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			Preface

			There are countless myths and legends told by the southern African people about the gods and spirits inhabiting the rivers and lakes of this beautiful section of the world. Folk from South Africa, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi each tell stories of large serpents like creatures and crocodiles who are the guardians and protectors of the Limpopo and the mighty Zambezi Rivers. The river gods are feared and revered; bringers of good fortune and disaster. 

			The Vendas regard the crocodile as sacred and myths from times gone-by are regaled about the sacrifices of young maidens at the sacred Lake Fundudzi.

			There is also Nyami Nyami or Mamlambo, depending on which language you speak, the great Zambezi River serpent god said to inhabit the deep pools below the Victoria Falls. He held sway and dominion over the waters for the entire 2700km of the Zambezi River, Africa’s longest eastern-flowing river. 

			When the Kariba Dam wall was built in 1959, the locals believed Nyami Nyami was separated from his mate; hence, there are still floods and tragedies along the river. Nyami Nyami is given to anger every now and then and must be pacified by sacrifices. Those who live near the river respect the river gods and know you ignore them at your peril.

			

			1.

			Night Dive

			The palm tree silhouettes along the shoreline were just disappearing as the dive boat arrived on station and the skipper cut the motors. As darkness fell, a cool breeze blew and the stifling heat, typical in December along the Mozambican coast south of Maputo, eased slightly. 

			Paula rose from her pontoon seat and lay in the prow where she and the other two divers had tossed their lifejackets after the boat’s launch. She lay back and dangled her hand in the cool dark water of a perfectly flat sea. She was lost in her thoughts and detached from Kim and Samantha’s chatter busily preparing for the dive. Richard the diving instructor and dive concession owner assisted with their dive gear. 

			The girls were noisily reviewing their night dive signals and checking and rechecking their torches and other essentials, brimming with excitement and anticipation for their first night dive. Paula’s mind wandered as she subconsciously recounted the events of the past two days. Yesterday she had woken as a single woman with a teenage daughter and today, when she opened her eyes, she was Mrs Elliott. Married; at a dive resort on the Mozambican beach front with just her daughter Samantha and her daughter’s best friend Kim as witnesses, miles away from anywhere.

			As she pondered, she slowly realised she had done the right thing. She had briefly hooked up with her new husband Nick one night years ago during a traumatic break-up with her daughter’s father. However, it had been simply that at the time. Nick had money and a great job as a senior partner in one of the stock exchanges’ largest brokerage firms. It appeared as a fairy tale and dream come true. Her father was not overly happy about what she had done – but then he had never really been happy with her decisions throughout her whole life. Perhaps now she could settle down and put the past behind her – and maybe Dad will grow to view the situation differently. 

			Dad had warned her about Nick, and done the same before her short-lived marriage to Steve – but that was more than 17 years ago. She also reminded herself that her father had proven himself to be a bit of a sociopath, and how she got into serious trouble when her Latin teacher came to visit her parents to ask why Paula had written “Henry, quare dereliquisti familiam tuam?”1 All over the back cover of her excersise book. Much had happened since then and she reassured herself she had grown up and had a significant amount to anticipate in her future.

			Paula was shaken from her dreamy state by the skipper Luis indicating she had to kit up. Night diving, actually any diving, held no fear for Paula. She had been one of the first women to complete the South African Navy’s divers’ course as part of the South African Defence Force’s restructuring. Yet, she had no time to think about that now; she had to ensure that the two girls preparing for their first night dive had a memorable time. 

			She glanced at the two young women in their gear, the only glow breaking the total darkness emitted by the cyalume attached to the back of their cylinders. The colourful glow sticks would act as beacons underwater, making it easier for the group to stay together. The light from the rising moon was peeping over the sea, spreading its ghostly gloom over the five figures in the boat.

			“Time to feed the sharks,” joked Richard, stepping over the kit rail running along the centre of the dive boat and standing in front of the two girls to assist them complete their pre-dive safety checks.

			“Hey, enough of that if you don’t mind,” Paula scowled at Richard as she playfully punched him on the arm. “Stop scaring the poor things!” she taunted.

			

			“Just a little night dive humour, Ma’am,” said Richard, chuckling as he continued with the final pre-dive briefing.

			The engine spluttered into life with a puff of thick, oily fumes as Luis manoeuvred the boat into the precise position for the drop. Paula sat between the two girls; they clung to her elbows, giggling with excitement as the boat slowly rounded into the current and Luis cut the engines.

			“Masks on, regs in, torches on and remember to keep them facing down and are you ready?” came Richard’s call.

			“Right!” called Luis. “One… two… three… divers away!” 

			The four divers rolled backwards into the water. Luis saw the four pools of light as each diver surfaced, signalling they were fine. They performed their final checks ensuring their gear was still in place and, on Richard’s signal, silently disappeared below the surface. 

			

			2.

			“Good Shit”

			Nick stood ankle deep in water at the launch site and waved to Paula and the girls. Luis eased opened the throttle and the boat slid effortlessly forward, punching through the shore break and backline before accelerating and turning towards the open sea in the direction of the reefs. The beach crew settled down next to their fire to await the boat’s return. Huddled in a tight circle, they poured what smelt like coffee laced with cheap rum into tin mugs. They nestled into the sand to chat. Nick walked a short way down the beach, lighting a cigar as he glanced out to sea. In the gathering gloom, he could just make out the white crest of the bow wave and white churn caused by the engines. As he peered into the ocean’s vastness, those few traces quickly faded and Paula and the girls disappeared into the blackness. 

			Some local children ran past him and chatted to the men at the fire. They moved to jumping on and off the back of the small 4x4 van used to recover and push the boats into the sea after dives. Nick, realising he had wandered a fair distance from the launch site, turned around to retrace his steps. Nearing the launch site and fire, two young boys he thought were connected to the youngsters playing on the 4x4 approached him. Turning their backs to the fire and the men seated round it as they drew level with Nick, they produced two cigarette boxes containing what Nick immediately recognised as marijuana joints. He hesitated before turning away, but one of the boys called out.

			“It’s good sheeet sir, and cheap,” said the boy. “Take two, sir, only 400 bucks!”

			

			The boys stopped when Nick hesitated, then resumed walking away. However, something about the “good shit” comment tickled him and, as an afterthought, he called over shoulder, “I’ll give you 50 bucks!”

			Nick pulled out a R50 note from his swimming trunks pocket and, quick as a flash, the two boys dashed past him, grabbing the money and dropping the box on the sand. Nick retrieved the box and, when he looked again, the boys had disappeared over the dunes. He stood for a while, admonishing himself for his actions. He had promised Paula before this trip and their wedding that he was clean and wouldn’t smoke marijuana again.

			“Shit!” Nick mumbled as he stuffed the box where the money had been less than a minute earlier and continued towards the parking lot. 

			Reaching his destination, Nick could see the dive camp. The lights around the thatched entertainment area were twinkling brightly, and the few guests staying at the resort were seated at the bar or huddled around the television set watching a cricket game in India broadcast on a pay channel. The on-duty security guard was sitting by his fire chatting to a friend. Nick walked past them to his Land Rover and retrieved a lighter from the glove compartment. He opened the cigarette box, took out one of the neatly rolled joints and lit up. Sitting in complete darkness, he leisurely inhaled the aromatic smoke. 

			“This is really good shit,” he murmured “… but then I am in Mozambique!”

			Nick looked out to sea, listening to the waves and savouring the total anonymity the darkness afforded him. He was so relaxed he almost lost track of time and had to be jolted from his daydreaming by flashes of light on the beach. The dive boat was returning. Nick grabbed the lighter and the box of joints and stuffed them into his pocket before racing to the beach just in time to see the boat circling the backline. 

			The beach assistants buzzed around in the darkness, lining up the 4x4 to pull the boat out of the water. The dive boat pulled up and gently rode over the swells, just in the shore break. Nick could make out the women’s silhouettes and the skipper’s unmistakable figure standing at the wheel as he waited for the appropriate gap in the waves. Luis revved the engines and, with a deafening roar, the boat raced towards the beach and slid on to the sand. At the last moment, he lifted the engines and the boat lurched to a halt a fair way up the beach.

			The three women shouted and jumped around, overjoyed by their experience. Paula leapt into Nick’s arms and he swung her around; the sea water from her hair and wetsuit flying in every direction. Nick, Paula and the two youngsters joined arms and the adults laughed with the two girls who couldn’t stop describing the amazing dive and their underwater viewing. Still chattering, they headed in the direction of the dive camp. 

			Behind them, the beach staff were stowing the boat and sorting out the gear. Richard and Luis caught up to them and they glanced back at the sea; followed by manly hand shaking and back slapping before bidding farewell and walking away in their separate directions. The girls were equally appreciative of their evening’s adventure.

			“Please can we get something to eat?” Samantha asked. “I’m absolutely starving and Luis says there’s a party happening at the Top Deck Bar in town.” 

			“I’m not sure about town,” replied Nick. “Bars in this part of the world are not like back home, but I think they still have some pizza at the dive camp and I’d love a beer.” 

			His voice tailed off and the girls looked at him scornfully. Paula could see their disappointment and quickly relented. 

			“Let them go to the bar for a bit, Nick. If Luis is going, I’m sure it will be fine.”

			Instantly, she saw the girls’ mood change as they whooped with joy; their endorphins still raging after the dive. The four of them had almost reached the dive camp when Paula had another thought.

			“Nick, you and I can stay in for pizza and the girls can have a bit of fun. We can always fetch them later, but for now, I’m off for a shower.” 

			

			Paula turned and headed off. 

			“Okay,” said Nick, calling after her. “I’ll order some pizza and bring your G&T to the casita. How does that sound?” 

			“Perfect darling,” said Paula. “You girls get showered and dressed and Luis can take you – if that’s alright with him.”

			“Sure guys. I’ll pick you up in half an hour,” Luis said as he too headed off for a shower.

			The girls rushed off to their casita and, after much pampering and powdering, were ready and waiting for Luis marginally ahead of the 30-minute deadline. Nick returned to the casita with pizza, beer and Paula’s G&T.

			“Put down the drinks, Nick, and join me in the shower,” came Paula’s invitation from the reed-enclosed outdoor shower behind the casita. 

			Nick wasted no time and happily went to Paula’s bidding. 

			Emerging from the shower a while later, they lay on the bed sipping their drinks. They heard Luis’s car pull up next door and the girls popped their heads around the door to wave good-bye before heading for the pub. Nick fell asleep while Paula drained her G&T. She loved the feeling of total bliss after a dive. Some say it’s due to the out-gassing of nitrogen from the body after a dive, but whatever it was, she always experienced huge contentment and, lying beside her new husband, she caught herself daydreaming again about how lucky she was. 

			Probably for the first time, she had a secure life. Samantha was doing well at university, having won the prize for best first-year law student. Paula was jolted back to reality by the waiter’s knock on the door to deliver another round of drinks. She let him in, but only after he had placed the tray on the table by the window and turned to her to sign for the order, did she realise that her only “clothing” was a towel wrapped around her waist. Paula was embarrassed and self-conscious in equal measure, but the waiter epitomised discretion, maintaining eye contact with the folder containing the bill until the transaction had been concluded.

			

			Who cares? she thought after he had departed. She smiled as she slipped on a sarong retrieved from the cupboard and picked up the hastily abandoned clothes from their suggestively revealing location on the floor and packed them away. As she picked up Nick’s swimming trunks, she noticed the weight in the pocket and pulled out the lighter and cigarette box containing the marijuana. 

			“Nick! Nick!” she shouted. “What the FUCK?” 

			Paula flung the cigarette box at his sleeping figure, who initially did not register what was happening.

			“You shit! You promised you’d given up this stuff forever!” 

			Nick rolled over and attempted to defend himself, but Paula lashed out in a frustrated rage. Nick jumped off the far side of the bed and ran for cover, raising his arms in self-defence as he made a dash for the door and the veranda’s comparative safety. Enraged, Paula threw whatever she could lay her hands on at Nick’s disappearing figure. When he was out of range, she broke down crying.

			“You promised. You promised,” she sobbed. 

			From the veranda’s relative safety, Nick offered his comfort, but Paula merely flung herself on the bed, pulled her knees up to her chin and covered her face with her arms. Nick stayed outside, not knowing what to do. He sat naked in a corner of the veranda, trying to ensure no one, including Paula, could see him. After a while, he ventured inside again to talk to her. 

			“Paula I can explain,” he began, but she would have none of it. 

			She was beyond reason and past furious. 

			“Just shut up!” was the reply, “And put some fucking clothes on. I never want to see you or your limp dick again.” 

			Nick stumbled to the closet and quickly pulled on a T-shirt and pair of shorts. The simple act of dressing helped him gain some composure. 

			

			“I need to clear my head,” he said, heading for the door and hurriedly stepping off the veranda. 

			“You do that Nick, and you better have a bloody good story when you get back,” Paula hissed as he left.

			

			3.

			Prawns, Calamari and 2M

			Luis and the girls drove through the banana plantation separating the dive camp from town. The roads were narrow, winding and poorly lit. The area through which they drove had been almost completely destroyed during the Mozambican Civil War fought between 1977 and 1992. There were still cordoned off areas with signs warning people to stay away due to unexploded and unmarked landmines abandoned near to where animals and people walked. Tragically, the mines were not always located before some unsuspecting person or animal stepped on them with devastating consequences.

			As the trio entered the town, some lights shone from doors and windows, but there were no streetlights and evidence of the war was obvious in the unrepaired mortar bomb damage. Bullet holes littered walls and some buildings remained burnt out and in ruins.

			A little further on, they entered the part of town that had seen some rebuilding and restoration and it wasn’t long before Luis stopped in front of an old three-storey building sandwiched between a number of shacks and other buildings. The girls said thank you and good-bye to Luis and entered the bar. The ground floor consisted of a scattered chairs and tables, a space in the middle serving as the dance floor and the bar dominating three sides of the room. In the corner was a rickety staircase leading to the second floor that appeared closed off, encouraging the girls to clamber up to the roof that housed the open-air restaurant. 

			The place was packed with people jostling for tables and seats and the girls managed to find a less crowded spot overlooking the town. Safely in their seats, they ordered the local beer 2M (pronounced dosh-M) and resumed their chatter about the night dive. They were still comparing notes when some local lads asked if they could join them. The table quickly filled up and it wasn’t long before they were tucking into the juiciest prawns, calamari and line fish covered with lashings of the club’s famous garlic and peri-peri sauce. They washed the meal down with huge gulps of ice-cold beer.

			

			4.

			Fight or Flight

			Nick returned from his walk around the dive camp and tried again to apologise and explain, but Paula was still seething. She was in bed reading on his return and she told Nick he could sleep on the veranda for all she cared. Nick sat outside smoking, trying to think of something to say to placate her.

			Gradually the camp lights dimmed as guests retired for the night. The pub closed and the last guests headed for bed. Nick ventured inside where Paula was still reading.

			“I’ll fetch the girls,” he said shakily. 

			Paula initially feigned deafness, but then realised she had no option but to reply.

			“No, I’ll go. You’ve had too much to drink,” she said, sternly.

			The two argued again until eventually Paula’s anger level saw her pick up the Land Rover keys and throw them at him.

			“Just make sure you return them safely,” she yelled at Nick’s back.

			However, he was already on his way. The restaurant was impossible to miss; it constituted the tallest building in town and the party was in full swing. As he approached, he saw the different coloured lights around the top of the building and heard the disco music blaring over the engine’s noise. He parked and entered to find the girls on the now-packed dance floor. Nick worked his way in through the crowd, found a seat at the bar and ordered a beer. The girls introduced their new friends and pleaded with him to stay for a few more dances. Nick decided on a few more beers. 

			A waiter offered Nick one of the house specialities, their chicken prego and chips. Since the fight had meant he had not eaten the pizza he had bought, Nick welcomed the idea of a meal and thanked the waiter. 

			A glance at his watch revealed it was approaching 1am; time to take the girls home. 

			Reluctantly agreeing, they asked Nick to lift three of the locals they had met. Two young men and a young girl jumped into the back of the Land Rover with Samantha and Kim. Nick pulled out of his parking spot and, as he switched on his headlights, the beam shone on the two boys who had sold him the marijuana. There were accompanied by two smaller boys and the foursome popped up at his window; their hands pressed together in a praying motion as they begged for a lift. Unwinding the window, Nick explained the car was full.

			“Please, please, sir, we can ride on the back,” came their plea.

			Everyone in the car was laughing and joking as though the party was still going on, so Nick motioned for them to climb on the back. Clambering on board, the boys stood up against the back window with their toes on the back running board and held on to the Land Rover’s roof carrier. The tallest one could just see over the top of the car, but the youngest one had to hang on with his hands above his head. The youngsters inside could see him peering through the back window. Nick headed off in the direction the girls’ newfound friends pointed out to him and it wasn’t long before they were driving in almost complete darkness, as most people in that part of town had already gone to bed. 

			One of the boys inside the cab withdrew a hip flask from his pocket and handed it around. In the rearview mirror, Nick noticed one of the boys drinking and was infuriated. He reached behind him to grab the flask and admonish the young man for drinking when he realised he wasn’t watching the road; was travelling too fast and almost at the upcoming junction. Clutching the flask in one hand and the steering wheel in the other, Nick panicked and, instead of slowing down, he sped up. He realised too late he was in the middle of the crossing and, while seeing the car approaching from the opposite direction, tried to react but the drugs and alcohol had dimmed his reflexes. 

			The car ploughed into the Land Rover’s passenger side. 

			Nick lost control and the car crashed into a ditch and stalled, steam came spurting from the radiator obscuring Nick’s view through the windscreen. A huge dust cloud hung over the scene, thrown up by the force of the impact. Amid the confusion, Nick heard children shouting as youngsters scrambled over each other to escape the car. By the time Nick had freed himself from behind the wheel and climbed out, an eerie quiet had settled over a shattered landscape.

			The Land Rover lay on its side with one headlight still shining its beam into the trees lining the road side. The other car had spun around and a deathly stillness embraced its presence. Samantha and Kim hugged each other, sobbing from the shock. The three locals to whom Nick had given a lift were gone. The marijuana dealers and their friends who had been hanging on the back had also disappeared, but the youngest lay motionless in the middle of the dirt road. Nick staggered over to where the child lay, but immediately knew he was dead; his right leg was bent under his body and his neck twisted at an unnatural angle. 

			Neighbourhood residents emerged from their houses; flooding light on the scene and attracting a small and growing crowd. Some women were crying and wailing on spotting the boy’s body on the road. Other people called for the police. 

			Nick stood motionless, totally lost about his next move. He was in shock and the contents of the hip flask he had grabbed from one of the boys had emptied down his shirt front. His overwhelming scent was now the alcohol soaked into his clothing. Not for the first time that evening, Nick panicked, but this time he completely lost control and he turned and ran.

			

			5.

			Abandoned

			Samantha and Kim crawled out the debris in the back of the Land Rover. The vehicle was lying on its side in the ditch and dust dominated the scene. However, after the deafening crunch of metal-on-metal caused by the accident, the night was deathly quiet beyond the girls’ coughing and spluttering as they attempted to clear their lungs. They gripped each other in disbelief and, as the dust cleared, they saw the crumpled figure of one of the boys who had held on to the back of the Land Rover. Instinctively they knew he was dead and were frozen with shock. One of their newfound friends was moaning in the back seat, but the other lad and the rest of the boys who had been hanging on the back had fled. No sound came from the other vehicle.

			Only then did Kim and Samantha realise Nick was missing. People were emerging from nearby homes and a lady who couldn’t speak English ran to them to offer comfort as they were now sobbing uncontrollably. They were desperately calling for Nick as slowly a small crowd gathered around them. Some men came forward and inspected the boy’s body lying awkwardly in the dust; his head twisted past his shoulder confirming a broken neck. The sight of the motionless body triggered wailing from the onlookers and one man pointed towards the banana plantations as the girls continued calling for Nick.

			

			6.

			The Crocodile

			The accident scene swiftly came to life. Lights from the surrounding houses flooded the road and people, hastily donning dressing gowns over their pyjamas, gathered in the dirt to investigate the cause of their shattered sleep. Samantha and Kim regained their composure and, realising Nick had absconded, focused on assisting the boy in the car’s back seat. His head was bleeding; there were swellings under his eyes and his nose looked broken after he had smashed his face into the front seat before him. Some of the gathered crowd fetched water and blankets for the three crash victims still at the collision site. Everyone else had disappeared. 

			The young boy’s body still lay where he had fallen. The girls tried calling Paula, but there was no cell phone signal. 

			“Don’t worry,” said a kindly old man who had been among the first people to arrive at the crash scene. “The police will be here soon and take you home.” 

			He had a soft, calming voice and Kim felt marginally better. In the distance two sets of headlights could be seen quickly approaching.

			“That must be the police,” said the man now standing near the girls after assisting the young man from the back seat.

			He had managed to exit the car and was propped up against a tree, dazed and disorientated. 

			“Fugir, fugir,”2 a woman shouted and the crowd magically dissipated into the night and back to their homes. 

			The reason was quickly evident as muzzle flashes and automatic gunfire was seen and heard from the two approaching vehicles. By the time they had arrived at the scene, only the girls, the old man and the injured youngster remained. The first vehicle, an open Jeep, pulled up, causing a dust cloud as two AK-47-wielding men jumped out of the back. The driver and passenger stayed in the vehicle. The second vehicle was a larger truck with a canvas-covered load area that created more dust as it skidded to a halt. One of the armed men walked over to the girls and the other knelt beside the lifeless boy. He turned to the man in the Jeep’s passenger seat, stood and shook his head.

			“It’s Ishmael, Boss,” he said as he again dropped to his knees in the dirt and sought to touch the child’s body.

			Dismissively, his boss raised his hand in a stop gesture and the man froze. The boss, a heavily built man well over six-foot tall, walked over to the body. He wore a sleeveless khaki shirt and Levi jeans. Around his middle was a thick leather belt sporting a mammoth hunting knife on the left and a holstered side arm on the right. His jeans were tucked into calf-length combat boots, while on his head was a peaked camouflage cap with a sun flap protecting the neck in the style of the old Rhodesian army. 

			As he approached the boy’s body, he removed his cap out of respect for the lost life and momentarily stood before kneeling in the sand and allowing his cap to fall to the ground. In anguished silence, time stood still.

			The old man standing between Kim and Samantha was visibly shaking. 

			In a whisper, Samantha asked him for the man’s identity.

			Through chattering teeth, the old man managed a few shaky words. 

			

			“He’s the boy’s father. They call him The Crocodile… and… he is a very bad man.” 

			The old man’s voice trailed off and the girls clutched each other, wandering what would happen next.

			Without warning, The Crocodile emitted a gut-wrenching cry of pain, loss and anger. He leant towards the boy and effortlessly scooped him into his arms. As he did so, the child’s head rolled awkwardly to one side and the man clutched the small body to his chest and held him. The eight heavily armed men had climbed from the vehicle and stood in a semicircle behind their leader; no one dared move a muscle. They looked on as the massive frame, still kneeling in the dust, cradled the lifeless boy in his arms. 

			After what seemed like an eternity, one of the men approached the old man standing with Samantha and Kim and, grabbing him by the throat, demanded details about the accident and who was responsible. The old man mumbled something and pointed to the two girls before gesturing towards the banana plantation in the direction in which Nick had been seen fleeing the scene. The Crocodile rose, still holding his son’s body, and yelled orders at his men. Two of them ran towards the houses, while another three headed into the banana plantation. 

			The remaining men roughly grabbed the girls’ arms and hair and shoved them closer to their boss. From their new proximity, The Crocodile appeared gigantic and the girls stood nervously before him. He had massive shoulders and his arms were bigger than the girls’ thighs. His face was unnervingly upside down as his head was clean shaven, while its lower section boasted an impressive beard. His eyes were as dark as a shark’s and equally alert and savage. Still clutching his dead son, he grabbed the old man, lifting him clean off his feet. 

			“Where is the one who did this?” he demanded, hissing through clenched teeth.

			The old man did his best to reply while being throttled. With difficulty, he stammered that the driver had run away.

			

			“Coward!” roared The Crocodile, flinging the old man to the ground, but missing his aimed kick.

			The old man struggled to his feet and edged away to a safer distance. The Crocodile turned his huge frame towards the two girls now desperately covering their faces and chests with their arms. 

			“Who is this man who killed my boy?” he barked.

			Samantha recovered first and even though her mouth was dry, croaked, “My stepfather”. 

			“So, his child by another man is braver than him,” mused The Crocodile. “I shall meet your mother if she is strong like you; I shall kill this man, your stepfather, when I find him, but not you.” 

			Realising he was still carrying his dead son, The Crocodile gently laid him in the back of the Jeep. Just then, the two men who had disappeared among the houses, appeared dragging the youngster from the restaurant between them.

			“Throw him and that other dog propped against the tree into the truck,” the boss shouted. 

			The two boys were roughly bundled into the back of the truck. 

			“Let’s go,” The Crocodile said as the men strong-armed the girls into the back of the truck where the two boys sat motionless, sobbing in fear. 

			“What about Shakes and the other two you sent into the plantation, Boss?”

			The Crocodile briefly gazed at the banana plantation before gesturing to the driver to drive.

			“Leave them,” he said dismissively. “If they don’t find that coward, we’ll bring the dogs. Now I need to mourn my son.” 

			One of the men pushed the old away man with his rifle butt and the rest climbed into the back of the truck as the driver headed off in the direction from which they had come.

			

			7.

			Taken

			After Nick had departed to fetch the girls, Paula climbed back into bed but could not concentrate on her book. She felt guilty for allowing Nick to drive. She had felt betrayed and her anger had been fuelled by complete disappointment and that he had lied after being married for less than two days. He had broken a promise and she was livid! She blamed herself for trusting him and for fooling herself that she had done the right thing by marrying him. As she mulled the evening’s events, her guilt multiplied. 

			Had she married Nick simply for security?

			Was he a compulsive liar?

			Or had he reformed… or at least tried to do so? 

			The questions raced through her mind. Eventually, she became aware she was sitting in bed in a pool of light created by the bedside lamp. She felt alone, afraid and in the spotlight. 

			After what seemed like hours, Paula told herself she was overreacting and they would patch up their issues in the morning. Surely, she could overlook this one little indiscretion?

			Paula snapped out of her ponderings and self-assassination and retrieved her book. She read a couple of pages before dozing off. When she awoke, the light was still on, but the room was no longer pitch dark and she immediately realised something was amiss. She jumped out of bed, yanked open the curtains and saw it was almost dawn. Nick was nowhere to be seen.

			

			Paula dashed to the girls’ casita, but there was no sign of either Kim or Samantha and their beds had not been slept in. Then it hit her – no one had returned.

			Paula raced to the reception area currently lit up by the headlights from numerous police vehicles. As she approached, she saw policemen and soldiers in camouflage uniforms engaged in deep conversation with the dive camp’s staff. An employee recognised Paula.

			“Mrs Paula, Mrs Paula!” he called. “The police are looking for your husband Mr Nick. There was an accident in town.”

			It did not take long for Paula and the police to become acquainted and within minutes she was speeding down the road in the lead police Land Rover headed for town. Before they would pass the restaurant the girls had left a few hours earlier, they encountered the accident site. The Land Rover still lay in the ditch and the battered-out van that had careered into it lay in a mangled mess nearby. The area had been cordoned off and an outline of a small figure had been drawn in the sand, guarded by a nearby policeman. Paula knew immediately a young child had been killed at that spot. 

			The sun peeped over the trees and the scene shone in the glare. As the police van stopped, Paula leapt out to frantically search for the girls, but in vain. Marginally calming down, she approached the policeman guarding the outline and asked him for details. He shrugged his shoulders and motioned to her in universal sign language that he spoke no English. From the far side of the dusty crossroads, a senior policeman emerged from the shadows now cast by the early morning sun.

			“Good morning, Madam,” he began. 

			“Where are the girls? And where is my husband?” Paula blurted out. 

			The policeman raised both hands and, with an up-and-down motion, gestured to Paula to calm down.

			“No, I bloody well won’t,” she yelled, clearly becoming quite frantic.

			

			“Please Mam,” said the policeman. “We need to talk.” 

			At the chill in those words, Paula regained her composure and the two walked away slightly to speak privately. The policeman explained how one of the nearby villagers had heard the crash and investigated. He had arrived in time to witness Nick scurrying into the banana plantations and the girls and two young boys being taken.

			Instantly, Paula’s mothering instinct and training assumed control.

			“Taken! What do you mean ‘taken’? By whom and to where?” 

			Paula’s questions were delivered at warp speed and one look at the policeman’s face revealed he was worried. 

			“We must go to them,” Paula demanded, but the policeman shook his head.

			“Then, we must find them quickly. Can you not arrange a search party?” she asked, now visibly animated and irritated.

			“Please Madam, let me explain.” 

			The policeman then delivered the most shocking news Paula had ever received in her life. He explained the man who had captured the girls was a civil war Renamo commander who had gone rogue and was now a warlord, smuggler and poacher. He was well-known further north and rarely seen this far south. However, he had a wife in a village not far away and did occasionally visit the vicinity and frequent the towns and settlements before disappearing north again.

			Little was known about him, except that he had not accepted the surrender terms that ended the civil war and had not been heard of for some time. He had known links to the insurgent and militant groups still operating in the north of Mozambique as well as with East African smugglers and traffickers as far up the coast as Mombasa and Zanzibar. 

			“You must now return with us to the dive camp and my superiors will take your statement,” the policeman said firmly, but politely. 

			

			Paula hid her distress, realising she had no choice. Arguing with a policeman on a dusty road in the middle of a Mozambican village, miles from anyone, was pointless. She was alone and had to get out of the current situation to be useful in finding the girls. Sitting in the police van as they headed back to the dive camp, Paula’s mind was racing. She had to clear her head of any emotions and move quickly, as time was of the essence. She repeatedly told herself the girls were gone for now and the only importance was their safe return. Clearly the local police and army would be of no help. She needed to get home where hopefully the South African authorities would assist, but that meant getting out of Mozambique as quickly as possible. 

			The policeman dropped her at reception and, after assuring her they would do everything in their power to recover the girls, he departed. He said he had to report the matter to his superiors and bring them to the dive camp to meet her.

			Paula ran to her casita to grab her handbag as it contained her passport as well as the cash she knew Nick had hidden in the lining of his suitcase. Quickly exiting the room, she ducked behind whatever she could find to remain hidden from anybody strolling through the dive camp. Fortunately, most of the guests were diving at that hour. Paula headed to the dive centre and was amazed to find Richard the instructor. Not having many divers for the day, he had sent out his dive masters with the guests and was taking the opportunity to catch up on his administration. The moment he saw Paula he knew something was wrong. She rushed inside and quickly explained to him what had happened. Richard lost no time.

			“I agree. You must get out quickly and here’s the thing,” he said grabbing the keys to his Jeep. “I’m collecting supplies from Maputo today and, as it happens, have guests arriving at the airstrip.”

			Richard told Paula to wait while he prepared the Jeep parked behind the gear room. He grabbed an old tarpaulin and some empty diesel drums that he placed in the back, leaving a small space between the drums and the cab. When finished, he fetched Paula who squeezed into the gap between the drums and the cab. Richard tied the tarpaulin over the drums, shielding Paula from view. Without wasting time, he nonchalantly drove to reception and looked completely surprised when the receptionist told him all about the latest turn of events. Richard asked for some paper on which he wrote a note to Paula and asked the receptionist to hand it to her when she next came to the office. He knew the letter would be read and passed on to the police so, with a bit of luck, it would buy him the required time.

			Richard drove leisurely through the dive camp, waving at staff and ensuring everybody knew he was leaving so as not to arouse suspicion. Once clear of the main gate, he drove through town towards Maputo, before doubling back and heading for the airfield. Once there, Paula rushed to the public phone but to her total frustration and disappointment, it was out of order. Richard arranged a call from the satellite phone belonging to the only charter operator flying in and out of the small airfield. With the gods smiling down on Paula, they were able to arrange a cross-border flight departing immediately. Paula and Richard said their good-byes and, before Richard left for Maputo, he assured Paula of his support and assistance. It was not long before Paula was cramped into a single engine plane en route to Rand Airport just outside Johannesburg’s central business district.

			

			8.

			Run Rabbit Run

			Nick was unable to help himself as he ran blindly into the plantation. He only halted when his legs literally seized and he had to catch his breath. It was then that reality sunk in. He could hear muffled voices and shouts in the distance, but something inside him snapped and he knew he had to get as far away from the scene as possible. Momentarily rested, he again dashed off into the darkness; crossed a stream, stumbling up the opposite bank and kept moving. He had no idea where he was and, when the plantation gave way to thick coastal forest, he still did not stop. However, in his panicked state, Nick lost his footing and tumbled head-long into a gully, hitting his head. The blow rendered him unconscious and he lay motionless in a donga somewhere in the middle of nowhere in the pitch dark.

			

			9.

			Cry for Help

			Steve rolled over in bed. The young woman with whom he had spent the night had just departed, leaving her knickers on his bed. He screwed up the underwear into a ball and tossed them into a large cardboard box in the corner that served as his washing basket. His head hurt. He grabbed the bottle of headache pills next to his Sig Sauer pistol on the night stand and glugged down six with orange juice from a bottle in the fridge. He was poised to take another swig when the phone rang. The line was full of static; it sounded like one of those new satellite phones – and that swiftly caught his attention.

			“Who’s there?” he repeated several times before discerning a faint female voice.

			“Paula? Paula… is that you?” he yelled into the mouth piece, but was only rewarded with more static.

			“Steve, yes it’s me,” came his ex-wife’s reply. 

			“Aren’t you in Ponta whatever-it’s-called in Mozambique marrying Nick?” replied Steve, aware he was shouting into the mouth piece.

			“Yes, but listen. We are in trouble…” 

			Steve was again rewarded with static and, straining to hear, told Paula he was losing her. Through the static and crackle, the next thing Steve heard was “I’ll be at Rand Airport in two hours” before the phone went dead.

			Now fully awake, Steve dived into the shower and, not completely drying himself, grabbed some fresh clothes and dashed out the house.

			

			10.

			Back to Camp

			Nick regained consciousness as the first twinge of the new day peeped through the foliage. Rolling on to his side, he felt the wet, sticky spot at the base of his scull where blood had congealed after running down his collar and the back of his shirt. He tried standing, but his head was pounding and his legs collapsed at his attempts. Slowly his head cleared and he realised, after blacking out, he had rolled into a steep-sided culvert filled with waist-deep water flowing to a large drainpipe under the road. Judging by the sun’s position, Nick realised if he followed the water flow, it would lead him to the sea. 

			Still lying in the mud next to the water, Nick slowly reconstructed the previous evening’s events and knew he had to escape. He could not risk being caught by anyone in Mozambique – not the police, army or government officials… and least of all, any locals. Scrambling to his feet, and despite the pain thundering through every part of his body, he clambered over some rocks and ducked into the pipe. The water inside the pipe was muddy and foul smelling, but he struggled through. As he exited the drain he lost his footing, and tumbled down a bank on the other side of the road. He was now in a shallow but fast-flowing stream and Nick managed to crawl, scramble and sometimes even walk down the watercourse. He followed the river through the thick coastal forest and, at one point, thought he heard dogs and shouting close by. He quickened his pace and stayed in the stream. At last, the water opened up into a small estuary with a beach and he could emerge from the stream.

			Nick had a clear view of the sea now, and he knew that if he headed south and kept to the thickly wooded areas, he would eventually emerge at the dive camp. Progress was excruciatingly slow unless he stayed well into the coastal forest; too close to the sea meant he was quickly bogged down in the soft dune sand. He couldn’t risk walking on the hard sand near the surf as he would be totally exposed and would leave visible footprints if the waves did not wash up the beach quickly enough. In his position, Nick could not risk being seen. 

			He continued his journey southwards for what seemed like forever, but by late afternoon he reached a largish river he recognised as the body of water flowing into the sea just north of the dive camp. He was close to exhaustion and decided to rest up for a while. Without warning, he fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. 

			Nick woke to a gathering gloom and slowly inched to his feet. His whole body rebelled against his actions; every joint ached and his head exploded with every step. Eventually he mustered enough strength to drag himself to the water’s edge and waded across the river into the thick forest on the other side. It was now fairly dark under the tree canopy and Nick stumbled around until he reached some fencing he recognised as surrounding the dive camp. It must have taken him longer than he thought, because the camp was now fully lit and the only sounds came from the dining area. 

			For the next two hours, Nick waited by the fence. Only when he was sure he had not been detected did he venture into the camp. He watched various people retire to their casitas so judged it was somewhere between 8:30 and 9pm. Nick edged towards the entrance of the dining room and bar area and, when he thought it safe enough, headed straight for the toilets. He figured if he hid in a cubicle, he could approach a staff member or someone else for assistance without breaking his cover. 

			However, Nick was unaware he was almost completely dehydrated and, having lost a fair amount of blood, was nearing exhaustion. He collapsed in the corner of one of the cubicles and lay on the cold floor not daring to move. When he heard someone enter the washroom, an inexplicable superhuman strength enabled him to rise and open the door just wide enough to discern Luis’ figure. The skipper had driven Kim and Samantha to the bar the previous night – less than 24 hours ago but now it may as well have been a lifetime away. 

			Hugely relieved at seeing the familiar figure, Nick slowly opened the cubicle door and quietly called out to Luis. He pressed his finger to his lips, motioning for Luis to also keep quiet. The man half-turned from his position at the urinal, but on seeing Nick, quickly concluded his business and spun around wide-eyed. Luis was just in time to catch Nick as he again collapsed on the floor. He supported Nick’s weight and propped him up against a hand basin before splashing water over his face. Gauging his condition and slow reactions, Luis realised Nick required urgent medical attention. 

			“Nick, I’ll fetch a doctor,” he said, splashing more water on his face and unsuccessfully wiping at the worst of the blood and muck with a hand towel.

			Battling to speak, Nick gestured for Luis to stop. With every inch of strength, he whispered in Luis’ ear, asking for his help and requesting he not contact a doctor. Luis knew Nick was in trouble and could not go anywhere near the authorities. He pushed Nick back into the cubicle, set him on the toilet and told him to stay. Nick could barely sit up straight, but the cubicle’s dimensions kept him relatively upright and prevented him from falling. Luis closed the door and returned to the bar to finish his drink far faster than he had intended. He settled his bill, ensuring he said good night to the last few patrons and the barman and left. 

			The area around the ablution block was poorly lit, allowing Luis to return to the toilets undetected. He managed to prop Nick up into a standing position, and then virtually carried him to his car, fortunately parked just around the corner. Bundling him into the back seat, Luis quickly covered Nick with dive suits and drove out of the dive camp and headed for town.

			

			11.

			Cheeseburger and Chocolate Milkshake

			Steve covered the cross-town trip to Rand Airport in a record-breaking 20 minutes. Usually, it took twice that time, but he didn’t require Paula’s whole message to know something was drastically wrong. Steve headed straight for the information counter where a helpful young lady confirmed Paula’s charter plane would touch down in the next half an hour. 

			Steve found a table in the corner of the small cafeteria overlooking the main runway; ordered a cheeseburger and chocolate milkshake to soak up the remains of the previous night’s excess; lit a smoke and sat impatiently waiting for the plane. The small single engine plane taxied almost to where he was sitting and Steve sprinted to the exit – only for a policeman to prevent him entering the apron. Realising Paula had not cleared customs in Mozambique, he decided the best policy would be returning to his table and hoping the pilot would swiftly deal with any customs issues.

			Steve waited an eternity; his frustration growing by the minute. The waitress had brought his cheeseburger and milkshake and the untouched burger patty was congealing on his plate. Still no sign of Paula. Eventually he recognised Paula’s bouncy gait and shock of black hair as she entered the cafeteria through a side door; an apparent private entrance to the kitchens and hardly the main arrivals entrance.

			Guess that’s what happens when you jump borders, Steve thought. 

			On spying Steve, Paula rushed into his arms and burst into tears. Breaking from their embrace, Paula sat and demolished the cheeseburger with its huge pile of what were now ice-cold chips and the massive chocolate milkshake. She was starving. Through mouthfuls of food, she updated Steve on the events of the past 24 hours while at the same time sniffing and wiping away her tears. Her appearance embodied the nightmare that had become her life. When she had finished, they stared at each other in silence; the reality too painful to contemplate. Eventually, Steve offered the first thoughts on moving forward.

			“Right now we must make contact with Kim’s parents Xavier and Nazreen,” he said.

			Paula nodded approvingly, then added, “I’ll do that.”

			“You realise,” said Steve deliberately while stubbing out his cigarette, “if we can’t pull strings and call in some old favours, we could be on our own for this one.”

			He looked at Paula and, when their eyes met, they both understood they had a significant problem on their hands. It was Paula who reacted next, wiping away a smudge of tomato sauce from the corner of her mouth. 

			“Steve, even though I’ve been living with Nick for the last few months, I kept my flat so perhaps we head there and I can call Nazreen on the way?” 

			Leaving enough money to cover Paula’s meal and a large tip, they headed to Steve’s pick-up. Paula raised Nazreen and, by the time she had answered every question and relayed the details, they had reached Paula’s apartment block. Once inside the two wasted no time contacting everyone they knew who may be able to help. They called the police – a waste of time as they were directed to three government ministries including foreign affairs without moving one step forward. Thereafter, they contacted their ex-colleagues in the army and state security where at least they knew who to talk to.

			

			12.

			Captives

			The girls huddled up behind the cab, while the two boys from the bar occupied the opposite corner, visibly shaking and scared out of their wits. Their captors lounged near the back smoking and drinking, albeit subdued because of their boss’s loss.

			They traversed bumpy roads for what seemed like hours. At one point the truck slowed as they crossed a shallow stream, but eventually the driver stopped. Their captors exited the Land Rover and, while they could not see what was happening, they could hear talking. There was a brief silence before a woman shrieked and burst into hysterical sobbing followed by a group of women ululating. Two men appeared at the back of the truck and the two boys were flung to the ground and beaten up by the crowd. After a while, quiet descended and everyone dispersed and went about their business. 

			The sun had risen and the temperature in the truck was becoming unbearable. Samantha forced open a small crack in the canvas tarpaulin and caught a glimpse of the outside scene. She identified huts and some children playing beneath a tree not far away, but nothing more. Kim was suffering from dehydration and Samantha’s throat was parched and dry. Slowly she edged towards the tailgate and peeped out. From this angle she could see they were in the middle of a village; there were the huts she had seen through the gap in the tarpaulin and beyond them she saw large sand dunes before the scenery shifted to coastal forest. Samantha sensed they were in a valley amid the dunes not far from the sea. 

			

			She slowly climbed down from the truck and shakily looked around. Almost immediately one of the children shouted, drawing the villagers’ attention. The door to a nearby hut opened and three women emerged. One grabbed Samantha’s hair and dragged her to a hut some distance away and flung her inside. Not long thereafter, the other two women arrived, half-carrying, half-dragging Kim between them. She was also unceremoniously dumped on the floor of the cramped hut and the door slammed shut. The girls heard the women depart, but a short while later one returned with a large jug of water and a steel bucket. She placed the items in the hut, then padlocked the door.

			

			13.

			Too Many Missing

			Luis rented a small two-bedroom cottage that before the civil war had formed part of a large home belonging to a wealthy Portuguese family. The main house now belonged to a government official who spent most of his time in Maputo, leaving his wife and family on the property. Luis had his own entrance and could get Nick into his cottage without being noticed. He gave him some food and ensured he had plenty of fluids. He ran a bath for Nick and after helping him into the warm water, found some clean clothes. Luis told Nick he would be back after the morning’s dives; it was now time to head back to the dive camp to assist with the morning launches.

			Luis drove through the dive camp gates and saw the police activity around reception. He acted normally, waving at the security guards and continuing to the dive centre as though nothing was wrong. No sooner had he opened up than some policemen arrived and quizzed him about Richard’s whereabouts.

			“Richard will be along soon,” Luis told the lead policeman. 

			But they weren’t buying it. 

			“He was not here yesterday,” stated the now aggressive policeman.

			“He had to fetch supplies and, on his way back, stopped at the airstrip to pick up some clients,” explained Luis.

			The policemen were still not convinced, but guests were arriving for their morning dive and Luis excused himself to see to his clients. He organised the divers and, while they prepared their kit, he instructed the boat staff to prepare for the first launch. Only then did Luis return to the policemen and show them the collection request for the clients arriving at the airstrip the day before. This seemed to convince them that Richard’s absence was for bona fide reasons, but before leaving they asked Luis whether or not he had seen Paula, the South African woman who had now also disappeared. 

			Luis told the police that the last time he had seen any of that party was when he had dropped the girls off at the bar in town several hours before the accident. His answer satisfied the police enquiries and they departed after reminding him that, if he saw or heard anything about Nick or Paula and the two girls, he must inform them immediately. 



OEBPS/image/Nyami_-_Cover_Option_3.png





OEBPS/image/1.jpg
DOUG ARMSTRONG

Y

—
VA
o7

/ UrEacH

P PUBILISHERS

2 7. 7S H





OEBPS/image/Image1932.png
REACH
PUBLISHER S






OEBPS/image/Nyami_-_COVER_.jpg
DOUG ARMSTRONG

PIENYAMI

CLASH OF THE RIVER GODS

/f/{ '_.'_'p






