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Prologue

With the songs of
the weaverbirds filling the early
morning air as they kick off their day, the sun slowly warming the
African sky, the mist sits low over the dark waters of the Zambezi
River as it moves like a large snake slowly making its way towards
the Smoke that Thunders that throws up a spray, catching the rising
sun and filling the sky with a kaleidoscope of colours.

She slips out of the mud
hut that she shares with her parents, a song in her heart for today
she will become a married woman...the Labola has been paid by her
husband’s family...six head of cattle to add to her Father’s
growing herd. Carefully she
closes the door on her sleeping parents and moves off towards the
pathway leading down to her favorite
spot along the banks of the mighty river.

Snorts from a pod of hippo
carry to her as she eases along the well-worn pathway, the vervet monkey’s chatter from
the trees above and with joy in her heart, she steps out onto the
riverbank...the water gently lapping at her feet as she looks over
the vast river and a shiver of apprehension runs through her...not
of fear for she has bathed here many times but the thought of the
cool waters cleansing her body and her bridal night for she is
still a virgin...will her husband find her pleasing?

She turns from the riverbank,
discards her clothing, and clutching a prized bar of soap, returns
to the water’s edge, unaware that she is being watched. The watcher
lies motionless, its eyes just above the surface of the dark
waters, unblinking it takes in the naked figure of the woman as she
steps into the water...the sound of her singing does not affect
it.

Silently it slips beneath
the surface...mud from below is stirred up coming to the surface,
its tail moves and like a torpedo,
it speeds through the dark water towards its
objective.

The village is just coming
awake, the sound of a scream rents across the bush separating the
river from the cluster of huts, and then is no more. The villagers
look at each other...had they heard correctly...a scream of
terror...impossible!

Some of the men hurry down
towards the river to investigate and on arriving at the end of the
pathway their eyes fall on a bundle of clothing...clothing they
know so well...the daughter of the chief and one man falls to his
knees crying out to the ancestors for he is the groom to be...his
bride is nowhere to be seen...the silent hunter has struck
again.












Chapter 1

Burning heat
fills the Zambezi Valley as the sun climbs to its zenith in the
bright blue sky, the majestic Zambezi River laps at the shoreline
as it moves sluggishly on its journey towards the Victoria Falls.
With its massive jaws open, the five-meter crocodile lies on a
sandbank, the Egyptian Plover busy cleaning the huge reptile’s
teeth, content for now as it has fed, but the time to hunt will
return, and then it will once again take to the waterways…hunting
the easiest prey of all…man.

The
soft sound of
voices carry from upstream, the splash of an oar in the water, and
the eight hundred kilogram hunter slips off the sandbank into the
dark waters…its tail moving slightly as it allows the current to
carry its body, just below the waterline…it's head in the direction
of the approaching sound, waiting for the source of the noise to
come into its vision.

***

The group of
five canoes is bunched together as the traveling party
comes around the bend
in the river…a sigh of disappointment travels through the group at
the sight of the empty sandbank…they were hoping to
catch a glimpse of the mighty Nile Crocodile that makes the Zambezi
their home, but so far the elusive
reptiles have been keeping a very low
profile.

The guide
scans the surface of the water, looking for the tell-tale signs of
the denizens’ of the dark water, but the surface is flat…not a
ripple to be seen. The hunter lies motionless, just the eyes above
the surface, sixty meters away and the
guide's eyes slip over him
unseen.

No stranger
to the canoe, knowing that it carries a source of food the hunter
slips beneath the water; its mighty tail propels it forward towards
the cluster of small boats. Each boat carries two passengers, each
one unaware of the huge reptile that has just surfaced behind
them.

The
sounds of their voices and the splash of
the oars in the water echo across the vast expanse of water. The reptile silently
stalks the party, the slow movement of the tail bringing the shadow
closer to the human prey, and then with its belly still full from
the latest victim; the croc silently sinks back into the depth of
the Zambezi.

A
woman sitting in the back of one of the canoes
feels as if something or someone is watching her and turns around
quickly, the hair on her neck standing up, but all she sees is some
small air bubbles drifting to the surface. The huge shadow moving
under the cluster of canoes and towards the high bank of reeds goes
unnoticed…no-one in the canoes sees the partly eaten corpse in the
reeds as they pass within two meters of the hunter and its prey,
the breeze taking the smell of death away from the
party.

***

Further
downriver, the safari camp of “Twice as much Fun Safari’s”
is a bustle of activity as Piet van Zyl stands
at the river’s edge, his binoculars glued to his eyes as he scans
the rivers surface, waiting to spot the arriving overnight
guests.

“Piet”, my
love, relax it will all work out”.

“Fok my skat…this is the first
time we are playing host to another safari…moer…believe it or not, I’m
nervous…if this works out as Veronica says it
will…man, we
will be busy”.

“Oh “Piet”,
you worry so much…what is making you nervous big man…come, spit it
out”.

“Ja well you
know me, I like to be in control and will only relax once those
people are here in camp…fok…anything can happen on the
water…bloody croc and hippo, why do you think I stay on dry land
hey”.

“Ag” Piet”,
they have an experienced guide with them, what could go
wrong”?

“Well rather
him than me…I’ve seen enough action with croc and
hippo…nee
man, I’ll just stick to dry land thank
you very much”.

Once more he
brings the binoculars to his eyes and a sigh of relief passes
through the big man and with a smile, he turns to his
wife.

“Reg hulle is nou hier…there if
you look across to the far bank you can see the cluster of
canoes…now I can relax, they are almost here, safe and
sound”.

***

Excited
voices fill the camp area, competing with the scolding from the
primates in the treetops as the call of the wild greets the rising
of the new moon above the African bush, the grunt from a
hunting lion, snorts from a group of hippo and
the lonely howl from a jackal searching for a mate mix in with the
crackle from the wood fire as the flames dance to a tune only they
can hear.

The Zambezi
River laps at the canoes tied together while the dark surface
reflects the lunar light thrown down on it from above. Unseen by
anyone around the fire a large shadow glides past the tethered
canoes, just below the surface of the water, moving
upstream in the
direction of the town called Chirundu and the Lukanga
swamplands.

The powerful
tail moves from side to side, the ripples causing the empty canoes
to knock together, adding their form of percussion to the music of
Africa as the huge reptile moves easily against the current…night
has fallen and the apex predator is on the hunt.

***

Piet sits
back nursing a Brandy and Cola, his free hand playing with the torn
ear of Pooch as he relaxes and takes in the conversation
coming from their overnight guests, while both
Veronica and Jacques act as hosts. The guests are a mixture of
German, Italian and French couples and all seem to have the same
complaint…not once did the mighty Nile crocodile grace them with
its presence and the disappointment is very evident amongst the
group. The guide is at pains trying to explain to the guests that
the subject of their conversation is a very elusive creature and they were
lucky to see the ones that they did see, although none of
them was the
fabled size that would fit into the size of a man-eater.

Blackie
Swart, the river guide looks over in Piet’s direction…crying out
for help…his eyes imploring…Help me!

With a rueful grin on his rugged features,
Piet hauls himself out of the camp chair and joins the group around
the fire, much to the delight of the ladies as his eyes scan over
the group then settle on Blackie.

“Ja
“Blackie”, it sounds like you need a bit of help over
here…moer…but you people can moan hey. Come let me tell you some
campfire stories about your friend the Nile crocodile, and then you
can thank your lucky stars you did not meet one of the fabled
man-eaters…and in those flimsily bloody canoes of yours as well…the
bloody croc would have had a choice…like taking candy from a
baby”.

With his
glass refreshed, Piet captivates his audience with his wild tales.
Unknown to them, most of what he tells them is the truth, but they
sit spellbound as he recounts the hunt for the Leopard Men, the
man-eater called The Devil, and finally sending shivers down their
spines as he describes the encounter with the half-man half-hyena.
The group noticeably moving closer together and glancing around at
the dark shadows surrounding the camp, unaware of just how close
they had come to having their wish granted and coming face to face
with the silent hunter.

As the guests head off to their tents for the
night Blackie turns to Piet, thank you written all over his
face.

“Dankie Piet, you got me out of a
bloody jam…we saw croc, but not the damn size they were looking
for…anyway between you and me, I’m glad”.

“Ja
“Blackie”, the last thing you guys with your canoes need is a
fucking man-eating croc in these waters…the damn river is so
big…how the hell would we find it”?


Chapter 2

Further upstream, seven men push
three dugout canoes away from the riverbank and venture out into
the middle of the great river, leaving their village behind them as
they set off for a night of fishing. Digging their oars deep into
the water they propel their small crafts towards their destination,
the sound of their motion carrying across the surface of the
Zambezi.

The giant
reptile hears the strokes of the paddles as they cut through the
water, the soft sound of the men’s voices as they encourage each
other onwards, and exhaling air from its lungs it gently slips
beneath the surface, the mighty tail moves from side to side, and
using its webbed back feet as a rudder, it steers towards the
sounds.

The lead
dugout has a paraffin lamp attached to a pole lighting their way
across the dark water and hopes
to attract the fish into their nets, along with
the lunar light provided by the full moon, its reflection shining
back up at it from the surface of the water. No one notices the
reflection of the eyes watching, and then in an instant, they are gone. The three
dugouts rock as the silent hunter glides unseen beneath, one man
nearly losing his balance as he gets ready to cast the net over the
dark water.

A
net, weighed down with lead sinkers is cast out
to settle on the water, the sinkers taking it down at the same
instant that the fearsome reptile moves out from under the dugouts,
directly into the throw of the net, its bulk and strength starts to
drag the dugouts as the creature fights to extract itself from the
net, the surface boiling as eight hundred kilograms of angry croc
rips the net to shreds.

The men in
the dugout canoes react in fear…their superstition rising like bile
in their throats, their eyes wide as the water churns, and with
shouts of terror erupting from the men, the guide ropes attached to
the net are forgotten, falling from violently trembling hands. The
tiny crafts rock in the unexpected cascade of water as the croc
surfaces, lifting the first canoe out of the water. The three men
in it spilling, into his domain, their fearful screams filling the
night. The enraged monster attacks the second craft, throwing its
huge five-meter body out of the water, across the flimsy craft, snapping it
in half like a matchstick, the men crying out to the ancestors to
save them from the devil.

Without a
thought for their five companions in the water, the third dugout turns and
hastily makes for the far away safety of the riverbank…the shouts
of horror and fear turn to screams of agony and pain as the hunter
has his way with the men in the water. One man’s screams of terror
are swiftly cut off as he is dragged below the water, the powerful
jaws of the crocodile ripping his leg from his body at the hip, his
blood coloring the surface of the water.

The predator
turns from his victim and with a flick of
its tail zeros in on another floundering fisherman as he struggles
to keep his head above water. The man is hit from below; the force
of the attack lifts him from the water as the croc locks its huge
mouth around his waist before dragging him down into the depths of
the Zambezi.

Screams of anguish and pure
terror ring out across the vast waters as other denizens of the
deep are attracted to the sounds of the struggling men, and one by
one their voices are cut off…the surface of the river is
flat…silence once again reigns as the full moon looks down from its
zenith in the dark African sky.

The third
dugout reaches the safety of the riverbank, and without a backward
glance at the now flat surface of the river, the two men, gibbering
in fear and superstition run for the village as if the very devil
himself was behind them.

***

With the cry
of the mighty fish eagle ringing out
across the bright blue African sky, the safari camp is a hive of
activity as the guests from the canoe safari settle down to a
hearty bush style breakfast, accompanied by the ever-present Pooch,
only too eager to help polish off the remains if a gap presents
itself.

Piet smiles
to himself as he watches his furry friend try his best at
hypnotizing the guests one by one with his mournful brown
eyes but to no
avail…Pooch is on a losing streak this morning.

“Pooch”, come
here my dog, just where are your manners”?

With a grin
on his furry face, Pooch joins his adopted human, the thump of his
tail increases as Piet slips some biltong to him, and he settles
down happily at the man’s feet, savoring the taste of the dried
meat.

“Monsieur Piet, a minute
of yur time
pleases”.

Piet
turns around to the
sight of both Veronica and Jacques approaching him, their faces
both grim.

“Ja you
two…wat soek julle…you look as
if there is trouble in paradise”.

“Monsieur Piet, Crawford just
called from the ranger station, it seems as if zey ave zee small problem…or maybe I
should say a rather large problem and he as asked if we could look into it
for zem”.

“Moer…at this rate I might as
well join the Rangers…ja “Jacques”, and what is the problem”?

“Oh “Piet”,
you know you enjoy helping out so don’t go and put on that act for
us…you forget my friend, we know you so well”.

“Hello
Veronica my
skat, and how is married life
treating you”?

“Piet”,
don’t try to change the subject. Now seriously they have a problem. It
seems as if there is a wounded elephant bull wandering around in
the lower valley and Crawford has asked us to try tracking
him down and
putting an end to the problem. He attacked two herd boys early
yesterday morning while they were looking after the cattle…both of
them killed”.

“Okay,
Veronica now you have my attention. Crawford
wants us to put this animal down. What makes them think it is a
rogue…it could have been a case of in the wrong place at the wrong
time”.

“Monsieur Piet, zey say theese is
the same le bull that attacked zee
tourists in zee car two weeks ago, but
ave been unable to
track him. According to Crawford from video footage taken of
zee attack, le bull
seems to ave been wounded in a botched poaching attempt…the
le elephant is
carrying around zeeembedded
head of a broken spear just behind zee left
shoulder…zee wound is festering”.

“Ja okay
“Jacques”, call Crawford and tell him we will leave for the valley
in the morning, but this is going to cost him a case of brandy hey.
These canoe people are being collected this morning, which will
give us some free time”.

Turning to
look up at Peggy, Piet clears his throat…a twinkle in his
eyes.

“If that is
okay with you my
skat…after all you are the
boss”.

“Piet”, now you are looking for
trouble my man, you know that I never stand in your way from doing
what is right. If this poor animal is in pain, you need to find it
and end its suffering…it could end up killing more people and it is
a danger to the people in the valley”.

“Who am I to
say no to a lovely woman? Okay “Jacques”,
as much as I do not enjoy killing, this must be done, so we make
ready to leave at first light…just make sure that Jacob is ready…we
will need him to track. “Veronica”, are you going to come
with us”?

“No “Piet”,
we’ve got a group of clients arriving in two days, so it will just
be the boys out in the bush…you two take care”.

“Ah, Ma Chérie,
when do we not take care”?

“Jacques” do
I need to remind you of two occasions…one, jumping into the bloody
Zambezi without looking and nearly ending up as croc food and
another…running into a damn lion in a cattle kraal…how many lives
do you think you have”?

“Ma Cherie, you are too
harsh…this is zee Africa”.

“Ja
“Veronica”, give the guy a break, we are aware that death can wait
in the shadows…we are also aware that a rogue bull elephant is very
dangerous…we will not take any chances”.

The sound of the arriving vehicles to collect
the waiting clients brings the debate to an end, but both Piet and
Jacques know they have not heard the last of it from the
ladies.

***

Further upriver the lethal
killing machine glides easily beneath the surface of the dark
waters of the Zambezi, the latest victim clutched firmly in its
great jaws as it heads towards the far bank near a giant Mopani
tree, its roots stretching out down the steep riverbank as if the
tree itself is testing the waters before stepping in. Between the
ancient roots is a natural hollow which leads into a short tunnel
before emerging onto a natural pool surrounded by thick bush and
river reeds…hidden from the sight of man and beast and it is here
where the croc remains hidden from searching eyes…it is here where
the predator rips off limbs and chunks of its prey and swallows it
whole, unchallenged…the still waters of the pool are turned into a
frenzy and boilas the croc feeds…the head separated from the corpse falls
to the muddy floor of the pool, where sightless eyes gaze upwards
towards the feeding above it.

***

The camp
settles down to the work at hand after the departure of the guests
and Blackie Swart departs in the opposite
direction. The guests heading towards Livingston Airport, ready to
leave Africa behind, while Blackie once again joins the bush road,
the canoes tied to the trailer behind the Toyota, and heads towards
Chirundu where the makeshift canoe safari is based.

Piet and
Jacques check their 458 Lott rifles, aware that tracking any
wounded animal is not kid's play and that they will only have time
for two, possibly three killing shots once the bull gets wind of
them and charges. They both know that they have to bring it down
with the first shot, and then complete the job with a heart or lung
shot…kill the wounded and angry pachyderm quickly and
cleanly.

The sound of
an engine brings Piet’s eyes up and he swallows his surprise as a
motor home comes into view. He stands and watches as the occupants,
a man, woman, and two small boys wave as they drive past…the dust
from the wheels of the vehicle hangs in the still air as the
sound of the motor disappears.

“My moer Le Vee, and now…what the
fuck is that thing doing here…have they opened up the valley to
camping now? I hope that oke
does not intend on spending the night out
here…that would be just plain bloody stupid”.

“Monsieur Piet, stranger
things ave appened Mon Ami, some of
zee tourists
underestimates the wilds of Africa…they ave this impression of
zee Disneyland…everything is how yu say…soft and
cuddly”.

”My fok, I bet the ranger station
knows nothing about them. Kom Jacques, we had better go and turn those people around…that rogue
could be anywhere”.


Chapter 3

With
the hootingfrom
the Land Rover behind them and the flashing lights, John Holt turns
to his wife with a wry smile on his face.

“You see
“Amanda”, I told you that these locals are crazy, now they want to
pass us on this bush road…where the hell does the bugger expect me
to pullover to
give him room…and they tell me they have brains…ha”.

“Just stop
“John”, maybe they think we have something they can buy…shame they
live in the bush you know”.

Brake lights alert Piet to the
motor home coming to a halt, and he pulls the Land Rover in behind
it before getting out and moving up the long vehicle until he comes
to the driver’s window where he is greeted by a very broad British
accent.

“I
say, old man, what
seems to be the problem”?

“Fok die ou
man…excuse
me sir but are you aware that you have entered a restricted area,
this is not part of the game reserve…you could be heading for
trouble”.

“I say,
trouble is my middle name…and as for it being restricted, they can
blow it out their noses. The name is John Holt old boy…I come and
go where I wish; after all,
I’m personal friends with your minister of
labor, so no worries…you just hurry back to your kraal and not
worry your head about us. I’ve hunted tiger in India you know…I’ve
been around”.

“Is that so?
So sorry to bother you, but I just thought that you should know
that we have a rogue elephant running loose around in this
area”.

“A rogue you
say, imagine that…shit,
you guys try to give the impression that Africa
is so wild…run along now and go play with your wild animals, I’m
more than capable of taking care of myself and my
family”.

Piet looks up
at the face above him in disbelief, and then with a shrug of his
shoulders, he turns and makes his way
back to Jacques and the Land Rover. Holt watches the departure of
the safari man in the side view mirror and then turns to Amanda
with a satisfied smirk on his face.

“There,
nothing to it…just put the locals in their place and you can do
whatever you want in this country…after all, we bring in the money
honey…now let’s get going and look for some adventure”.

***

On arrival
back at camp, Piet instructs Isaac and the young giant Alex, who
adopted Peggy after their run-in with the man known as The Leopard
to follow the motor home and see just where the stuffed shirt
intended camping for the night, telling Peggy that is just for his
peace of mind.

“Ag
Piet my skat,
you can’t look after everyone in the valley you
know, but then that is one of the reasons that I love you so
much”.

“Ja well what
can I say…some of these people that come here are an accident
waiting to happen…and that oke…I’ve hunted tiger in India…fok…guys like that piss me off. He’s got two small kids with
him plus his wife that he is exposing to danger…man just where is
his brain…sitting on it huh”?

“Settle
down “Piet”, I’ll call Crawford at the
ranger station and they can send someone out to move him out of
here”.

“Ja and then
the bloody oke will shove the…personal friends of the minister of labor
in their faces and that will be the end of
that”.

“Piet”,
settle down. Let’s wait and see where they camp, and what the
rangers say, after all,
big man, it is not your problem”.

“As usual
“Veronica”, you are right…ja okay…let the Rangers handle this. La Vee and I
have a rogue elephant to find in the morning, but for now, let’s
have a cold one…kom
“Jacques”…ons gaan drink”.

With the
sunlight fading to a glowing orange across the tops of the trees,
and the wood fire blazing, throwing
sparks up into the growing gloom. Night slowly spreads its dark
velvety blanket over the valley and the voices of the night ring
out the two trackers return to the camp.

“Bwana
“Piet”, we found the foreigner and his hut on wheels. He has parked
along the river about half an hour drive from here…he is opposite
the tree that will walk on water”.

“Dankie Isaac, Alex…at least the
fool did not go any deeper into the bush, they should be safe from
the rogue as it sounds like they are about twenty k from us, and if
they don’t treat this as an amusement park they should be alright
for the night or until the Rangers
get here”.

***

A drizzle greets Piet and Jacques as they set
off along the narrow bush trail in the direction of the village
where the elephant attack took place. The early morning light still
belongs to the night as they wind their way down into the valley,
the sun still not ready to greet the day and the whispers in the
wind adding a chill to the air.

The sun is
just cresting the African bush as they pass the motor home parked on the bank of the river…all is quiet as
the “tiger hunter” and his family are still wrapped up in their
dreams. With a grunt, Piet slows down as they pass and then with a shrug of his
shoulders, sets a course for the village with the hope of picking
up the rogue elephant’s spoor and completing the job at hand before
the heat of the day wraps itself around the valley.

On arrival at
the village, the hunters are greeted by
the mournful wailing of the funeral party, the high-pitched
ululating from the woman reverberating across the
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