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      We opened our first call for thriller and suspense with Heightened Anxiety and received a healthy response. It was delightful to work with so many authors that we hadn’t met before. There are some fan favorites. Some new names have healthy bibliographies, so give them a look if you like their stories.
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      I absolutely shouldn’t have taken the job, but I badly needed the money. An hour after I’d tapped on the “Interested” button for a delivery job someone named Mallory was offering, a guy had pulled up in front of my house in his 1988 Chevy Nova, rung my doorbell, and told me to come with him.

      I had thought about taking my phone, which told me it was getting close to ten at night, but the guy had just smiled and said I didn’t need to bring anything. I’d asked for his name, but he’d held his hands up like I’d demanded to see his driver’s license and said, “I work for Mallory.”

      The guy had wrinkles that snaked across his face every time approaching cars’ headlights lit up the inside of his car, making me think he was maybe in his 50s or 60s. He wasn’t that big of a guy, but the way he scrunched his eyebrows and bit his lip made me think he was concentrating way too hard on driving.

      “So, you know what kind of delivery job this is?”

      The guy offered me a sideways glance as he sped along the highway. With a small huff of a laugh, he turned the radio on and nodded his head to rock music that faintly leaked out of his ancient speakers.

      “Delivery, huh? Mallory’s jobs are always interesting; I’ll give her that.”

      He didn’t say another word the rest of the trip, which lasted almost five hours. I spent the last three hours of it mentally prepared to be murdered. The website I’d found Mallory’s job on had seemed fairly legit, though. They had several reviews on reputable sites, saying Mallory’s work was good and the pay was prompt, and Reddit had a whole forum about the website on which her job had been featured, saying it was great for some fast cash.

      Still, every mental alarm I had was going off that I was in the car of a complete stranger who was driving me deeper and deeper into the desert, from what I could see.

      We’d gone from roads with cars every few minutes to a road that looked like no one had bothered to use it in months. It was the perfect place to brutally, slowly murder me and just leave my remains on the side of the road.

      If only I’d brought my phone.

      The guy eased his car to the side of a road next to a sign that promised “Next gas 111 miles.”

      He turned the music off and looked at me as if waiting for me to do something. A frown crept across his narrow face when I didn’t move.

      “This is you.”

      “Oh, thank you.”

      My legs could barely move from having sat for so long as I slammed the car door. He leaned forward, rolled down the window with a manual crank, and beckoned for me to come closer.

      “Listen, whatever happens, just make sure you get it done. All right?”

      “It’s just a delivery, right? We’re not doing anything illegal, right?”

      The guy managed a rough laugh before wishing me a good night. He drove off in a cloud of dust under stars slowly being blotted out by rolling clouds.

      A quick look around revealed a shack covered in graffiti heaving its last breaths by the side of the road we’d just been on. The other side of the road housed a white building that said it was a bar and café, but orange plastic fencing that fended off any cars from trying to park there told me the bar was closed. Only endless flat earth behind the shack and a tiny hill looming over the closed bar gave me company.

      The sun would rise in another couple of hours, and it would take me at least another three before I died of heat exhaustion, I guessed. How far could I get in a couple of hours? I had no idea which direction would lead me anywhere hopeful, but I figured there had to at least be one car on one of the roads that would save me.

      And then I heard what sounded like a phone ringing in the stillness of the night that sounded like it was coming from a black car parked outside the bar. How had I not noticed it before? There were fresh tire marks in the sand of the parking lot, but the orange fence was still completely intact everywhere else.

      Where had this car come from?

      The ringing was coming from underneath the car, which looked like an Audi A6 Sportback e-tron when I got closer. Not a bad car. I crept down and fished out a smartphone from behind the back wheel and saw the name “Mallory” on the screen.

      With a cry, I dropped the phone on the ground like it was a snake and prayed it’d break so I wouldn’t have to answer. Who the hell was this Mallory?

      The guy’s words were stinging my brain again and again until it overpowered my fear of answering the phone. Whoever Mallory was, she knew almost exactly when that guy had dropped me off in this godforsaken part of the desert, and she’d had a car and phone waiting.

      “Hello?”

      My voice sounded like the squeak of a little kid’s, and I cleared my throat while holding the phone away from my face.

      Thanks to that, I nearly missed the order.

      “You’re there. Good. The guy who dropped you off has been told to call the police on you in the next hour. Your job is to hide the package you’ll find in the car’s trunk before the police get there. If you don’t, they’ll arrest you. If you do, they’ll give you a ride home, and I’ll pay you what I promised.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The package.” The words were dipped in the dry ice of impatience. “The trunk’s open.”

      The darkness, thanks to the clouds overhead, had nearly hidden the fact the black car’s trunk lid was open a tiny crack. Still on the phone with Mallory, I turned on the smartphone’s flashlight option and lifted the lid. I was expecting a cardboard box. Thanks to how entirely terrifying the entire experience had been so far, how everyone was careful not to be seen, I’d expected drugs, or maybe even weapons in that box.

      As soon as the guy had dropped me off, I knew I’d stumbled onto some black-market site without even knowing it. My own stupidity and desperation were going to land me years and years in jail. All because I couldn’t make a living with just one job.

      The flashlight’s stark light flooded the trunk, revealing a young guy back there taking up most of it as he lay sprawled out in a heap.

      I screamed so loudly I heard Mallory swear on the phone before I dropped it again. The phone’s flashlight was facing upward like a searchlight before I managed to pick it up with my furiously shaking hands. My heart pounded with such demand for relief that I could barely hear the words flying out of my mouth into the phone.

      “What the hell is this? Who is that? Where the hell is the package? Who the hell are you?”

      “He’s the package.”

      Thanks to my stupid, shaking hands, I had to hold the phone out from me with both hands before I could get the flashlight to focus on the man’s face. The chapped lips housed a mouth, the eyes barely open with pupils that, from what I could see, hadn’t dilated despite the sudden light.

      Was he dead? A finger on his right hand twitching suggested he was alive, though. I leaned down into the trunk closer to his face and could faintly make out the sound of breathing accompanied by the sensation of air pushing against my cheek. Going to jail or not, I had to call the police. Even if I didn’t know where I was, maybe the phone Mallory left could tell me.

      “Are you there?”

      The voice sounded so calm, so entirely bored that I half wondered if I was talking to an automated message.

      “I’m calling the police.”

      There was only a slight pause, filled with a drawn-out sigh from Mallory. I heard the guy in the trunk manage to shift his position by a fraction of an inch before settling into his corpse pose again.

      “Think very hard. You push the button on your little phone, and a person shows up at your house an hour later. How do you think that would be possible if I didn’t look up everything about you? Please do not think I will leave your family alone should you refuse to hide this important package from the police.”

      A great part of me wanted to call her bluff, but I remembered the guy’s warning before he’d driven off. Mallory, whoever the hell she was, was extremely dangerous.

      “It’s not hard,” the voice went on. “My friends had him write a note, then pumped him full of pills. He’ll be dead all on his own pretty soon after having spent the day in that trunk. All I need you to do is find a place to hide him so it looks like he went off on his own. Got it? It’s not hard. The police will show up, you tell him the car we gave you died, and they’ll give you a ride home.”

      “W-What about the guy?”

      “Like I just said, he’ll be dead soon anyway. You do a good job, no one is going to find him who doesn’t want to eat him. You have one hour before the police show up and find you dragging a body away from a car.”

      She hung up, plunging the parking lot into silence again.

      I stared down at the blackened phone screen long enough to note there was a high-pitched ringing in my ears before turning the flashlight onto the guy again. He was young, maybe in his mid-20s, wearing some sort of restaurant uniform that suggested Mallory’s puppets had kidnapped the poor guy right from work. There was foam sticking on either side of his mouth, and one touch of his reddened, peeling skin told me his body was way hotter than it should have been. It was a miracle he was still alive, but considering what Mallory was ordering me to do, it made everything so much worse.

      I left the phone in the trunk and started pacing the parking lot, running my hands through my hair repeatedly as I went through every swear word I knew. For the hundredth time, I went back to the trunk to check on the guy.

      “Hello? Can you talk?”

      The guy didn’t even move. He needed water. He needed a hospital. I needed to call the police. I reached into the trunk and fished out the phone, which told me fifteen minutes had passed since Mallory had dragged me into this hell.

      Would she really kill someone I knew if I didn’t do this? It was true she’d found out where I lived, and when I thought about all the things I’d posted across all my various online accounts, it probably hadn’t been that difficult for her, either.

      Phone in hand, I decided I’d better explore where I was to see if maybe they had stupidly dropped me off near a gas station, an open diner, anything. The sign promising no gas for the next 111 miles quickly shut out hope of that, though, and scrambling a bit up the hill behind the bar told me the emptiness went on for miles in almost every direction.

      I wasted a few minutes trying to get the phone to do anything helpful before realizing the phone’s battery was almost dead. Somehow not having a phone felt even scarier, even though it was Mallory’s phone. I turned the flashlight off and closed my eyes to get them used to the dark faster.

      The car. For a second, I laughed at myself for not realizing I could just try to hotwire the car somehow and drive the poor guy somewhere.

      Mallory’s words rang in my ears, mocking the idea: “You tell him the car we gave you died, and they’ll give you a ride home.”

      The car’s battery was dead.

      There had to be a way I could hide the guy without it guaranteeing he was going to die because of it. I played with the idea of hiding him in the graffitied shack across the road, but I half wondered if the police worked for Mallory, too. She said it had to be somewhere no one would find him, and surely someone would notice a guy dying in there.

      Wherever it would be, I eventually ruled out everywhere but the hills.

      The desert was so flat, it’d be easy to spot the guy’s bright red restaurant uniform anywhere. A brilliant flash of lightning shot across the sky overhead as thunder growled in the distance. Would it rain? The threat of a storm felt like a nudge from God that I had to save this poor guy somehow.

      The last gasps of the phone told me I now had about 40 minutes before the driver called the police. How long would it actually take them to show up?

      I made my way down the hill and managed to find the dark shadow that was the car against the dirt parking lot.

      “I’m going to get you out of the car. It might hurt, but hang in there.”

      The guy offered no help getting himself out of the trunk, of course, and I was almost doubled over by the time I got the upper part of his body hanging over the side of the trunk, trying to get my heart to slow as my limbs went numb.

      Every muscle I owned screamed at me to just stop, but I couldn’t leave him like that. It took a few more heaves and pulls, but he finally rolled out of the trunk and landed in a heap on the ground. I pushed him to his back with what felt like the last of my energy before sitting down beside him, gasping for air. How the hell could I possibly get him up a hill? I needed to rest, at least, but the phone told me I only had 20 minutes left.

      A few more forks of lightning lit up the sky overhead, and I threw my head back and prayed this would be the one time in my life where I would get struck and killed.

      Instead, the lightning seemed more interested in what I could just make out to be more hills far behind the shack across the road. The sound of a rake moving over stones roared in the distance and gained strength, like an oncoming train. If I squinted, I could see a sheet of rain before it pelted us with a downpour entirely unbefitting a desert.

      At that point, I didn’t have the energy to do anything but sit there and let myself get soaked through. I looked at the guy sprawled on the ground next to me and saw, with some relief, that the rain was pooling in his gaping mouth. My completely overloaded mind told me that wasn’t good somehow.

      With a start, I realized he could actually drown, and I quickly tilted his head to the side to let the water dribble out the corner of his mouth. A weak cough told me he was still alive, at least.

      The rain lasted about two minutes, passing over us like a blanket. Still, it was enough that almost all of the dirt had turned to mud. Maybe I could bury the guy up to his head in the mud halfway up the hill. His shirt would’ve stuck out against the dull colors the hill had to offer, but his hair was almost the same color as the mud.

      I struggled halfway up the hill and started digging with my hands, the mud beginning to dry out as I worked. After making the hole, I wasn’t sure I’d have any energy at all to drag him up the hill, but a blaring siren in the distance accompanied by pinpricks of blue and red lights flashing were a shot of adrenaline to my veins.

      Time was up.

      The guy was on his stomach in the parking lot, which was strange because I’d left him on his side. Both his hands were splayed outward, and with a pang of pity, I realized he’d probably been trying to crawl away.

      “It’s all right.” I tried to channel my sister’s soothing voice. “It’s just fine. I’m going to help you up a hill, all right?”

      The guy let out a moan that almost sounded like the word “No.”

      “You’re going to be all right.”

      I grabbed both his wrists and pulled. His body jerked from the left to the right like he was trying to twist out of my grasp, but it was so weak, I could’ve mistaken it for his body being moved by the rocks and grooves in the parking lot.

      The sirens were getting louder, and I started to panic thinking the police would arrive just in time to see me drag the guy up the hill. I found strength I didn’t know I had and managed to pull him up the side of the hill in record time. The rising sun showed me his eyes drilling right into mine, wide-eyed with fear, as I pushed the last of him into the shallow hole. He went in up to his shoulders.

      “It’s all right. You’re all right. You’re fine. You’ll be fine.”

      The words fell out of my mouth like vomit as I started frantically pushing mud onto him, around him. I allowed one look behind me as I worked to see how close the lone police car was, and with a start, I realized it was almost possible to make out the outline of the car. How soon before they could see me up on the hill?

      I gave myself two more minutes to cover up everything but his head, then half ran, half fell down the hill before running the last few feet to the car. I slammed the trunk shut and sat down against the right back tire, where I’d found the phone.

      About ten minutes later, the car rolled to a stop next to me. The police officer in sunglasses stepped out with a bottle of water in one hand and an emergency blanket in the other.

      “Are you all right?” he said as he approached. “Are you hurt? Can you stand?”

      I was shaking from head to toe by that point, covered in mud and random scratches. My muscles were so weak, I had no idea how I could stand. How was I going to explain any of this?

      “F-Fine,” I said. “I h-hid under my c-car in the storm and, and g-got covered in m-mud.”

      The officer knelt down next to me and held out the bottle of water before wrapping the dull gray blanket around my shoulders. I could practically hear the guy half buried on the hill screaming for that blanket and bottle of water.

      My feet found the ground in a fit of panic, my arms pushing the officer back in surprise as he dropped the bottle. I held one hand over my mouth and heaved like I was about to puke, then grabbed the water and ran for the hill, praying he wouldn’t follow.

      The sun’s rays finally started to reach the dirt as I fought my way back up the hill. I made random puking noises every now and then in case the cop thought to follow me and almost tripped over the guy’s head poking out of the ground.

      His eyes were still wide open in fear, as was his mouth.

      “It’s all right,” I whispered into his ear. My lips accidentally brushed against his ear, and I nearly screamed at how cold the skin felt.

      There were a couple of flies hovering near his head, one ducking into his gaping mouth before flying out again.

      “But, b-but I have w-water now.”

      I touched his face, trying to ignore how cold it was, and poured some of the water into his mouth. It was like trying to give water to a statue. Maybe he was just paralyzed with shock. Maybe that was it. I covered his head with the blanket and left the water bottle nearby just as I heard the officer call out to see if I was all right.

      I wiped at my mouth as I picked my way down the hill again.

      “There w-wasn’t much to t-throw up,” I said and forced a weak laugh. “But you d-don’t want to go up there and s-see it.”

      He laughed, too, but his face tilted to one side as he studied me.

      “Where’s the bottle and blanket?”

      Pure stabs of fear drove me to check both of my hands as if I expected them to be full.

      “I’m so sorry. I c-can go back up a-and get them.”

      “No, let’s get you to a hospital.”

      The officer was polite enough to help get me into the front seat of his squad car, only wincing slightly to see the caked mud on my clothing rubbing up against his leather seats. It took all of my willpower to not look behind me in the car and glance at the hill one last time.

      Half of me wanted to just tell the officer about the guy buried on the hill, but all I could think about was Mallory smothering my mother’s face with a pillow in her sleep while I rotted in jail. The officer let me use a jacket from his backseat as a blanket, but I couldn’t get my teeth to stop chattering.

      A lone, dry cough coming from the backseat took my attention away from my chattering. It took more effort than usual, but I managed to crane my neck back to see who else could possibly be in the car with us. I could’ve sworn we were alone.

      The guy I’d just buried on the hill was sprawled across the backseat, gnats flying around his face in a thick black haze. The bright red of his uniform looked like open wounds poking out from the dark brown mud covering his body and quietly dripping on the car floor. His head was tilted toward me, giving me a full view of his gaping mouth that housed a handful of flies and his deadened, blood-shot eyes, which were still wide open. He gave another cough to scatter the gnats between his teeth and on his tongue toward the front seat, and I screamed so loudly, the officer swerved to the other side of the empty road.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      The officer forced the car back to the right side of the road, then freed one hand from the wheel so he could unhook his gun from his holster.

      “T-There’s a guy!” I pointed at the backseat.

      The officer looked through his rearview mirror, sighed and stole a glance behind him.

      “No one is there.”

      My heart shrieking in fear, I turned to look behind me. The mud pouring everywhere, the black cloud of flies — all of it was gone. Like it’d never been there.

      “S-Sorry…my i-imagination.”

      The officer’s tone softened.

      “It’s all right, you stay out in the desert long enough, anyone would start to see things like that.”

      Another cough came from the backseat, but I kept my eyes on the road. I didn’t want to see what was back there. I didn’t want to know.

      “Y-yeah, you do.”

      

      Sarah Hozumi is a writer who has lived near Tokyo for about 17 years. To read short stories she’s had published, and to read her blog mostly about all things Japan, please visit sarahhozumi.com. You can also follow her on Facebook at sarahjhozumi and Instagram at @author.sarah.hozumi.
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      “Vultures.”  I pointed ahead across the water to where the birds wheeled on wide tattered wings, black against the cloud-smeared blue of the brightening sky.  The sky melded with its reflection in the still water, so the islands which dotted the Okavango delta, appeared to hang in space.  With the swirling vultures, it made a perfect picture.

      The tourists in the jeep raised their cameras and binoculars, squinting into the low dawn sun.  Some were still engulfed in lodge blankets against the morning chill.

      “Have they found food?” asked the English woman seated behind me, placing a puffy hand on my shoulder.  She seemed half in awe of the vultures and half in dread that she might witness some of the more grisly aspects of an African safari.

      “A kill certainly,” I replied.  “See how they’re circling that particular island.”

      She placed a hand over her chest, with an exaggerated breathy gasp.  “I’m glad we can’t see it from here.”

      I knew that this was a scene best kept hidden; I had no intention of getting any closer.  “Most likely an antelope,” I said, “brought down by the lions we saw yesterday.”

      I explained to the tourists that, though the water appeared shallow enough to drive through, there were deeper hidden channels, and that the ever-present crocodiles made any closer investigation unwise.  The English woman murmured a half-feigned disappointment.  Her hand slid slowly down my sleeve. Her face was a mass of sun-dried wrinkles and even out here in the bush, before dawn, she’d bothered to paint her eyes and lips.  I knew just what she was going to say:

      “I should be terrified,” she murmured, “here in this vast wilderness.  But I feel quite safe here with you.”  She patted the bare part of my arm and her painted eyes looked straight into mine.  She was here for the wildlife all right, but she seemed to have little interest in the animals.

      There is an assumption that safari guides are propositioned daily; women seem to find something irresistibly rugged about a sweaty man driving a jeep, off track, through the wildness of nature.  It happens, sure, but not as often as people think.  And anyway, I was far from desperate enough to take up this harridan’s obvious offer.  I became professional and radioed the position of the kill to the other three guides out on the dawn game drives.  It was unlikely that any of them would detour just to see vultures and, wielding my newly acquired authority as head guide, I ordered them not to risk their tourists — or indeed their vehicles — by approaching the island too closely.  Safety must always be paramount.  I lowered my voice, aware that the tourists could be listening, “Any other sightings?” I asked.  I knew they’d have called immediately if they’d seen anything even vaguely suspicious, but, if only for appearance’s sake, it didn’t do any harm to remind them to keep a look out.  There had been plenty of game, but they knew that wasn’t what I meant — they had seen no sign of our missing colleague: Kofi.

      One of the other guides, Robin, radioed his position and announced that, as well as the ever-reliable elephants, he had spotted a lazy leopard draped across the branch of a thorn tree.  Another photo opportunity.  I bounced my jeep over the rutted terrain in Robin’s direction, spraying rust-red dust, leaving the water and the vultures behind.

      Back at the lodge, I cast an eye over the lunch arrangements.  The kitchen staff, when they weren’t moaning about the snakes, were reliable enough, but as acting head guide meals were now one of my new responsibilities.  A buffet was being laid out on the stilted veranda, cutlery and plates gleaming in the sun.  Under a shade of thatch, the visitors could eat with a view out over the dug-out water hole.  A troop of baboons fidgeted at the water’s edge watching the tourists, and hoping one of them would throw a bread roll.

      The English woman had showered and changed, dressed now for the midday heat.  Her low-cut dress revealed a flab of upper arms and shoulders, and her fresh makeup was already smeared under a sheen of moisture.  She accosted me again, as she headed for the buffet.  “I’d love to hear of your escapades,” she said, with a calculated flap of her lashes, “out here, in the bush.”

      Yeah, I bet she would!  Perhaps she intended to wear me down, like a cheetah, pursue me till I gave in, exhausted.

      I had a genuine excuse to avoid her though.  Lunch for the guides was to be a hasty snack in the tacky ethnic-styled reception of the lodge, while I presided over another emergency meeting.  The four of us grabbed sandwiches and headed downstairs, deliberately out of sight of the veranda and the guests.  We gathered in the nook where animal hides and crudely carved souvenirs were sold at unreasonable prices.  We had tried to keep our concerns from the tourists, but I think they knew that we were looking out for more than exotic animals on the game drives.  Kofi hadn’t turned up for the dawn drive yesterday.  And hadn’t been seen since.

      Robin and I had looked through Kofi’s few belongings in his tent, but there was no suggestion that he’d packed anything with the intention of leaving.  I’d radioed the other, admittedly distant, lodges, telling them that Kofi had disappeared, but they weren’t able to offer anything helpful.  We all knew it was a long shot.  There was nothing helpful from the kitchen boys either.  They had driven out to the air strip this morning.  The tiny plane flies here three times a week, bringing provisions and flying the tourists in and out from the surprisingly civilized airport at Maun.  It was a different pilot today, though, so it was still possible that Kofi had caught the previous plane away from the camp — without telling anyone where or why he was going.  It was another small hope; no one thought it very likely.

      Anyway, that meant we were still short-staffed for this afternoon’s game drives.  This was not going to be easy, and everyone looked to me to sort it out.  Great.  I’d been at Mmuso Camp, with Kofi, for two years now; the other three guides were all here for their first season, so Kofi’s role of head guide and manager naturally fell to me.  I could hack it so far, and I knew the company didn’t have anyone else to take on the head guide’s responsibilities — and all the problems that came with them.

      Kofi had been a bit power-crazed.  A bit of a bully, to be honest, ordering us around.  Yeah, as a system, it had worked, but now he had gone, and somehow I had to keep the lodge functioning.  I enjoyed planning; I knew I could make quite a few improvements around here.  Things that would impress the company bosses back in the city.

      I decided on the same plan as this morning:  One of the guides is supposed to stay at the lodge to man the radio; there’s a rota system — it’s an easy shift.  They are supposed to be on hand to rush out with the fifth jeep if there’s a problem.  There’s a fairly reliable admin man who can do that.  I’m not sure he could handle the jeep though — or that it’s roadworthy, to be honest — but he can radio me if there should be any disaster.  That left me, Robin, and the other two guides to take out the tourists as usual.  Problem sorted; and I’d make sure the city bosses knew that it was me that had sorted it.

      “What could have happened to him?” Robin asked me as we headed to our vehicles.

      “I don’t know,” I said.  “Though I’m getting worried.”  I looked out at the vast plain of dust and trees stretching endlessly around in all directions.  “Kofi’s not stupid.  If he hasn’t left deliberately, he must have had an accident.”  I beckoned to include the other guides.  “I checked around the pool islands this morning,” I said.  “But keep an eye out for tracks while you’re driving.  He must be out there somewhere.”

      The English woman sat in what she had made her normal seat, immediately behind mine.  She didn’t say anything, but I could feel her eyes on me, as predatory as a lioness.

      My group was in luck that afternoon.  Giraffes: six of them in a grove of acacia trees, including a spindly-legged baby, less than a week old I’d say.  I stopped the jeep, and there was a flurry of cameras.  It was amazing sights like this that had made me become a guide in the first place.  I never tire of nature.  This baby giraffe, nuzzling around its mother’s legs, more than made up for the measly guide pay and the lack of home comforts in my less-than-sturdy tent.  This was life displayed in its natural environment, and for a few glorious moments I knew that I had the best job in the world.  I even forgot about Kofi — until the English woman asked again about the vultures.

      “They were circling this morning,” I explained patiently.  “That means that something bigger was feeding.  Like I said, probably lions.  They are happy to wade out to the island if there’s a meal at the end of it.  They will take the lions’ share of the meat, then they’ll move on.  Hyenas will feed next, and other scavengers, attracted by the scent of blood.  They and the vultures will strip the meat down to the bones, even snap the bones to get at the marrow inside.  Then the insects get to work.  It won’t be long until there’s no sign at all of the antelope — or whatever it was.”

      The woman gave an exaggerated shudder.  “So brutal!  Life and death… I guess that’s all in a normal day’s work for you.”

      We watched the giraffes, slow and graceful, stripping leaves from the tree branches.  “That’s Africa,” I said.

      “And your friend, the head guide…  I’ve heard the camp gossip.  Has there been any sign of him?”

      “No,” I said.  “It’s all a bit of a mystery.”

      “It’s just…” she hesitated as if deciding whether or not to continue.  “Well, you mentioned tracks, and I couldn’t help noticing this morning that you were driving across other tire tracks, as if your jeep had already been to the island area — the day before yesterday perhaps.”

      “Quite the tracker yourself aren’t you.”  I managed a small laugh.  “How are you at tracking lions?  You could be Kofi’s replacement.”

      “No,” she said leaning closer to me in a cloud of perfume.  “You’re his replacement.  Head guide now: a better position, more prestige, better pay.  You’ve done quite well out of this.”

      I thought about what she’d said.  And all the implications she’d left unvoiced.  “Career wise, yes, you’re right,” I admitted.  “But I’ve also lost a friend.”

      “I dare say I could take your mind off of that.”  She was whispering now.  This time she pawed at my knee and her hand lingered.  “Tent seven, after supper.”

      So, our rendezvous was set.  Kofi usually had more luck with the ladies than I did — another reason to get him out of the way.  This woman had guessed the truth — well most of it.  She couldn’t know that Kofi and I had waded out to that island because I’d said I’d found a honey badger’s burrow.  Poor Kofi hadn’t suspected a thing, looking around for the burrow while I crept up behind him with a knife.  I had to cut deep gashes: I needed that scent of blood.  I’d taken his clothes. The animals, I knew, would clear-up the rest.  But now I’d been found out.

      I decided I’d give this woman the thrill she wanted, a bit of rough handling — why not?  There is a highly poisonous mamba which likes the shade behind the kitchens.  I’ll trap it and leave it under her pillow tonight.

      That will be another crisis for me to deal with in the morning.  Another chance to display my managerial skills.  I’ve got plans for this place.  Get the fifth jeep working; a proper souvenir shop for local crafts.  There is so much responsibility.  So much to do — now that I’m head guide.

      

      Rob Nisbet lives in a small clifftop town on the English south coast near Brighton. He has had over 200 stories printed in anthologies and magazines ranging from romance (using his wife's name) to horror. His wife has recently turned to crime! He also writes audio drama. He has adapted work by Philip K. Dick for radio and has had, to date, seven audio scripts produced by Big Finish / BBC for their Doctor Who range. He has won several international writing competitions including the 2022 Kepler Award for a sci-fi short story. Goodreads link: https://www.goodreads.com/author/list/12097189.Rob_Nisbet
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      Kara Donlon’s pale silk blouse she had relied on to remain cool all day was stuck under her breasts with sweat and made her neck feel like it was being choked in a hot rag. Her long blonde hair she had spent an hour on that morning before appearing in court fell like spider webs over her forehead. Her body refused to lift a hand to move it.

      The unexpected SoCal rain combined with the green Excel glare of her double computer monitors had kept her head dull, and stupid, and unaware of danger walking in from the tiny office lobby.

      Instead she stood with her hands to her sides, limp, behind her law desk piled with haphazard filings that could topple onto the floor any minute and the two glaring computer monitors filled with county forms that had kept her here working late again, with a rare night storm pounding asphalt two stories below. Drumming too loud to make screaming an option.

      Her voice would be swallowed like every other sound that should have warned her what was coming, like the sound of the secretary falling on the lobby carpet. Like the sound of her husband Jake in the next office over, exclaiming at something, a memory of his surprise she had not even bothered to notice, and she had not even looked up from her screen.

      “I am the Undertaker. I am here to kill you.”

      The stranger’s sonorous voice and polite smile belonged to funeral homes and “sorry for your loss.” The eyes were flat, gray and lifeless, an AI-type version of human. Meant to show feeling and missing it. The muscles that should have moved when he spoke just lay there. He pointed his weapon at her from seven feet away, her cluttered desk between them. The only time she had seen a six-inch dissecting knife like that was in evidence bags.

      Mortician’s knives, they were called.

      The round, bald stranger held it casually as if he were about to hand it to her instead of take her apart with it. If she hadn’t seen hundreds of pictures of what knives like that could do in a split second maybe she would have been relieved it was not a gun. Kara’s mind filled with split skin and sprays of blood and it imagined itself coating her office like a Jackson Pollock for detectives to examine and talk about what one small knife could do.

      The Undertaker stood between Kara and the one and only law office door and a chance at safety. His pinstripe suit, strained over his bulk,and lumpy where pockets must be, was spattered from the rain that had just become a true downpour in the SoCal winter night outside, invisible outside her second-story wall of windows. The fluorescent lights of her law office made his wet head glisten like sweat, though his face was blank as a mannequin and his smile set like it had been molded there by demented hands, making a murderer’s mask into something meant to be seem human.

      Her black mesh rolling chair behind her, the one Jake had bought her five years ago to celebrate their biggest win, was way too heavy to lift or throw and could only be on one side of her at a time, no use at all. Nothing she could use.

      Her three-inch ankle-strap heels were useless stilts she could not get out of fast enough to run if she even got the chance. The ankle straps made getting out of them fast impossible. Her toes pressed into the sharp points, wet with sweat. Slick and useless.

      The desk with its pointless forms was between her and the one and only door and escape and also between her and the round bald man, Undertaker.

      The storm had gone from pounding to roar. Sure bet no one was left working in any other suite but hers and Jake’s. Their secretary, Lynne, should have gone home. They were always the last ones here. Why had Lynne stayed tonight to finish the final briefs for tomorrow? Kara kept her eyes on the Undertaker but she could still see beyond him.

      Their secretary, Lynne, was crumpled to the floor in the office lobby in a helpless pile. Her knee-length linen skirt had ridden up above her knees when she fell. The shadow of skirt was open to the whole world in a way that made her seem less than human and more like a prop in some ghastly theater.

      Lynne’s head had fallen next to her long wooden lobby desk. From here the growing shadow spreading out from her short gray curls meant blood seeping dark and slow into the pale beige carpet. Her legs were bent at odd angles right where she had fallen, fuzzy pink slippers hung half-off, the ones Lynne always wore behind the desk until she strictly had to put on her heels.

      She had gone down so fast and silent, Kara had not even looked up to see what was happening in her own lobby. A glowing spreadsheet had blinded her peripheral vision.

      The Undertaker had simply walked in like a late evening client.

      The Undertaker must have known that. He had to have known. The security guard for the lobby even left at nine.

      She had never seen him before in her life. She had never heard his voice on the phone. She racked her brain for any law case with a nickname Undertaker. Anything from the last ten years as a small-town attorney. She had not seen who came in with him, someone had because there had been some other voice, but they had to have known who was here, what to expect, and when.

      From the sudden thud in the next office over, her husband would not be calling the police.

      The taste of a day’s worth of coffee stuck to the roof of her mouth. That noise meant he had to be on the floor. Her brain filled in the sight of his blue dress shirt soaked in blood and sightless eyes dimming, cut down between his black wood desk and two fancy leather chairs and the door where he would have been coming to save her.

      No, don’t think that—don’t. The silence could just mean hurt. It did not have to be dead. She could not risk losing hope or losing her mind. From the office, her fax printer chimed and whirred, resetting itself for tomorrow as if she were not about to die.

      Even if she was fast enough, the only thing on Kara’s desk she could grab as a weapon was the eighteen inch bronze statue of blind justice sitting on the right corner currently posing as a paperweight.

      Kara had never had to defend herself in a physical fight. He was six feet on the opposite side of her desk behind her blue leather client chairs. Rows of law books covered every wall other than the windows behind her. Her blood would go all over them. If Jake was dead, the books she had spent her career collecting and using would end up in the building dumpster. Her blood would attract flies.

      Any other dry, SoCal night, one without the current deluge smashing onto asphalt below, someone might have seen what was happening. They had to be lit up like a stage play to anyone outside in the parking lot
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