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      Mary Jo usually loved mornings. The fresh promise of a new day at hand, the savory taste of freshly brewed coffee, the smell of eggs and ham.

      This morning wasn’t that much different from her normal mornings. She went through her daily ritual of showering and getting dressed. Jean, Mary Jo’s partner, lover, and roommate, didn’t much go for mornings, so she normally slept in and it wasn’t until hours later that Jean usually crawled out of bed.

      But this morning, because Mary Jo was at a critical point on a job, Jean got up and cooked her breakfast. They had learned that working together was so much more fun than working alone, so they shared everything, and Mary Jo was glad they did.

      Especially today.

      There was something about this job Mary Jo had been hired to do that bothered both her and Jean and neither of them could put their finger on the problem.

      Today they would find out what exactly was happening.

      Mary Jo came out of the New York City penthouse apartment’s main bathroom and into the modern kitchen where the sound of ham sizzling greeted her along with the thick, rich smell of freshly brewed coffee.

      She had just entered heaven.

      Early morning sun streaming in the large windows near the dining nook made it even nicer as below them the wonderful city started to wake up.

      Mary Jo loved how Jean normally looked in the mornings, her blond hair pulled back, her perfect body tucked into a thin cotton robe. But this morning Jean had gotten dressed in Levi’s and a silk blouse and tennis shoes, her working clothes. She had actually gotten up ahead of Mary Jo, which in their two years together had almost never happened.

      Mary Jo thought Jean the most beautiful woman Mary Jo had ever seen. Jean said the same about Mary Jo. There was no doubt they were a striking couple from all the looks they got when they went out in public.

      Jean, at five-three was two inches taller than Mary Jo. Jean had blonde hair and bright green eyes, while Mary Jo had short very dark-brown hair and deep dark-brown eyes. Mary Jo often wore black wigs and it suited her fine.

      What Mary Jo loved was how they fit in each other’s arms perfectly. In fact, last night, they had spent an hour in each other’s arms naked in the hot tub, sipping wonderful vodka orange juices and going over every detail of Mary Jo’s job today.

      That was her idea of the ideal way to work.

      She loved high quality vodka and fresh-squeezed orange juice. That simple drink would lift anyone’s mood. And it certainly did hers most every night.

      Luckily, Jean loved the drink as much as Mary Jo did.

      She and Jean were professional assassins, and both had done that job for over a thousand years, but as best they could figure, Mary Jo was about a hundred years older than Jean.

      Neither one of them could imagine doing anything else but being an assassin.

      But this last job Mary Jo had been hired to do just bothered them both, and over the centuries they had learned to listen carefully to that gut sense that something was wrong.

      They both thought they knew.

      Today, they were going to find out what was bothering them exactly.

      Mary Jo hugged Jean from behind as Jean stood at the stove, then went and poured herself a cup of coffee.

      Jean already had one for herself on the kitchen table that looked out over a garden area on the roof and the city beyond.

      Mary Jo sat and took a sip of the wonderful flavor, then watched Jean move as she cooked. By the way she was moving, it was clear to Mary Jo that Jean was a little worried about the job today.

      The job, on the surface, had appeared simple.

      Mary Jo had been hired through normal channels by a man named J.T. Sones. He went by Tate, a multi-millionaire head of an information conglomerate that had a good fifty companies under its umbrella.

      Mary Jo had received the standard one million up front and would get two million on completion. The job was to kill a woman by the name of Bonnie Malak.

      But after two months of looking, Mary Jo could see no connection between Malak and Sones. No business, no past love affair, nothing.

      The two had never crossed paths as far as Mary Jo and Jean could tell.

      What bothered Mary Jo most was that Bonnie Malak looked like an assassin herself. Short, in shape, clearly in no need of money, living alone just off Broadway in a penthouse apartment. She moved like an assassin and seemed to have few friends and no enemies, the perfect way an assassin lived.

      She also seemed to have a history under the Malak name that felt a little too perfect in places.

      Tate Sones, on the other hand, had made many enemies over the years. He stood six-foot-one, had the body of a thirty-year-old, even though he was fifty, clearly colored his hair, and clearly exercised. And he acted like a jerk to most people. There were a lot of reasons to want Sones dead, but no reason to want Malak dead.

      And that bothered both Mary Jo and Jean.

      When they had told a third assassin friend of theirs, Susan, she had thought the same thing. Susan lived about eight blocks away and the three of them had worked a number of jobs together.

      They trusted each other.

      Susan was going to help today as well.

      So today they would all find out exactly what was happening. And why. Mary Jo had no problem killing anyone. It was what she had done for more than a thousand years.

      But she had always tried to make sure she killed the right person.

      Bonnie Malak did not seem to be the right person.
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      The first part of the plan had gone like clockwork. Mary Jo bumped into Tate Sones “accidently” as he came out of his 5th Avenue apartment elevator into the underground parking of his building.

      She had been going in and pretended to trip on the edge of the glass airlock door leading to the elevators.

      Sones had caught her, made some comment about she needed to be careful little lady, copped a feel of one of her boobs while helping her, and then went on.

      The accident allowed her to stick him lightly with a small amount of a very powerful drug that would knock him out in about thirty seconds.

      He made it to his Mercedes sedan, got behind the wheel and passed out. Since his door was closed and his windows tinted, no security cameras could see that.

      Earlier, Susan had managed to get into the car without any security seeing her and was waiting in the back seat of the car. She quickly pulled him over into the back seat, then climbed into the driver’s seat and put on a chauffeur-style cap even though Sones seldom used a chauffeur in his own car, only in limos. She got the car out of the building just as a normal driver would.

      Jean was to meet Susan in the underground parking of an apartment they had rented just for this day and take Sones up to the apartment and tie him up in one bedroom.

      Mary Jo’s next job was to get Bonnie Malak to the same apartment.

      They had all figured out, after watching Bonnie for some time, the best way would be to just level with her and invite her.

      Mary Jo, Jean, and Susan were sure Bonnie was an assassin, but short of talking with her, there was no way to know. There certainly wasn’t a membership number or something. Assassins were all trained by an ancient order and worked on their own, for the most part.

      So in the preparation for today, all three of them had made sure they had watched Bonnie a number of times in an obvious way that an assassin would pick up on if she was good.

      As they had watched her, Bonnie had become a creature of habit and would have been an easy target for Mary Jo. Bonnie sat at the same time every morning in the window seat of a deli three blocks from her apartment. A simple sniper shot from a nearby apartment window would have done the trick.

      Mary Jo was fairly certain that Bonnie would know that.

      Bonnie was a strikingly beautiful woman about Mary Jo’s age. She had bright green eyes, red-tinted short hair, and freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      Mary Jo went into the deli and ordered a cup of black coffee at the counter without looking at Bonnie. The place smelled wonderful of fresh-made bread combined with a rich, thick smell of bacon. When she took her coffee over to the table, she was actually surprised at the power and beauty of Bonnie up close.

      “Is this seat taken?” Mary Jo asked.

      Bonnie looked up and smiled. “For you, it is always available.”

      Bonnie indicated Mary Jo should pull out the chair and sit across from her in the window.

      Most of the people walking by outside were on the way to work. The day was going to be a beautiful spring day with the snows and cold of winter now forgotten.

      “I’m Mary Jo,” Mary Jo said, holding out her hand.

      “Bonnie,” the green-eyed woman said, smiling. “But you already know that.”

      “I do,” Mary Jo said, nodding.

      “You three have been watching me now for four months, you for longer,” Bonnie said. “I’ve been wondering why, actually.”

      “You’re a target of a contract,” Mary Jo said simply. “We wanted to let you know we were there to see what you would do.”

      Bonnie nodded. “Thanks for not filling the contract just yet. Can I ask who took it out on me?”

      Mary Jo was impressed that Bonnie was taking the news so calmly. Chances are inside she wasn’t calm, but on the outside she was doing what any trained assassin would do and not show any emotion. And also, chances are, she had figured it was something like this.

      “J.T. Sones,” Mary Jo said. “He goes by Tate.”

      Bonnie slowly shook her head. “No memory of anyone by that name.”

      “We didn’t think so,” Mary Jo said. “We could find no connection at all. We have Tate Sones under wraps. Would you like to meet him, get to the bottom of all this, before we decide what to do with him.”

      “I would love to,” Bonnie said, nodding. “Thank you.”

      The two of them headed out of the deli and up the street. Mary Jo knew that in disguises, Jean and Susan were both watching her every move. She couldn’t see them, but she knew they were there.

      The three of them did not take any chances that didn’t need to be taken.

      After three blocks of walking in silence through the morning crowds, about a half block from the rented apartment, Bonnie turned to Mary Jo. “You are being very trusting of me.”

      “Why would you say that?” Mary Jo asked.

      “I don’t see the two others that helped you.”

      Mary Jo laughed. “You are not supposed to see us unless we want you to see us.”

      “I had heard rumors you three were that good,” Bonnie said, nodding.

      Mary Jo didn’t much like that she had a reputation among assassins. But she liked that she was known for being good at her job.

      After doing it for over a thousand years, she should be good at it. Otherwise, she would have been dead a long time ago.
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      Mary Jo let Bonnie into the two-bedroom apartment on the fifth floor of the walk-up. The buildings next door were so much taller and so close, little natural light could get into the place.

      And the furniture was 1960s beat-up. There was even a bottle candle on one end table that had been lit so many times a black circle had formed on the ceiling above it.

      The place had a cloying smell of far too much pot and cigarettes.

      Mary Jo let Bonnie enter first.

      Bonnie glanced around and nodded. “I like what you did with the place.”

      Mary Jo smiled and let the door stand open as Jean came through behind her.

      “This is Jean,” Mary Jo said.

      “Wonderful meeting you, Bonnie,” Jean said, smiling. “Wow, anyone ever tell you that you are a real stunner?”

      “Wow, you are right about that,” Susan said, coming in behind Jean. “I’m Susan.”

      Bonnie smiled at Susan. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      Mary Jo was pretty convinced that Susan actually blushed a little.

      The four of them went into the kitchen. The counters were old and needed repair, a couple of the empty cabinets had lost their doors, and there was a square wooden table to one side.

      Bonnie sat down on one metal kitchen chair and Susan sat across from her while Jean and Mary Jo remained standing. Mary Jo could feel a little tension, but not as much as she had expected.

      Jean pulled out a cell phone and quickly dialed a number. Then she said, “Freyja Mist.”

      Mary Jo knew that Jean was calling the ancient order of assassins. She just gave them her assassin name. The order didn’t even have a name, but it had recruited all of them way back in time and trained them. It still kept track of all its members. Mary Jo had not contacted them in sixty years, but Jean had no problem calling them when information was needed.

      Jean waited, then nodded. “We think we are talking with another member of the order who has been targeted by a client. Can you confirm that this person is an assassin or not?”

      “Your name?” Jean asked Bonnie after a moment.

      “Sunshine MorningBee,” Bonnie said.

      Mary Jo knew that the name meant that Bonnie was a younger member of the order, clearly recruited in just the last few hundred years or so.

      Jean repeated the name and listened, then nodded and said thank you and hung up the phone.

      “Confirmed,” Jean said to Mary Jo.

      Mary Jo reached down into a cabinet where they had stored a laptop and pulled it out and opened it on the table in front of Bonnie. “So this is the man who is tied up and still out cold in the bedroom.”

      Mary Jo showed Bonnie a picture of Tate Sones.

      Bonnie shook her head. “Never seen him before, nor do I know the name.”

      Mary Jo ran through Sones’ company dealings here in New York and again Bonnie just shook her head no.

      “I was in Chicago before finishing a job and heading here.”

      Then Mary Jo put up a picture of Sones’ wife, Holly. She was a short, attractive woman with black hair and dark eyes.

      “Oh, shit,” Bonnie said, glancing around at the three of them. “I had a wonderful affair with her about a year ago. It lasted for two months and she said her husband was getting suspicious so she broke it off. She said her name was Gretchen Hunt. I knew she was married, but didn’t care that much. She was a great time, if you know what I mean.”

      “Gretchen Hunt is actually Holly Sones,” Mary Jo said.

      Susan turned the computer so she could see the picture of Gretchen Hunt Sones. Then Susan looked right at Bonnie. “Think she would be up for a threesome?”

      This time it was Bonnie’s turn to slightly blush. But then she smiled and said, “Never hurts to ask.”

      Susan just smiled back and Mary Jo could tell that Susan and Bonnie were making a real connection.

      Mary Jo glanced at Jean who just smiled and raised an eyebrow.

      “So husband wants to kill wife’s lover,” Bonnie said. “Gretchen was a wild one. I wonder how many other former loves of Gretchen he has killed?”

      “I suppose we could ask him,” Mary Jo said, glancing at her watch. “He should be waking up about now.”

      “I would love to,” Bonnie said. Then she looked at Mary Jo. “I know we follow our contracts and all that, but any chance I can buy my way out of the one you have on me?”

      Susan, Jean, and Mary Jo all laughed. “We never go against another assassin for any reason.”

      Bonnie seemed actually relieved. “I thought I remembered that in my training and that was why I trusted you would come to me to tell me why you were all following me.”

      “You trusted right,” Susan said, smiling at Bonnie and turning her toward the bedroom. “We work alone, we work together, but we never target each other.”

      “I’ve never worked with another assassin in three hundred years of doing this,” Bonnie said.

      “Well,” Susan said, “you are in for a real treat then.”

      Mary Jo and Jean just laughed and followed them into the bedroom.
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      The bedroom only had a bed with a stained old mattress on it and a dresser that had one drawer missing. Tate Sones was tied to the frame of the room’s small closet, sitting on the floor, his hands tied behind his back. A black zip-tie held his legs together at the ankles.

      He had on an expensive silk suit, black dress shoes, and black dress socks. Mary Jo wagered Sones never thought that he and his expensive silk suit would end up on a dirty apartment floor.

      All of them stood in silence and watched as Sones slowly came to.

      At first he looked worried and confused.

      Then he saw the four of them standing around in front of where he was tied and he looked scared.
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