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          Dedication


        


      


    


    

      

        For everyone in the writers’ group: your support is second to none.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

        


        

          Author’s Note


        


      


    


    

      If you’ve come this far, then you’re about to read the third installment in my Reaper series, Jack the Anthropophagite. I dare you to say that fast three times. If you can’t, don’t worry; I can scarcely pronounce it properly myself. Strange as it might sound, I wanted a title that would stand out and, perhaps, make potential readers pause for thought.


      Brody’s next opponent is Jack. Less agile than Maxine, but far more cunning, he’s another serial killer with a grisly past. Jack is the oldest of the End Life inductees. At over fifty, he has accumulated more kills than Brody and Maxine combined. What is an anthropophagite? Well, you’ll just have to read the story to find out.


    


  




  

    

      

        Jack Sprat


        


        Jack will eat not fat, and Jull doth love no leane.


        Yet betwixt them both they lick the dishes cleane.


        


        – From the English proverb in John Clarke's collection of sayings (1693)
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      Spring—a beautiful, green-eyed maiden, her sable hair flowing and bare flesh sprinkled with flowers in a rainbow of colors—rode the horizon, tempting old man Winter to follow her. Prying the world from his icy clutches, she brought temperate rain to melt the snow and warm his heart. Bit by bit the frostbitten meadow turned verdant, and the gray skies were blue once again. Sunshine cut a rift between the clouds and illuminated the dewy grass. And everything that had been dead was reborn.


      I touched the condensation on the kitchen window, and a droplet trickled to the bottom of the pane. The aromatic scent of meatballs simmering in a pot filled with crushed tomatoes, basil, and oregano made my stomach grumble. Brody should’ve been a chef. And I thoroughly enjoyed eating whatever he was willing to serve. As a consequence, I overindulged and had gained eighteen pounds in just a few months. I didn’t care for the added weight, but Brody said that I looked healthier. His way of complimenting me, I’m sure.


      Before, I was skinnier, a reflection of the bad situation we were in at that time. Whenever my anxiety took hold and I stressed out, weigh loss was a given side effect. Pharmaceutical giant End Life had sent one of their assassins, Maxine, the sadistic bitch from hell, to kill Brody and me. During the ordeal she’d taken me hostage, something I tried hard to forget. Even though she could never harm me again, I still languished with nightmares. Brody believed the attack was a warning, and there was more yet to come. So after Maxine’s death, we’d stayed at various motels throughout the prairies until I’d crossed paths with a charitable farmer from the town of Meadowhill.


      Mr. McMurty owned acres of agricultural land, primarily wheat, but a few were dedicated to sunflowers and corn. And at the west end of his property stood a farmstead in a state of disrepair: the original structure his great-grandfather had built. He offered us lodgings in the century-old house and in exchange I did odd jobs while Brody worked to fix the place. Once again we were back to living with only the basics. The yard had a small fenced vegetable garden, a chicken coop, and a few ancient fruit trees that had withered into knotted branches and gnarled roots. The house had several bedrooms, a kitchen, a larder and storeroom, a parlor, and a set of creaky wood steps that led to a loft blanketed in spider webs. The furniture probably predated the house. But thankfully the place had indoor plumbing—a welcome upgrade from the cottage in Beisicker.


      Other than Mr. McMurty, we relied on local gossip and a transistor radio to provide news from the outside world. More often than not, the gossip turned out to be more accurate.


      Brody placed a steaming bowl of pasta in front of me—a swirly mountain of spaghetti noodles topped with half a dozen golf-ball-sized meatballs. Mashing my cigarette in the ashtray, my stomach grumbled in anticipation. The food smelled delicious.


      But just as I was about to stick my fork in, the front door rattled with a knock. We both looked in the direction of the parlor. Brody rose from the table and I followed at an unwilling pace, my gaze transfixed on the food. Damn, I’m starving.


      Brody opened the door to a gust of damp wind that swirled around my ankles and Mr. McMurty on the porch, wearing mud-caked work boots and stained coveralls that were two sizes too big. His wisp of white hair stood on end, his dark eyes sparkled, and the wrinkles around his mouth were etched into a permanent smile. He was a kindly, little old man, and one of the nicest people I’d ever met—Santa Claus in the flesh.


      “Sorry to bother ya, lads.”


      “Would you like to come in?” asked Brody.


      “If you don’t mind for a minute.” He smiled warmly and removed his boots. “I hope it isn’t too much trouble, but the rain does something awful to my bones this time of year.”


      “No trouble,” Brody said.


      Yes, it is an inconvenience…for my stomach, I bitched inside my head. My lover’s friendly neighbor routine grated on my nerves. He knew how irritable I got when I was hungry. I exhaled an annoyed sounding sigh, and he smirked at me.


      “I was wondering if you’re busy this afternoon. My tractor is giving me fits again.” He tottered into the parlor, but stopped to sniff at the air like a bloodhound. “Oh my, it smells good in here.”


      “That’s our lunch,” I said.


      “Lunch… Then I have interrupted.”


      “Think nothing of it.” Brody gestured to the kitchen like a butler. “Would you care to join us?”


      I stared at him in amazement; he’d never shown an amiable attitude towards anyone other than me. Then again, Mr. McMurty was harmless and wifeless, which meant he was lonely.
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