said. “Brighten and Parliment. Half an hour.”

      “I just put cookies in the oven,” Martha said.

      A grunt sounded on the other end.

      He didn’t much care about her cookies.

      Martha let out a sigh. “Give me forty-five,” she said, “and I’ll be there.”

      “Forty-five.”

      The line clicked and the voice was gone.

      Martha hung up. Not even a hint about the job. It had to be a big one if they weren’t even going to say anything over the phone. And usually they were willing to accommodate any of her household errands.

      Not today.

      The cookies would have to wait. Good thing she’d just put them in the oven. Turning them off wouldn’t hurt them.

      She turned off the oven, double checking to make sure. Through the glass door, the lumps of cookie dough had barely started to flatten. Good, they would keep until she got back.

      Her fingers trembled just a little as she undid the knot on her white apron. She slid it off and folded it over the back of her kitchen chair. The sight of the green vinyl chairs and the matching green table always made her smile. It had been one of the first things she’d bought with her money from a job, back when Freddy had barely been able to make ends meet after they first got married. He’d believed that she got it massively on sale, or a least pretended to. Just like he’d pretended to believe all through their marriage.

      He’d never asked too many questions. He’d been good that way.

      My, wasn’t she getting all nostalgic? She brushed her hands over the skirt of her light blue dress. It had lovely yellow flowers dotting the fabric. Maybe she should change? No, she didn’t have time and they would have specified if she’d needed a specific wardrobe. Usually they didn’t bother.

      No one noticed an old woman anyway.

      One good thing about getting old, it made her job so much easier.

      Over the past twenty years, she had become invisible, as the lines on her face deepened, the colour leached from her curling, brown hair, her waist thickened a little, her breasts sagged a little. For the longest time, she resisted getting glasses but finally gave in when she’d barely managed to see four blocks on a job five years ago. Now she liked the little silver frames that perched on her nose. Just another piece of her disguise.

      No one ever looked beyond what they first saw. Just a little old woman. Mild, meek, nonthreatening.

      It always made her smile.

      Martha gathered her purse, a large brown contraption with a long strap that went across her body, leaving her hands free. The edges were looking a little frayed, she would have to take it in to get it repaired. Her son’s wife always offered to take her shopping for a new one, something a little more stylish, but Martha always refused. She knew it was an ugly lump of a purse, that was part of its charm, another piece of her disguise.

      Plus she needed all those secret compartments.

      Where else was she going to keep her knives and her gun?

      Just before she left, she grabbed a dark blue cardigan from the front closet.

      It might get a little chilly.

      You never know.
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      Martha reached Brighten and Parliment with a few minutes to spare. A slightly run down area of town, she noticed. The sidewalks were dusty from the busy Brighten Street. Traffic was a steady stream at three o’clock.

      The late August sunshine felt hotter here with all the asphalt and concrete and brick buildings. The pawn shop behind her had a narrow awning that extended a few feet from the building. She tried to stand in its shade without getting too close to the display window. She could see the grime coating the outside of the glass, smearing the image of the display so much so that she could discern the general shape of things but couldn’t see details. A violin tucked beside some books. A stack of plates with some design she couldn’t make out.

      She was still looking through the window when she felt a presence standing beside her.

      “Nice day for shoppin’,” said a gruff voice.

      She recognized it from the phone, but didn’t turn to look at the man.

      “It would be if it didn’t look like rain,” she said.

      He let out a satisfied grunt. “Follow.”

      He stepped forward and pulled open the door to the pawn shop. Martha caught a glimpse of a bearded cheek before he stepped forward, providing only a view of his wide back.

      She followed.

      The interior of the pawn shop was tidier than she’d expected. The grime and dust from outside didn’t penetrate here, or was quickly subdued if it did. The linoleum was a faded grey, faded from age not dirt. She noticed an actual shine on it. Shelves lined the wall on the left, with items grouped in a semblance of order. Everything looked clean and dust free, even the stack of white plates on the end. Standing outside a cupboard, they would be the first thing to gather dust, but she couldn’t see a speck.

      Impressive.

      The air was cool and fresh, with a hint of vanilla. Behind the counter on the right, a large man in a lime green shirt hunched behind the cash register, reading an old Spider-Man comic book. He didn’t glance up as they walked past.

      Probably well paid not to notice.

      Her guide (contact, whatever) crossed to a narrow door at the end of the counter. Without looking back to make sure she was behind him, he opened the door and slipped through. Martha caught the edge of the door before it closed. Darker shadows filled the space beyond, but she saw a weak yellow light farther in.

      She wasn’t thrilled with the shadows, too much chance of an ambush, but there was enough light to see the panelled walls of the short hall. No hidden alcoves.

      Still, she kept her hand on her purse as she stepped in. Right where the handle of her favourite tiny blade nestled. Just the slightest pressure and the handle would pop into her palm. One smooth motion, and she could pull it free. An upward slash could severe arteries.

      Would probably ruin her dress though.

      If she did it right, she might be able to cover the worst of it with her cardigan.

      As she reached the end of the hall, her musing proved to be moot. A small room opened up, revealing a scuffed table with two mismatched, hardback chairs. Her guide sat in one, pouring out what looked suspiciously like tea from a thermos into two tea cups. He gestured to the other chair.

      Martha sat.

      She gave him a cursory look, just enough to take in the short, cropped brown hair, the rough beard, the broad shoulders and the slight paunch above the waistband of his jeans. Before a full imprint of his features could solidify in her mind, she focused on the tea cup. White, with tiny flowers around the gold-rimmed edge.

      Better to memorize that than the look of this man.

      She never wanted to be able to positively identify anyone.

      Gave her just enough deniability.

      “Milk? Sugar?” he asked.

      “Lemon, if you have it,” she said.

      “Sorry, I don’t,” he said.

      “This is fine then.” She took a sip. The delicate flavour danced on her tongue and was then gone too quickly. A little weaker than she preferred, but good enough.

      She heard the rustle of paper. A file folder slid across the table into view near her right hand. She pulled it forward.

      “Samuel Johnston,” the man said. “Coming into town for a conference. One of the keynote speakers. We want him taken care of before his speech on Friday night. An accident or ill health if possible.”

      “Keynote,” she said. “That will make it difficult for an accident or ill health.”

      “He ain’t a rock star,” the man said. “He’ll be mingling with the other attendees.”

      She studied the photograph in the file. A slim, long face with a slim, long nose. Everything about him looked slim and long. Narrow chest and hips. Weak chin. Dark hair slicked back. Plenty of it though. He stood tall, but she suspected that his thinness was genetic and not necessarily from exercise.  He had no muscle tone that she could see.

      Thin men were known to have heart attacks.

      She nodded. “It’s doable.”

      “Good,” the man said. “Your usual fee?”

      “Double,” she said. “You want it to look natural.”

      “Time and a half. He’s easily accessible at the conference.”

      She took a sip of the weak tea as if pondering the offer. She place the cup back on the saucer.

      “Done,” she said. “Before his speech Friday night.”

      “Yes.”

      “You know my terms.”

      He got up from the table and walked over to a small, two drawer stand tucked into the corner. He slid open the top drawer and removed a thick envelope. Without even opening it, he carried it back to the table. As he sat down, he slid the envelope toward her.

      “Half now,” he said.

      Martha picked up the envelope and opened it. Bundles of hundreds. She’d seen enough of them over the years to be able to do a quick count. One hundred and fifty thousand. Her contact had been anticipating her demand.

      That was a little annoying. She should have held out for double.

      Too late now though. She closed it and tucked the envelope into the bottom of her purse. It added an agreeable weight.

      “To clarify, which is the most important part?” she asked. “The time frame or method?”

      “Time frame,” he said. “We have a strong preference for method though.”

      “Of course. Naturally I endeavour to accomplish both. The final payment?”

      “Saturday at three, meet out front here again.”

      “A pleasure.” She pushed back from the table and stood. She held out her hand. “I must go and deal with some cookies I was baking.”

      He stood up to shake her hand with a nice firm grip. For the first time, a spark of life hinted in his dark eyes.

      “Cookies? Not chocolate chip by any chance?”

      She smiled. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      “My favourite.

      “If I have any left over, I’ll bring you some on Saturday.”

      He released her hand. His head ducked down. A blush rose on his cheeks.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said.

      “Nonsense,” she said. “You would be doing me the favour. I don’t need any more on my hips.” She gave a little chuckle. He smiled.

      “Saturday then.”

      “Yes, Saturday.”

      She gave a little wave and left. If she knew her grandchildren, there wouldn’t be a crumb left by Saturday afternoon. She would have to hold back a few cookies specifically for him, and why not? It was always a good idea to be on the best of terms with a work colleague.

      Martha made sure her purse was tucked securely at her side and headed home.
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      The Colonnade Hotel was not the largest in the city, but it was one of the oldest. An elegant, grey box that stretched up twelve storeys. Nestled right in the centre of town, it still managed to have a large, half moon drive allowing visitors to disembark in front of the hotel. A pair of gold lions sat perched on a pair of marble pillars on either side of the double-wide sliding doors. As she approached, Martha noticed a layer of dirt on the closest lion.

      The cleaners here could take a lesson from the pawn shop.

      Just as she reached the door, a car pulled up. Two men in suits got out. A porter wearing a burgundy and grey uniform hurried to assist them, sliding right by Martha, as if she was invisible.

      Good. Exactly how she wanted it.

      She’d worn her best drab outfit. A plain grey skirt that came down just below her knees. A pale yellow shirt under a darker grey cardigan. Her trusty brown purse was slung from her right shoulder across her body, easily accessible to her left hand, leaving her right hand free. She had sprayed her grey curls with enough hairspray to keep them out of her eyes and the round spectacles perched on her nose. Even her lipstick was bland, a pale pink that faded into her skin.

      With this look, if she stopped moving long enough, she would completely disappear from people’s view.

      Excellent.

      As the porter busied himself with the new arrivals, Martha strolled past and through the open double doors. The hotel lobby stretched out before her, all plush in grey and burgundy, as if no other hotel used the same colours. At least the burgundy carpeting felt thick under her sensible shoes. Of course, this was the lobby. Every hotel she’d ever been in (and there had been many in her line of work, hotels were almost as good as restaurants for catching her prey) spent most of their cash on outfitting the lobby. The best carpets, fixtures, marble counters. The real test of a hotel’s prestige were the hallways. Most got by with the thinnest carpets. Bland wallpaper. Cracked fixtures. Why spend a lot of money on a place where no one was going to spend any time? But the classiest places did so.

      The Colonnade Hotel didn’t strike her as the classiest of places.

      But she was willing to reserve her final judgment. Not that it really mattered, especially since they wanted this job to look natural. If she’d been able to shoot the mark then if might matter if she needed decent soundproofing in a hallway, for instance.

      But she wasn’t, so she didn’t.

      The space in front of her was empty, allowing a straight shot right to the front desk against the back wall. On either side of the space was a nice seating area, complete with a small couch and a couple of armchairs. Naturally, the fabric was a dark grey with burgundy piping.

      Martha counted four stations at the front desk, obvious from the number of computer monitors visible just below the marble counter. Only two were open at the moment, staffed with young, perky attendants. No sign of the manager although she knew there would be one during the day, especially with the conference. She clocked four porters in various spots in the lobby, all helping customers with their bags.

      A concierge desk sat to the right of the front door. The usual tourist pamphlets were stacked neatly to one side on the counter. A tall, broad man with a neatly trimmed, greying beard stood behind the counter, jotting something just below counter level. His burgundy and grey outfit more closely matched the front desk attendants than the porters, marking him as the head concierge. In her experience, they were usually more observant than the front staff attendants. She would have to keep an eye on him.

      But as she strolled past, he didn’t look up. Still, Martha forced her pace to remain the same and resisted the urge to pull her purse tighter to her side.

      No need to be nervous. This should be a pretty easy job.

      She already had several options ready to be deployed in her purse. A couple of different powders that could be slipped into a drink. Two injectors, each with a different solution to mimic different effects. Did she want it to look like he had a heart attack or a stroke? She wanted to keep her options open until she saw the mark first hand. Only then could she gauge which would be best. If he looked super fit, a heart attack might not be the best option. Ironically, sometimes a stroke worked better. She would decide when she got a good look.

      Fortunately, it looked like most of the conference attendees were wearing name badges. She spotted several at the left end of the lobby. A large table had been set up. Several people sat behind it, chatting with the folks in front. Yes, it looked like some kind of registration set up. They were handing out bags of swag and pamphlets. Probably the program book. To the right of the table, set just at the edge of the staircase that curved up to the second floor, was a large white board with a schedule written in neat block lettering. Photos had been stuck beside each name, making it even easier for her to identify Samuel Johnston.

      Just a few more steps and she would be able to read the whole thing. Possibly even find out where she could find Samuel Johnston before his keynote address.

      “Mom?”

      The voice cut through the general murmur of voices and clatter of noise around her. The voice, deep and familiar, one she had known for the owner’s entire life, first as a squalling baby, then as a young, high-pitched squeak, and finally now, as the deep, dulcet tones that reminded her so much of her late husband.

      “Mom, is that you?”

      Martha swallowed, felt her heart beat pick up as she turned to face her oldest son, Harry. He was dressed in a navy blue suit, just expensive enough to still look mostly fresh at the end of a long day. The light blue shirt looked a little rumpled under the matching tie. His light brown hair, so much like his father’s, was swept back from his forehead, revealing a slight thinning along the front. Tiny worry lines creased the edges of his brown eyes, but his chin was strong and his nose straight. His mouth open in an expression of surprise before curving into a smile.

      “I thought that was you,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

      He stepped toward her from a group of three other men dressed in similar suits. They were all looking at her curiously.

      Noticing her, paying attention, seeing her.

      All the things she didn’t want.

      Dammit.

      But as her son drew closer, arms outstretched for a hug, she knew there was only one way to respond. She put on a befuddled look on her face, blinking wide behind her spectacles.

      “Harry, what are you doing here? I didn’t know you liked beading.”

      Her son came in for a hug, cheek pressed against hers so she felt the first hint of scruff from his shaved cheek. An earthy cologne enveloped her.

      “What are you talking about, Mom?” he asked as he pulled away.

      “The beading convention,” she said, gesturing around them.

      Harry gave a slight chuckle. The three men standing behind him chuckled along with him. Despite their expensive suits, they all looked a little fleshy and unkempt compared to her son.

      Not that she was biased.

      Much.

      “This isn’t a beading convention, Mom,” Harry said. “It’s an industry conference for investment bankers.”

      “What?” She crinkled her forehead at him. “But the beading convention is this weekend, starting the twenty-fourth.” She fussed with her purse as if looking for a pamphlet.

      “Mom, that’s next weekend,” Harry said.

      She stopped, her hand in her purse, resting on a packet of vials containing the different powders to add to her mark’s drink.

      “Next weekend?” she asked.

      Harry smiled. “You’re a week early.”

      “Oh dear.” She removed her hand from her purse and rubbed her forehead. “I got the dates mixed up. How silly of me.” She turned to the white board and gestured at the program listing. “And I wondered what these different topics had to do with beading.”

      Her gaze swept over the board. There at eight, Samuel Johnston, keynote speaker, in the main ballroom. She still had a couple of hours.

      If she could get away from her son.

      Of all the damnable luck.

      She had to figure out a way to slip away from him but stick around long enough to hone in on her prey.

      Fat chance of that happening.

      “A little early to be chatting with the ladies, isn’t it, Harry?”

      A gruff, too loud voice bellowed forth. A look of distaste flashed across Harry’s face, almost too fast for Martha to notice, as a new man stepped up. He wore a dark grey suit with an impeccable cut. His black hair was swept back from his low forehead in a style that probably cost more than her entire hairstyling budget for a year. Everything about him shouted class and money, except for the gleam of nastiness in his hazel eyes.

      “Stuart, this is my mother,” Harry said. His voice was carefully neutral.

      “This young lady?” Stuart said. He slid forward, getting just a little too close before he captured her hand and lifted it to his lips. “Charmed, ma’m.”

      He had the smug, self-congratulatory expression that could only be improved by a bullet between his eyes. Any other time she’d be happy to make such an improvement, but not with her son standing right there.

      She’d have to deal with him another way.

      “Aren’t you a nice young boy,” she said. She slipped her hand from his grasp and patted his cheek, letting her pats end with a sharp slap.

      He jerked away from her, a slight frown on his face.

      “You have such nice friends, Harry,” she said to her son.

      From the puzzled expression on Stuart’s face, she could tell that he wasn’t sure if she had meant to slap him so hard or not. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could do so, she turned to Harry.

      “Since I’m here, why don’t you show me around?”

      He gave her a grin. “Sure, Mom. I’m sure I can get you a pass for the evening. What do you think, guys?”

      The other three were grinning as well. They had all caught her interaction with Stuart and approved.

      Unfortunately it only seemed to make Stuart more determined.

      “Allow me to look after that,” he said. He slid up beside her and offered her his elbow. “Perhaps the lady will let me buy her a drink as well.”

      Martha was about to make a scathing retort when she spotted a familiar face beyond the registration table. It looked like one of the photos from the schedule on the white board. She shifted her head just a little, enough to glance at the board. Yes, it was him.

      Samuel Johnston.

      And he was heading into the bar.

      She gave Stuart a big smile and tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow.

      “I’ll take you up on that offer of a drink,” she said.

      Stuart’s expression shifted from shock to smugness within an instant. Harry gazed at her in surprise. She gave him a quick wink, hoping that would appease him. He gave her a nod. He probably thought she had some other way to put Stuart in his place, but she couldn’t think about that now.

      She had to get close to Samuel Johnston and slip him one of her concoctions.

      And then get out before anyone, including her son, was the wiser.

      She should have insisted on double time for this job after all.
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      With both her son and Stuart vouching for her, getting an evening pass took little time. Then Stuart escorted her to the bar, chatting away at her side. She ignored his words, noting that he didn’t even seem to notice her disinterest. The man was one of those ones who just liked talking, even for himself alone.

      Good, she didn’t have to pretend to be entertained by him.

      The bar looked like a knockoff of someone’s idea an old style British pub, complete with dark burgundy carpeting, dark red leather booths along the left side, and a long bar with black stools set along the right wall. Tables with low-back, wood chairs clustered in between the booths and the bar, creating a navigational hazard for the waitresses who bustled back and forth. Martha was pleased to see they wore sensible clothing, black pants and a black shirt button to the top, with a crisp white apron tied around their waists. She hated places that forced the wait staff to dress like their bodies were on display. Working as a waitress was hard enough. She had had to pretend to be one several times in the course of her career. It could be perfect cover on occasion.
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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