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Dedication


	 


	To everyone who has read my stories, thank you.


	And, a special thanks to fellow author Michael J. for his encouragement and friendship.


	 


	 


	 




Author’s Note


	Kiss the Reaper came to me in a flash—a short story with a plot that could easily be expanded into a series. I envisioned Z first: an unassuming, young male prostitute with a kind heart. Brody emerged from the shadows behind him. He wasn’t a solid persona to start, but eventually he took control of my fingers as I typed. By the end of the book, both men had grown on me, Brody in particular. His cold-blooded indifference gave him an indefinable sexual allure. I thought that if I peeled away enough layers, maybe I’d find a little humanity. 


	Maximum Kill is the second book in my Reaper series, and it’s written from three different perspectives. Z is kidnapped, and during the course of his ordeal, he discovers why Brody was given the nickname the Reaper. Enjoy!
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Chapter One



	The snow was deep. The hard surface crunched, sinking under my boots with each step, and the moisture in my breath misted as soon as it hit the air. Clouds blotched the dreary sky, and the entire landscape was peaceful, sleeping soundlessly under a mantle of white. I’d just finished shopping, and a bag of groceries hung from each hand. I’d lived through some harsh winters in the city, but in the country it was a totally different season, fraught with hardship. Storms blinded, and temperatures frequently dipped below minus fifty. Panting, I trudged through the field and over a section of broken fence, a shortcut home from the grocery store.


	Once Brody had eliminated his target—a select group of government officials, the original founders of the Snuff program—his personal vendetta came, in essence, to an end, and we’d moved from Peardonville to a neighboring community three miles away. With one main street and a scattering of dirt side roads, the village of Beisicker had a residual population of ten from its original four hundred—mostly the dispossessed seeking shelter from the authorities. The businesses were boarded up, and vehicles had been left to rot. The village had no running water or power; all amenities had been cut.


	So after an extensive search, we’d taken possession of an abandoned, single-room cottage nestled in the outlying forest, minutes from the main street. We cooked and kept warm with a wood burning stove and used oil lamps at night. Luckily there was an old-fashioned hand pump in the backyard. Bath water had to be heated on the stove, so we only bathed a couple of times a week. Dismal as our situation seemed, it wasn’t. I thoroughly savored the peace.


	Nearly a week previous, Brody had departed without so much as a word. I didn’t expect him to tell me what he did outside our relationship. I’d grown accustomed to a certain amount of secrecy. If he felt I needed to know something, he told me; otherwise I didn’t ask and feigned ignorance. I couldn’t say for certain, but I suspected that his silence was a safety precaution.


	I ascended the short flight of snow-covered steps to the front porch. At the top, I grabbed the rail and stopped for a moment to catch my breath. Inside, the dry heat that only a wood fire can produce wafted my frozen cheeks. I’d left the stove on a slow burn to keep the place cozy. Hard bits of snow fell everywhere as I hung my tuque on a hook near the door and unraveled my scarf. 


	I put the few tinned and dried goods in a cupboard, and the milk and vegetables in a plastic recycling container outside on the narrow, covered veranda at the rear of the cottage. Then for dinner I made Brody’s favorite, chicken stir-fry, in the hope I’d surprise him if he happened to walk through the door. But since six days had already passed, I’d begun to think the worst. What if the government had finally caught up with him? Although Brody seemed indestructible, he was still made of flesh and bone.


	With my stomach comfortably full, I stared despondently out the living room window, a cigarette dangling between my fingers. Soft wisps of smoke rose in swirls, like delicate lace around an invisible pole. The backyard was a frostbitten jungle. The fire snapped and popped. And the gloomy weather seemed to amplify my depression. 


	The night before Brody had disappeared, we’d fooled around. I hadn’t anticipated a long, heartfelt confession of his undying love, but I had hoped he’d say something. Brody wasn’t ardent. He was passionless and direct in everything he said. Every action was calculated. I had learned that much after a year of living with him. He always planned several moves in advance, like a chess player. And he never left anything to chance. 


	Regardless, I missed him, and I hated to be alone. 


	Noise at the front of the cottage startled me. Mashing out my cigarette, I looked in the direction of the door. I quickly grabbed the pistol from the top drawer of an ancient hutch next to the stove, and dashed into the kitchen. Looters were rare, since the village had been stripped clean of valuables long before we took up residence. However, squatters and transients weren’t. We had to be careful of anyone poking around.


	I peered out the window as a pair of scruffy men set a steamer trunk on the porch, their movements muted. Then they rushed back to an old rust bucket of a truck parked on the lane, got in, and drove away. After the pickup disappeared, I slipped on my boots, gripped the gun, and edged onto the porch to investigate. The air frosted my breath and I shivered, giving my arm a rub. I scanned the lane and property. The scuffed, black trunk had a tarnished brass hasp with a padlock, brass hinges, and corner bumpers. Something told me to leave it be. 


	I hastily went back inside, locking the various chains on the door behind me. Then I stood in the living room, hand on my hip, wondering what to do. The trunk had no labels. No marks. Nothing. Not even a sticker. The whole situation made me nervous. Who were those men? What’s inside the trunk? Why did they leave it? Just like everything else in my life since I’d met Brody, the trunk and the men who’d left it behind were a mystery. So I decided, right then, that if Brody didn’t show up by morning, I’d vacate the cottage and head back to Peardonville. 


	What am I getting so worked up for? I sighed loudly, and my shoulders drooped; I had bigger worries. I knelt at the wood stove and opened the doors. Orange embers rippled in a dying heat wave that wouldn’t sustain me through the night. And the kindling box was empty. 
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