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            Author’s Note


          


        


      


    


    

      Apprentice Killers is the fourth book in my Reaper series. This time evil monozygotic twins Bertram and Earnest Ballard, inseparable since birth, confront Brody. I’ve always been fascinated by twins—how in a majority of cases they share a near-psychic link and an unbreakable spiritual bond. Whether the situation is good, bad, or ugly, they seem committed to protecting each other no matter the consequences. And my characters are no different, except their connection isn’t healthy, for obvious reasons. Feeding off one another’s sadistic energy, Bertram and Earnest love to toy with their victims. Their names were inspired by a famous television duo. Can you guess which?
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      The incursion of summer brought with it blistering heat. The air hung stale and dead. Sweat beaded my brow and trickled to the base of my spine whenever I dared to move. My shirt, despite the fact that it was an airy cotton, still stuck to me like plastic wrap over a bowl of leftovers. I felt confined. I wanted to live naked, as nature intended, free of material constraint. But if I did that, there was no telling how Brody would react. He’d become just as much a sexual predator as he was a serial killer.


      The large umbrella overhead blocked the direct sunlight from my upper body, but my bare legs were exposed from the knees down. There wasn’t so much as a whisper of a breeze, which made me sluggish. I lit a cigarette and slouched against the circular table, resting my chin on the heel of my palm while the smoke rose like fluid in motion through my eyelashes. Lips parched and throat scratchy dry, I sucked on the warm filter and listened to the sizzle of tobacco, the commotion in the street briefly drawing my gaze.


      Of all the hotels and motels we’d stayed at, this was the first with a balcony, so I took the opportunity to get a little fresh air and catch up on my reading. And Jane Eyre, a prolix piece of mid-nineteenth-century fiction that I never would’ve chosen had it not been for Brody, was spread open on the café-size table in front of me. He said if I wanted to broaden my horizons, I had to make allowances. Thrillers and fantasies were great, but there was more to the literary world.


      “You’re still engrossed.”


      I glanced at him, a dull silhouette between the open French doors. “It’s kind of boring.”


      “I thought you would’ve consumed the mere five hundred pages by now.”


      He grinned and I chuckled, closing the book. “Not too likely. My speed has improved, but I still prefer to take my time so I really understand what I’m reading.”


      “That is preferable.”


      “I’m thirsty. Would you like a cool drink?” Keeping my fingers on the closed book, I got up from the table.


      “That would be nice.” He sat down to wait for me.


      I returned in seconds and handed him a chilled beer from the bar fridge. “You promised to tell me about the ‘list.’”


      He examined the can of beer. “The list is comprised of names divided into two groups: ‘confirmed’ and ‘potential’—as in potential candidates for the Snuff program. After my induction, I completed my training with few issues. Then, like Jack and Maxine, I became a confirmed asset.”


      “Where does End Life find a ‘potential?’”


      He snapped open the tab on his can and his gaze drifted to the street below. “Trials.”


      “Oh, I get it. They watch the media, and when a killer is apprehended, they step in.”


      “Only if the killer possesses specific behavioral traits.” He sipped his beer.


      “You mean like a sociopath?”


      “Selection is based on emotional quotient.”


      “I’m sorry…?”


      “The level of a person’s emotional intelligence.” He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Maxine was abused sexually by her older brother.”


      The information itself didn’t really come as a surprise; Maxine had abhorred men. “How do you know that?”


      “The psychiatric records.”


      I thought about what Brody had told me once: for him, everything was black and white, cut-and-dried. And he didn’t do anything without a good reason. “You snooped,” I said with a slight astonishment. “So you knew they’d send Maxine after you. And the only way to combat the enemy is to understand the enemy.”


      “Yes.”


      “Now I’m even more curious. Tell me everything.”


      Brody sighed. “Doctor Gunter, a German psychiatric scientist, is the head of the Snuff program. Whomever the government deemed expendable, I was ordered to kill. Doctor Gunter believed that if the person deserved to die—under his advisement—the program’s orders would satisfy my sense of logic as well as my need to kill. He also believed he’d trained me to obey his authority no matter his decision. But I never was satisfied. I prefer to choose my own targets.”


      “You’re a free spirit,” I said. He grinned. He liked my analogy, and I smiled then polished off my beer. “What about Maxine?”


      “The abuse started when she was six. Her older brother molested her. When she told her parents, her father beat her severely for lying and her mother withdrew to another bottle of scotch.” He stared into the distance, his hands lightly clasping the can between his legs. He looked good: short-sleeved shirt exposing his lean, muscular arms, long black hair, and no glasses. “She ran away at seventeen, met a man who raped her, and she killed him in a frenzied attack with a pair of scissors. She’d become a byproduct of her upbringing. Once she realized she had the capacity to murder, her fear of the opposite sex vanished and her killing spree began. Eighteen victims later, three of which were her parents and brother, she ended up on death row.”


      “Then End Life intervened.”


      “Yes.”


      “What about Jack?” I lit a cigarette and tucked the lighter in my pocket.


      “Jack was different. He was born into an impoverished family from the south—wheat farmers. As you already know, he too was on trial for murder when End Life stepped in. Due to insufficient patient history and Jack’s uncooperative nature, the court appointed physiatrist concluded that he was born with his abhorrent fetish. She believed it to be a mental disorder.”


      “But you believe otherwise?”


      “I lived with Jack for over a decade. He met a gay anthropophagite at fifteen. Jack didn’t give details, but I deduced from our conversations that he’d admired the man and they’d shared an intimate relationship. The man had taught him. Therefore the consumption of human flesh was a learned trait, a product of like minds.”


      Fiddling with my cigarette, I felt compelled to ask. “Aside from those two fuckers, who are thankfully dead, is there anyone else on the list who could come after us?”


      He was quiet and reflective for a moment then said with gravity, “The Ballard twins.”


      Brody had mentioned once that he’d had a twin, a duplicate of himself who hadn’t survived birth. I wondered: if his brother were alive, would they be kindred spirits filled with the lustful craving for blood. And when I looked at Brody, I suspected he was thinking the same thing. “So there are others who completed the training.”


      “Possibly.”


      “Well, either they did or didn’t.” Irritated, I took a drag and dropped the butt inside my beer can. A last wisp of smoke escaped from the pear-shaped hole.


      “The twins were enlisted only a week before I met you.”


      “Okay, but you must know something.”


      “Minimal information.”


      “Then make an educated guess.” I walked into our suite and removed my damp T-shirt, which I threw at a garbage bag full to bursting with dirty laundry.


      He suddenly hugged my waist from behind, and the heat of his breath on my neck made me shudder with excitement. I closed my eyes, holding his forearms as he whispered in my ear. “Bertram and his younger brother Earnest have an incestuous relationship. They had their first sexual encounter on the Ferris wheel in their hometown amusement park. Which Bertram instigated during puberty. Their parents blamed raging hormones. Both tested for higher than normal levels of testosterone. But Bertram also has a fixation with his brother. He believes that in order for them to remain together forever, they must be united in mind, body, and soul.”


      “Are you worried?” I asked, glancing at him from the corner of my eye.


      “Bertram is immature and reckless.” He kissed the crease of my mouth.


      “So that’s a n-no,” I stuttered.


      “I am a veteran.”


      His hand slid inside the front of my shorts, and I groaned. He teased my damp cock, his fingers lightly pinching the base. Lately, every time we had sex he tried something different. It was as if he was testing me.


      “Jack liked to…screw his meal first. Maxine had the same preference, but she didn’t eat anyone, and now you say the Ballard twins share an immoral relationship. It sounds to me all your co-workers have some type of sexual perversion.”


      “Most killers do.” He held my wrist and led me towards the bed.


      “Then what’s yours?”


      With the curtains closed, only his razor-sharp grin was visible in the half-cut daylight. “Isn’t it obvious?”


      “Not really.” The insinuation was clear, but I wanted to hear him say it.


      “I feel nothing sexual whatsoever when I kill. But when it comes to you I am continually in rut, and that’s what gives me a rush.”


      This whole thing with End Life had been a game to him. It was useful only because it gave him free reign to do as he saw fit. But when the company involved me, it forced him to protect me, and that’s what gave him sexual gratification. Every time something happened, he’d get turned on and we’d have sex.


      Holy shit. Why didn’t I notice it sooner?


      “It is simple. You are the deciding factor, Zeus. If you’re hurt, I get excited because it gives me an excuse to do what I do best. But don’t misinterpret. I don’t wish to see you come to harm.”


      “God. You mean…sexually excited.” I collapsed on the bed as he gently pushed my chest.


      “My perversion lies in you.”


      “You see me as helpless?”


      “More or less.” He kissed my chin, pulling my shorts down past my hips.


      “What if I started to kill too?” I touched his hair as he kissed my belly.


      “The idea does have potential. Perhaps I’d become more impassioned. Although it’s doubtful, considering I prefer a weak lover.”


      “Have you had others?” Truthfully, I didn’t want to know if he’d slept with someone else—just the thought gave me mild chest pains. But I had to know. It was as if I had to be better than whoever had come before me.
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