

  

   [image: ]

  




  

    

      The Reaper Complete Series


      Books One to Five


    


    

      

        Blak Rayne


      


    


    

      

        [image: Blak Rayne Publications Ltd.]

      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Also By Blak Rayne


          


        


      


    


    

      The Ideal Side of Love


      The Ideal Side of Life


      Carson’s Story


      Older the Better


      The Jock


      Tease to Please (multiple authors)


      Turkish Delight


      Put Your Ho Ho’s On (multiple authors)


      Reaper Series


      Kiss the Reaper


      Maximum Kill


      Jack the Anthropophagite


      Apprentice Killers


      Embrace the Reaper


      The Reaper Complete Series


      Coming to eXtasy Books


      Radioactive


    


  




  

    

      The Reaper Complete Series


      Copyright © 2015, 2016, 2017 Blak Rayne


      ISBN: 978-0-9959839-1-5


      All rights reserved. The use of any portion of this publication, reproduced, transmitted or distributed in any form, by any electronic or mechanical means, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, now known or hereafter invented, which includes retrieval systems or information storage, without prior written consent from the copyright owner(s)—or in the case of photocopying or other reprographic copying, license from the Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency—or with the exception of a review, where the reviewer may quote brief passages in his or her review—is an infringement of copyright law.


      This edition first published in Canada in 2017 by Blak Rayne Publications Ltd.


      The Reaper Complete Series


      Issued in print and electronic formats.


E-Book Distribution: XinXii


 www.xinxii.com


 [image: logo_xinxii]



      ISBN: 978-0-9959839-2-2 (paperback)


      ISBN: 978-0-9959839-1-5 (ePub)


      ISBN: 978-0-9881284-6-0 Kiss the Reaper Copyright © 2015, 2016 Blak Rayne (ePub)


      ISBN: 978-0-9881284-7-7 Maximum Kill Copyright © 2016 Blak Rayne (ePub)


      ISBN: 978-0-9881284-8-4 Jack the Anthropophagite Copyright © 2017 (ePub)


      ISBN: 978-0-9881284-9-1 Apprentice Killers Copyright © 2017 by Blak Rayne (ePub)


      ISBN:978-0-9959839-0-8 Embrace the Reaper Copyright © 2017 by Blak Rayne (ePub)


      This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, businesses, locations, events, and incidents are either the product(s) of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, locales, or actual events is entirely coincidental.


      Book Design by Blak Rayne Publications Ltd.


      Cover Design by Book Cover by Design


      Editor Amanda Bidnall


      Editor for Kiss the Reaper Wizards in Publishing


      For more information visit: www.blakraynebooks.com


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Dedication


          


        


      


    


    

      

        In fond memory of friend and author Michael J., I miss your unprecedented support, passion for the written word, and sound advice.


        And to everyone who has read my stories, thank you.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Welcome to Z’s World


          


        


      


    


    

      Whenever I wrote from Brody’s perspective, he seemed to take control. So even though Z is the main protagonist, maybe I should say, ‘Welcome to Z and Brody’s World’ instead. Speaking about perspective, if you’re new to this series, you will notice the viewpoints switch from chapter to chapter. Sometimes it’s Z, who is always first person POV, and sometimes it’s Brody, third person limited. Alternating between the POVs wasn’t done to confuse, but it had everything to do with how my muse wanted their story written. And, now that it’s come to an end with this anthology, I’m almost sad to let go of these two wonderfully complex men.
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      Every Friday night he’d visit the seedy hotel on Barnes Street, room 216. He was tall, wiry, and clean-shaven—an artificially serene gaze behind a pair of silver-rimmed glasses—and attractive, in a geeky sort-of-way, with his raven hair parted on the left and a long bang covering his right lens. Initially, his baby face and youthful charm seemed harmless. But closer inspection revealed much more behind the glasses, an indestructible force of nature swirling in the depths of his steely-gray eyes. A person’s appearance can mask the truth, and when we’d first met, I was certain his masked a multitude of sins.


      In the beginning, I performed as trained. I got down on my knees and attempted to give him a blow job, but he stopped me. The second time he came to my suite I tried everything to entice him, even offered to masturbate. But the thirtyish man who wore a neatly pressed suit, gray dress shirt and leather tie never wanted sex.


      He’d sit beside me brandishing a razor-sharp smile and talk. I couldn’t complain. He was a paying customer. Fifty an hour or five hundred for the night and, as per routine, he paid cash. The entire twelve hours sealed in an envelope black as his suit, which he placed on the nightstand under the lamp.


      Gradually, I became accustomed to Brody’s odd behavior and didn’t bother to solicit any services other than a customary greeting. We’d chat as if we were in a posh restaurant, whiling the hours away over an extravagant meal. Then, at the break of dawn, he’d leave. He seemed like a nice enough man, perhaps someone trustworthy. Which was the very reason I tried not to tell him much about my past. I didn’t want to jeopardize the relationship we were building. Our get-togethers had become the highlight of my existence.


      The ugliness had begun in my childhood. Desperate for a hit, my drug-addict mother sold me into the sex trade at the ripe age of twelve, and shortly after she died of an overdose. At the time, her pimp Gino took me in. He’d said he had a soft spot for kids, and since I needed to eat, I’d have to earn my keep like every other whore.


      There were only two good things about Gino—he always paid, and he never hit me. As long as I serviced the clientele, he left me alone. But then I wasn’t the typical prostitute; all his workers were women, where I was a scrawny effeminate-looking man. The fact I was a man didn’t seem to bother Brody. He still came to see me once a week, he still talked, and he still paid. And Friday nights were his.


      “It rained hard today.” He locked the door. “Made my job difficult.”


      “Yeah, and ah…what is it you do?” I put the ashtray on my chest and blew smoke rings. They rose toward the ceiling, stretching until they were gone.


      “I’m not permitted to say.”


      “Aww,” I whined, “but that’s boring. We’ve known each other for a while now, and you’ve never told me anything about yourself.”


      “That’s for your safety as well as mine.” He stood near the grimy window, removing his blazer, and for the first time, I saw his guns. They were semi-automatic pistols, and bigger than I’d imagined. He slid the holsters over his shoulders and hung them on the only chair in the room along with the jacket. Loosening his tie, he motioned to the bed. “May I?”


      “Sure.” I shifted to give him space and he flopped out next to me, arm behind his head. The man never did casual, so my curiosity was piqued. “Tired?” I asked.


      “A little. But I also want to be near you.”


      “You sure you don’t want a massage or something…? You look tense.”


      “I’m good.” He switched to lie on his side and bunched a pillow under his neck. “I like being with you.”


      “Me, too.” I mashed out the cigarette. “Are you one of those plainclothes detectives?”


      “I work for the pharmaceutical corporation, End Life.”


      Everyone knew about End Life. Their medical ads were splashed on huge billboards throughout the city. What I couldn’t figure out was why a drug company would hire a man who carried guns. Obviously, whatever Brody’s line of work, it couldn’t have been one hundred percent legal.


      He touched my cheek. The backs of his fingers were cool and smoother than I thought they’d be. Then he leaned toward me. Stunned, I held onto the ashtray as he kissed my lips. It was the first real, affectionate gesture he’d ever made. After that, he drifted to sleep. No explanation, nothing.


      I put the ashtray down and carefully removed his glasses. His expression remained peaceful. I held the frames to my eyes. It was odd, but the lenses didn’t distort my vision. I wondered why a man would wear fake glasses. Then I had to remind myself Brody was a john, and that meant his personal life was none of my business. It went against the rules to pry. Any type of real, intimate contact could cause a serious problem since neither of us were free men. But that didn’t stop me from wishing for more—man or not, I wanted to spend all my time with him.


      I set the glasses on the nightstand, shut off the light, and got comfortable.
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      Sometime during the night, I woke to the pale, orangey-hue of a streetlamp and a kink in my neck. The other side of the bed lay empty, the pillow plump and sheets neat, as if no one had slept there. I frowned.


      As usual, he’d departed without any warning. Angry, I kicked the covers aside, stood naked in front of a tarnished mirror glued to the wall and combed my mop. I despised my frail build. No muscle. Unattractive. Puffing out my chest, I tried to enlarge my pecs, but quickly exhaled the wisp of a miserable sigh. Got dressed, shoved the money from the envelope in my jacket pocket, and put on my sneakers.


      The shadows in my suite obscured everything, except for a bright thread of light outlining the door. Scarcely blocked by the paper-thin wall, pellucid voices resonated from the next room. Curious, I pressed my ear and palms to the wall. The voices were male—Gino’s raspy timbre and Brody’s soft rumble. Brody should’ve gone long ago.


      “Who owns the prostitutes?”


      “I do,” Gino replied curtly though he sounded nervous. However, Brody’s tone didn’t waver.


      “Then who employs you to run this hotel?”


      “I don’t know who you are, buddy—”


      “Answer the question.”


      I heard a sliding and click and Gino stammered, “Okay, okay! Look, the hookers are mine, all right, and I lease this dump from the Calabrese gang. I pay two grand a month for the building and thirty-five percent of all my profits in exchange for the protection they offer.”


      I wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack, but even I knew to dish out that kind of money every thirty days had to be nerve-racking. It wasn’t as if the gangs in the East End were known for their charity, especially the Italian criminal organization. They’d done away with more people than the state executioner. Basically, the gangs ran the entire eastern section of the city and kept law enforcement at a controllable reach. Police did patrol in heavily-armed squads of six, but they only dealt with serious crimes—murder and drug trafficking. Other offenses, such as theft and assault, were secondary and didn’t warrant the manpower. So, everyone who lived in the area had to rely on the gangs. Mob justice at its finest.


      “What about Z?”


      Soon as Brody said my name, I clung to the wall, listening more intently.


      “He’s no different than any other whore in the joint.”


      “In other words, he’s your property as well.”


      Gino immediately grew defensive. “If it weren’t for me, that mongrel would’ve been out on the street beggin’ for change!” I could picture him, sweat beading his bald scalp, a cigar stuck between his yellow teeth, and pointing at Brody. “His mother was a strung out slut—useless at making any decent coin! I told her over and over, ‘use a fucking condom!’ But do you think she’d listen? Then she gets knocked up! After she died, I raised his punk ass, so yeah, I own him! Capisce?”


      Right then, the conversation hit a brick wall. Seconds of tense silence passed. Not another word. Not a sound. And I wondered what was happening, or if Brody would shoot the asshole. Easing away, I stared at the chipped paint, waiting. Suddenly, with a muted thud, someone left the room.
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      The elevator slid shut at the far end of the hallway and I caught a glimpse of Brody inside. I raced past it and down three levels of a concrete stairwell to catch him. Once on the street, he walked like he had a purpose, cutting straight through anyone in his path. I followed him for several blocks, where he entered an abandoned warehouse in an industrial park. I kept close to the walls and shadows, careful not to disturb anything.


      On the fifth floor, in what had once been a spacious office, sat the basics in furniture—a liquor cabinet and kitchenette, bathroom, and a bed—it wasn’t how I expected him to live. A meticulous man, he seemed the type who would rent a West End condo.


      Brody began to remove his clothes, and I ducked behind a rusted filing cabinet. He wasn’t huge or burly, but lean, an unbreakable man, and I felt an even stronger attraction to him. In certain respects, we were one and the same—a pair of freakish oddballs—mutually needy. I wanted his attention and it seemed he wanted my approval. But what about love? And what about sex?


      His cock was long and lean like him, his nakedness beautiful. My stomach fluttered and I bottled my breath, quickly looking away to stay calm. He deserved privacy and my respect. But my thoughts were far from respectful.


      Water ran, and I waited, rubbing nervously at my sweaty upper lip. The bathroom door opened, and Brody emerged in a cloud of steam, waist wrapped in a towel. In minutes, he was dressed and adjusting his tie in front of the large window. Then he slid the holsters over his shoulders, buckled the chest strap, and put on his blazer.


      Once again, he was on the move, myself in pursuit. But somehow within a block of the warehouse, his trail had gone cold.


      “Shit,” I gasped, my breath misting in the air. Light from a neon sign nearby glistened on the damp pavement. No other business in the immediate area was open. I had a hunch and pulled on the blackened entrance door.


      Loud music hit like a brick, rattling my chest. People drank, danced and made out—the club was a den of wickedness. And I soon became disoriented in the chaos, temporarily absorbed like water into a sponge by the hypnotic pulse of lights. I shoved against the suffocating mass of bodies and scanned the sea of bobbing heads. At the rear of the club, I noticed a hallway emitting a red glow and, for some inexplicable reason, I felt drawn to it and moved in that direction.


      When I reached it, a man brushed past, bumping my arm. The unnatural light obscured his head and shoulders. I paused and glanced back, but he’d vanished. Our interaction was so brief, only his stature had registered. There were three doors to my left and the middle one stood partly open. I gave it a cautious push and it crept inwards. The red glow from the corridor gradually spread across the floor.


      I gagged.


      In the center of the room was a dead man, seated on a chair in front of a boarded window, his mouth gaping, a quarter-sized hole in his forehead. He stared with vacant eyes, those deprived of a soul. Blood trickled past the bridge of his nose and had spattered the plywood in the window, like someone had flicked paint from his or her fingertips.


      For the first few seconds, I was too traumatized to be scared, but had enough sense to get out of there. Murder was still illegal. Turning on my heels, I blew from the room, heart hammering. I tried to act normal, but failed, wading at an urgent pace across the dance floor, propelling people out of my way. A yard ahead was the silhouette of a tall figure, a man engulfed in the epileptic beat of strobe lights. I don’t know why, but the back of his head and shoulders, and his sturdy purposeful gait seemed all too familiar. He had to be the man who’d passed me minutes before.


      He exited the building and I did the same, dashing outside into the drizzly night. Gulping at the cold air, I looked in every direction. The street was desolate, not a human in sight—the man had, yet again, vanished into thin air. I turned east for home, an alley sandwiched between the club and neighboring building, and someone materialized from the shadows.


      “W-Who are you?” I demanded, limbs shaking.


      “Why did you follow me?”


      Surprised at the sound of Brody’s calm voice, I faltered, and he started to walk toward me. “I overheard your fight with Gino…I wanted to talk to you. That’s all, I swear.”


      Suddenly we were face-to-face, captured within the glow of a streetlamp. Frightened, I backed straight into the nightclub, trying to ignore his advances.


      He wore black leather gloves. He removed them one at a time and tossed both in a nearby dumpster. “You were there,” he said without intonation.


      It wasn’t a question, rather a statement, so, I couldn’t possibly lie. My vision blurred, and I sniffed, taking an unsteady wipe at my upper lip and nose. “Yes.”


      “Were you disgusted…? Fearful…?”


      The questions were strange and made me nervous, but I answered honestly, “Yeah, at first…but then I thought maybe the guy deserved it.”


      Slapping a hand against the brick wall, Brody searched my eyes and I noticed his were hauntingly affectionate. “You are so enticing.” His words resonated to my core. Then he pressed the tip of his index finger to my forehead. “Never let me in because you’ll never get me out.”


      “I think…it’s too late.” I cast my gaze to the ground.


      He traced the ridge of my eye socket and up to the soft spot of my temple. My pulse rose, thudding against his touch. I wanted to scream, and cry, and beg him for sex all at once, but by some means I managed to swallow it all, a tangle of anxiety and desire.


      He cracked that razor-sharp smile and continued, following the curve of my cheekbone, as though taking an x-ray, examining me from the inside out, straight through to my flesh. It was impossible for me to move and my breathing came in soft ragged gasps. I slowly but surely slipped into his world, a dark and lonely place ruled by terrifyingly unstable logic, or so I thought.


      Then, he kissed my cheek and blew my fear right out of the water. The fondness was the last thing I’d anticipated, not that I knew what to expect, and all of a sudden, I came to the realization I was in love. Somehow, I’d fallen for a monster. And that monster was the only being in the whole world who had accepted me—a hooker, damaged goods.


      It definitely is too late.


      “Is something wrong?” he asked.


      “I don’t want to do it anymore, Brody.”


      “Then don’t.” He dug inside his blazer and handed me an unopened pack of butts. “I meant to give them to you earlier.”


      “Thanks.” I accepted the gift wholeheartedly since my nerves were shot. “I still can’t believe…you seriously killed that guy.” Rain hit my face hard, like minuscule bullets. The weather had switched from cold to wet and freezing. I didn’t know why, but whatever apprehension I’d felt before, dissolved, and I could face him.


      His mouth curled into a childish grin as if he was extremely pleased with himself. “It’s what I do. Does it bother you?”


      I shrugged and lit a cigarette. “Each to his own…I guess.”


      “Let’s get out of the rain.”
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      Back at my hotel suite, I hung my damp clothes over the register and pulled on an old hoodie. Brody lay in a prone position on my bed with a hand on his chest and ankles crossed. With his other hand in the air, he rolled a crimson-and-black marble between his index finger and thumb.


      “Are you warm now?” he asked.


      “Yeah, I feel much better.” I got comfortable next to him. There was a different side to Brody, the flip side. When he looked at me with his half-lidded, steely-gray eyes, I saw an entirely different man, a tarnished, however caring soul, absent of malice. “Where did you get that?”


      “End Life.” He continued to stare at it. “This is the very first one they gave me.”


      I snuggled a pillow and watched him intently. “Is it important? Something to do with your job?”


      “Yes, to answer both questions. It’s called a ‘marker.’ Inside this marble is the name of my target.” He angled the glass and holographic letters imprinted on a ribbon of red glistened. “Simon was my first kill for the corporation. Whenever my services are required, End Life sends an agent to deliver a marker.”


      The idea of a corporation paying a man to discriminately murder people was like something out of a science fiction novel. He had a scary occupation.


      “People like that could turn on you. Aren’t you worried?”


      “I’ve never really considered it. But even if they did, I’m well equipped.” Resting his hand on his chest, he turned to me with a smile. “I’ve always wanted to ask…Z is a strange name. Where did it come from?”


      I reached inside the nightstand drawer and dropped a paperback on the bed, worn at the edges, its front cover creased. He picked up the book and studied it with care. “Z is short for Zeus. My mother was big in to mythology. She used to read from that book when I was little. When I grew up, it seemed dumb for a scrawny weakling like me to be called Zeus, the most powerful of the Greek gods. So I told everyone to call me Z.”


      “He was also the dispenser of good and evil. You should read more, and this book would be an excellent start.”


      “Why? Do I sound dumb when I talk?”


      “It’s ‘stupid.’ Dumb means mute and, no, you don’t. You come across as uneducated. However, if you read, that will change.”


      “I do read…a bit… But I guess not enough.”


      “The label on a soup tin doesn’t count.” He grinned.


      “That’s reading too, ya know. Labels have big words.” I quickly seized the book from his hands and opened it to the first page. “I never went to school.”


      “It’s fine. Life is a better teacher.”


      We talked for hours, and by dawn he’d left. As for me, I festered in the depressing solitude of my suite for days. One bastard after another filtered in and out. But, all I gave were blow jobs—anything else seemed dirty, as if I were cheating on Brody. I couldn’t get him or what he’d done off my mind, the sickly-sweet scent of death that had lingered on his clothes, and his calculating nature.


      I had a serious problem. Brody and his disturbingly macabre occupation, whatever it was, turned me on.
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      Slouched against the sill, I blew smoke out the open window, watching the rain. Large droplets slithered down the glass. Near the street, a storm drain erupted like a volcano, spilling a muddy deluge. I was waiting impatiently for my best client, as I always did, smoking my brains out and counting the minutes. Finally, someone knocked on the door; I couldn’t contain my happiness.


      “It’s unlocked.” I quickly took a last drag and flicked the cigarette outside.


      Brody appeared, clean-shaven, and my suite immediately smelled of food. He held out a bag. “I thought you might enjoy a decent meal.”


      “You didn’t have to.”


      “I know I didn’t. But you’re far too thin.”


      “Well, thanks. …What is it?” I peered inside the bag.


      “Italian—spaghetti and meatballs with garlic toast.”


      “It sounds yummy.” I sat on the bed with a bounce, crossed my legs, and foraged inside the white plastic. I found disposable cutlery, napkins, and a packet of wet-wipes atop an aluminum foil container; he’d thought of everything.


      He shut the window, positioned the chair in front of the bed, and hung his blazer over it. Then he sat, bent forward, with his forearms on his knees and hands clasped. “How have you been?”


      “Okay, I guess. Why?” I twisted the noodles onto the fork then put them in my mouth.


      “Has anything out of the ordinary happened recently?”


      I swallowed and replied, “Not that I know of. Is something wrong?”


      “Word is on the streets the Calabrese gang is restless. Incidents of violence have increased. Their enforcers are hurting people without just cause. Has anyone threatened you?”


      I tore a piece of garlic toast and gave him half. “No…well, I mean yeah it happens with some of the johns once in a while…if they’re drunk or cranked on drugs before they come see me. But that’s normal.”


      He straightened his posture. “I see. Who picks your clients?”


      “No one really. Some are gay and some are curious…most just show up. Either they heard about me from another hooker or a john.”


      “So they aren’t screened?”


      “Hell no!” I laughed derisively, swirling the fork again. “This isn’t a daycare. And it’s not like Gino gives a shit what happens to me. It’s hard enough to get the assholes to wear a condom let alone screen them.”


      I stopped ranting and an awkward silence filled the gap between us.


      Brody studied my expression, while eating the toast. Internally, I crumpled. I felt like a totally idiot for lashing out; it wasn’t his fault I hated to screw strange men for a living. I hung my head and finished the last meatball then I couldn’t stomach another bite.


      “I like you the way you are,” he said.


      “Yeah, ’cause I’m stupid…and gullible.”


      “On the contrary, you’re intelligent and kindhearted, and you’re the only person who can tolerate me.” He bent closer, lifted my hair away from my face, and kissed my forehead.


      Surprised by the affection, I scrunched the bag and said sincerely, “I’m sorry.”


      “Don’t ever apologize for how you feel. I will always listen.”


      By two in the morning, Brody had passed out on the blankets with one arm slung across his eyes and the other on his chest. I don’t know how he could sleep wearing the holstered guns. But he did. I’d curled into a ball beside him, and lightly touched his side. No reaction. His breathing remained heavy. My eyes burned, I wanted to him to love me.


      During Brody’s next visit, we strolled the streets wrapped in conversation about life. And when the sun broke on the horizon, we watched it rise from a set of six-tiered bleachers in a derelict baseball park. He remained faithful, visiting every week. And I never tired of his friendship, and he seemed just as enrapt with me. He’d become my reason for living.
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      “What…? You’re too good for the rest of us now, you can’t spread your legs?” Gino lit a cigar, blew the match out, and dropped it in an ashtray on the table.


      “Who said that?” I was surprised anyone had complained. The females did ten times the business in a night—I didn’t even come close in sales. Women generally didn’t pay for sex, and men who were in to men were few.


      “One of the johns complained.”


      Gino’s disgusting girlfriend gawked at me. She was strewn across the bed like dirty laundry with her mini skirt hiked up and bare twat exposed. Her hair a rat’s nest and mascara smudged under her eyes, she stunk of cheap perfume and booze, and the sour stench seeping from her pores had filled the room. The lousy old slag was enough to make anyone vomit.


      “I don’t want to spread my legs anymore,” I protested.


      He walloped me. Shocked, I held my cheek—it seriously hurt.


      “Whatever. You need to earn your keep and you haven’t been doing much of that lately. There’s a hotel two blocks west of here, the Black Knight. It’s in behind that transgender bar. The guy is in room twenty-three.”


      “I’m meeting the guy somewhere else?” I thought it was odd, but I couldn’t go against Gino’s orders.


      “Don’t worry, the guy’s a straight shooter. And you’d better not skip out.” He pointed at me. “Or your ass is grass—capisce?”


      “Yeah. I got it.” I wandered into the hallway then turned around, reluctant to go.


      “Good.” He stuck the fat stogie between his teeth and slammed the door in my face.


      I’d acted calm, but at my core, I was a bundle of nerves, anxious and apprehensive to leave the safety of the hotel. Something didn’t feel right. Gino had never sent anyone to a different location. The clients always came to the Regent. That was the golden rule. But when it came to me, I guess the rules didn’t apply.


      The Black Knight had no viable qualities. The place was a dump, worse than the shit hole I called home, and infamous for drug overdoses. High above my head, half a wooden sign creaked in the damp breeze, and the glass in the entrance door was held together by thick tape. I stepped inside the lobby and broken fragments crunched under my sneakers and the stench of urine curled my nose. Pinching it, I gagged, and a rat scuttled over debris near my feet. I almost threw up. The only thing on my mind was Brody, and how much I missed him. It was Friday night, the usual time we spent together. Once he realized I wasn’t in my suite, I wondered if he’d come for me. In the four months, we’d known each other he’d never let me down, and I’d hoped that night would be the same. I needed his company. It was all that kept me going, the light at end of the tunnel, and my comfort.


      The elevator was out of service, and by the looks of it, hadn’t run in years. Steel bars welded to the side plates blocked the doors. The only other way to reach the fourth floor was the stairs. I squeezed through the fire exit. Placing my hand on the bottom rail, I peered into the gloom above.


      This job is simple. That’s what I mumbled under my breath. I had to hear a voice, a voice of encouragement, even if just my own. I’d entertain the guy for a couple hours then I’d leave.


      This job is simple.


      I slid my grasp higher and climbed the first flight of concrete.


      This job is simple.
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      The rear exit grated, the brown door streaked with corrosion, and I stumbled into the rain and darkness, an alley littered with filth. My entire body ached, and I could scarcely move. I gingerly pressed my sore hand to the outer wall of the hotel. Feeling the damp brick and rough ridges of mortar, I used them as a guide and shuffled in the direction of the street. Someone bumped me in passing. Knocked off balance, I fell into the adjacent building then slid down the wall and collapsed in a heap on the wet ground. Blinded by tears, I sputtered and cried. Rain assaulted the pavement in waves, the sheer volume deafening, a solid mass of perpetual noise that blocked all other sounds of the city and my sobbing.


      When I opened my one good eye, Brody was squatting in front of me, forearms on his knees and an umbrella resting in the L of his neck and shoulder. His expensive black suit was soaked and his highly polished leather shoes beaded with rain. He held out a white handkerchief.


      “For me?” I asked, disinclined to accept.


      “For you.”


      I carefully dabbed the corner of my eye, the was fabric soft and smelled fresh. “Thanks... How did you find me?”


      “I went to your room and you weren’t there. You never go anywhere on a Friday night. I figured something happened.”


      “Yeah, somethin’ happened.” My lower lip and chin quivered and I shielded my face with an arm, ashamed to look at him.


      “You’ll catch pneumonia if you stay here.”


      “I don’t care!”


      “But I do.” He hoisted me to my feet.


      [image: ]


      I stood in the office bathroom, hair dripping and flesh clammy, as Brody rolled his sleeves and turned on the tub faucets. Water rushed and steam saturated the air. He unbuttoned my shirt, undid my belt, and removed my clothes then helped me into the tub. I didn’t speak, but sat, shoulders hunched and arms limp, as he washed my hair. He didn’t question me about what had happened—he was smart enough to figure it out, especially when he’d found me lying disheveled in the street. Instead, he talked about his life as if trying to take my mind off things. After a lengthy soak, I dried my hair, and then lay on his bed. He plugged in the space heater.


      Getting up on my elbows, I asked, “Do you want to have sex?”


      He gently pinned me to the musty old mattress, hovering on all fours. His black hair was scented of the outdoors and rain, and tickled my face. “We can’t. You’re injured and you’re not ready yet.”


      “What’re you talkin’ about? You helped me. At least I can repay you.”


      “You’re not a whore anymore. This isn’t about repaying me.” His gaze filled with displeasure, and then he hung his head, exhaling a heavy-sounding sigh. “From this moment forward, everything changes. I want you to start a new life.”
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