[image: cover-image, Devils Throat EBOOK 051526MJ copy]
￼[image: pasted-movie.png]
 
 
 
 
 
 
Devil's Throat
by Robert M. Leslie
Copyright © 2026 Robert M Leslie
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means without the written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.
 
ISBN-13:979-8-9934740-8-3 (Paperback)
ISBN 13:979-8-9934740-9-0( e-book)
 
BISAC Subject Headings:
FIC002000FICTION / Action & Adventure
FIC014000FICTION / Historical
FIC083030 World Literature / Africa / Southern Africa
 
 
Cover work by Emilija Rakić PR Emily's World of Design
 
Please send all correspondence to:
Penmore Press LLC
920 N Javelina Pl
Tucson AZ 85748
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1
Cape of Good Hope
South Africa 1834
 
Thursday, 11:35 pm, mid-August 1834, a bitterly cold wind howled in from the Atlantic Ocean, sweeping across the Cape Flats and driving torrential rain into a small timber house situated beside Zeekoevlei.
Inside, the flames of a comforting fire crackled and danced in a deep stone fireplace. Seated at a rectangular, rough-hewn table were a group of Dutch elders, their chapped, weather-worn hands cupping mugs of steaming coffee. In the center of the table lay a large oval plate piled high with rusk biscuits; however, most of the men preferred to enjoy a pipe. Their discussions were animated and frequently heated, but in the end, a decision was made that would change the face of South Africa forever.
Removing a well-used meerschaum pipe from between his lips, a man compressed the smoldering embers with a heavily callused thumb; doing so, he allowed a faint trickle of aromatic smoke to dribble from between his lips and drift into the already stuffy atmosphere. His formidable presence and bearing identified him as the leader of the gathering. 
“We cannot, nor shall we, the Volk of this country, continue to abide by the rule and dictates of the British,” thundered Mijnheer Cornelius Wiebrand Theunissen, a man of imposing stature and equally magnificent beard and mustache. “I say we in-span our ox-wagons and let God,” he raised a trembling finger toward heaven, “direct us to where we can raise our children in our faith, where rich grass will nourish our cattle, and deep soil will bear bountiful crops, and where we can be the masters of our destiny.”
And so it came to pass that in the year of our Lord, 1835, hundreds of covered wagons, each drawn by a span of twelve, wide-horned Afrikaaner oxen, left the Cape Colony. Loaded with the worldly possessions of dozens of families, families from the eastern frontier towns of Uitenhage, Grahamstown, and Graaff-Reinet, accompanied by their native servants, turned their faces north and prepared to journey into the unknown, hoping to find their chosen land beyond the indigo mountains.
So began a journey known as the ‘Great Trek.’ With the tenacity of their ilk and the unshakable faith that God would protect them, the Voortrekkers pushed forward. They forged trails over seemingly impassible mountains, forded mighty rivers, and repelled continual attacks by hostile native tribes. They traveled doggedly into a vast country teeming with abundant wildlife enough to muddle their minds.
Months later, on a blustery August afternoon, the Voortrekkers outspanned and formed a laager at the confluence of the Orange and Great Fish Rivers; with rich grass, game, and ample fresh water, it was an ideal location for a respite after months of bone-shaking travel.
“Ja, this is an excellent place to rest,” announced Wiebrand Theunissen. “Here, we can repair the wagons, and at the same time, the oxen can improve their condition before we continue.”
 
That night, beneath a star-filled heaven dominated by the Orion Constellation, preacher Fransson de la Queillerie called the Trekkers to prayer. Secure within the protective circle of their wagons, men in dark dopper coats and women in flared dresses and frilly kappies-bonnets gathered on the grass in front of his wagon, waiting in anticipation to hear the predikant speak. The mood of the women and their offspring was ebullient, while the men were more circumspect.
Rambunctious youngsters, less observant of the solemn occasion, yelled and screamed and cavorted in wild abandonment until they received a sharp rebuke or a clout to the back of their heads from one of their parents. While younger children played hide-and-seek within the folds of their mother’s dresses.
To one side of the congregation stood the leaders of the Trek, Wiebrand Theunissen, Louis Trichardt, Hendrik Potgieter, Johannes van Rensburg, Sarel Cilliers, Pieter Uys, Gerrit Maritz, and Pieter Mauritz Retief.
Retief turned to Theunissen and spoke. “Have you considered where you are going when we leave here?” Theunissen nodded. “Ja, I’ve talked to Louis, Hendrik, and my people, and we feel that continuing north to the
High Veld is right for us. And you, Piet?”
Retief coughed and inclined his head towards the big man standing to his right. “Andries and the others want to get to the coast, to Port Natal. We have had favorable reports about the conditions there. These conditions might suit us,” he smiled. “I’m hoping to persuade a Zulu King, Dingane ka Senzangakona, to trade for land.”
With a nod, Theunissen grasped Retief’s shoulder. “Then go with God, my friend, and let good fortune be with you.” he gave a booming laugh. “Perhaps, one day, our paths will cross.”
But as fate would have it, the friends would never see each other again.
 
It was 1838; Retief and fellow commandos finally contacted Dingane via an emissary and requested an audience to discuss the possible acquisition of substantial tracts of land within the Zulu kingdom. After a lengthy delay, Dingane agreed and invited them to his kraal to discuss terms. On the appointed day, the commandos were ushered to an area directly in front of the royal rondavel, where Dingane sat on his throne of ebony and elephant tusks, draped in leopard pelts; he listened, his expression lugubrious.
“We believe,” said Retief. In conclusion, he shook his head. “No…. I believe the white man and the Zulu can live in harmony on this wondrous land. Hopefully, Great King, there will be enduring peace between our people.”
Dingane nodded, then turned to a translator sitting at his side. “Tell the white man that anything is possible and that I shall think long and hard on what he has said, and when I have arrived at a decision, I shall summon them back.”
Initially, the visits were cordial; Dingane welcomed the white settlers into his kraal with open arms. He arranged huge feasts; oxen were slaughtered and roasted over glowing embers, and gallons of potent Native beer, tywala, were consumed. At the same time, thousands of his finest warriors and the fairest of maidens sang and danced for their entertainment.
At the end of the festivities, he told Retief he would discuss his request for land with his elders and advise him of his decision at a time of his choosing.
However, Dingane viewed these white men with their guns and conflicting ways of life as intruders on his land and represented a significant threat to the Zulu nation. His witch doctors...izangoma cast bones and cackled in his ear that the umlungu-white people were evil and that their presence was a bad omen. They convinced the king that it would be unwise to give these strangers land because few would turn too many, and one day, what they had would no longer be enough, and they would want more. “These devils with their guns will drive the Zulu off these lands, and we will have nothing.”
Dingane sat and listened and grunted. He sent an emissary to inform Retief and his men that he, Dingane, would place his mark on a title deed. However, as a sign of good faith, the visitors would have to leave their weapons outside the royal kraal.
Lulled into a false sense of security, Retief and his men acceded to the King’s request.
 
Four days before their scheduled meeting with the Zulu king, Retief and five of his closest friends met to discuss the meeting.
“Jong, Piet, do you think this is a wise move, man?” asked Hennie Malan with a shake of his head. “We know nothing about these people; from what I’ve seen of them, they are heathens. Can they be trusted?” This observation solicited a rowdy response from the others.
“Ja, Hennie’s right,” chimed Paul Klopper. “This Dingane is asking us to take his word that we’ll be safe without our weapons; that’s madness; we’ll be at the mercy of hundreds of blacks.” He cleared his throat. “Nee yong, I won't feel safe in that situation.”
“No, neither will I,” added Johan De Wet.
The other two trekkers, Jan Claassen and Hannes Fourie, looked at each other and nodded in unison. “Nor shall we,” replied one.
“That man will see us for fools if we agree to his terms,” snapped Hannes Fourie. “We must renegotiate the arrangement,” he said, thumping his fist onto the table.
Retief rose to his feet, placed his hands on his hips, and arched his back; he sighed at the sound of a loud crack. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, I hear what you are all saying, and I know it’s a risk. However, if we are to succeed in our endeavor to secure land, we must demonstrate our trust in him; after all, if we are successful and he grants us rights to vast tracts of land, we will have to live in harmony with him and his people. It will also ensure the future of our Volk, our people. Think about that for a moment, fields of mielies—maize as far as the eye can see, and cattle. No, gentlemen, I believe the benefits outweigh the risks. We must believe our Savior will keep us safe.”
 
On the 6th of February, 1838, a party of seventy men, including Pieter Mauritz Retief and his fourteen-year-old son Pieter Cornelis, halted their horses on the crest of a hill overlooking the royal kraal uMgungundlovu: “the place surrounded by elephants”.
“Jong, deze plek is groot. This place is enormous,” commented one of the burghers, looking down at the sprawling military settlement, the inkhanda. A vast, oval-shaped enclosure, spanning several hectares and home to thousands of Zulus. In the center, directly in line with the main entrance to the kraal, was the imposing residence of the king, a vast circular structure at least ten meters in diameter.
Outside, on one side of the doorway, was his imposing throne of ivory and ebony. Dingane sat, resplendent in exotic pelts, his ample body glistening beneath a sheen of animal fat. At his feet were several young girls, one standing by his side with a calabash, a gourd filled with utshwala, a type of sorghum beer.
On his horse beside his father, young Pieter Retief said with a quaver. “Pa, ik ben bang… Father, I’m afraid. Look how many there are.”
His father nodded; he was right. The vast, circumambient enclosure around the king's royal hut was crowded with countless warriors, all swaying rhythmically to the melodious singing of young maidens. His breath caught in his throat; they were sorely outnumbered, and he wondered whether his decision to enter the kraal weaponless was sound.
“It looks as though the king is ready to receive us,” he muttered. Then, giving his horse a nudge in the ribs, added: “Lord, protect us this day.”
As the trekkers approached the entrance to the kraal, hundreds of Zulu warriors bedecked in full battle regalia and brandishing knobkerries… fighting sticks crowded around them, reaching out for the horse's reins.
“Hey, Hey! Laat de paarden met rust...leave the horses alone,” bellowed the riders as they dismounted. They were immediately surrounded by a noisy, jostling, sweaty crowd of Zulu, who, by hand signals, conveyed the message of the King to leave the rifles outside.
“Jong, I don’t like this at all,” shouted one of the burghers above the crowd's din. “It’s madness; I hope we do not regret it.”
Unarmed and unsuspecting, the trekkers were ushered into the vast enclosure and ordered to sit on the dusty ground before the King, who smiled benevolently at them. He turned to one of the women standing beside the throne. The men seated at his feet saw him pass words to her; she smiled, nodded, and then ran off, disappearing into the crowd.
Dingane relaxed back into his throne, a beguiling smile playing around his ample lips.
The seated men looked at each other, puzzled. “What is he up to?” commented one, shifting uneasily on the rough ground.
“I have no idea,” replied his companion. “But he seems happy.”
The burgher's question was answered shortly thereafter as dozens of scantily clad girls walked toward them, some carrying large platters of sizzling meat and huge mounds of steaming puttu… corn meal, while others carried earthenware containers of native beer.
Retief turned to the man seated beside him and said with a smile. “Hannis, it seems your fears are unfounded, my friend; the King’s intentions appear honorable. We are to be treated to a feast.”
Hannis stroked his ample beard and grunted. “I hope that is the case. But I won’t rest easy until we have left this cursed place with the paper that has his mark that cedes land to us.”
Retief nodded. “Ja! Me too. I cannot say I feel relaxed, but we can’t rush; we have no control over this situation. We have to bide our time.” Grasping his friend's arm reassuringly, Retief said. “Patience Hannis, try to enjoy this time. We must understand that these people walk at their own pace, and even though we are eager to be gone, we must await Dingane’s pleasure.”
Over the next hour, the burghers ate, drank, and were entertained by scores of young women and men singing and dancing.
One of the burghers turned to his companion with a frown. “Jong! These people are shameless; look… look at those… those children,” he said, directing his comment toward the pubescent and pre-pubescent girls gyrating before them, their nubile bodies shining under the sheen of sweat.
His companion nodded; it was true. They wore flaps of animal skin fastened around their waists that hung front and back, and which left little to the imagination, and their young breasts were bare. “They must be shown the way, in the eyes of our Lord, this… this brazen flaunting of the human body is an abomination,” he replied, but silently conceded the flashes were tantalizing.
Then Dingane heaved himself from the throne. He raised his hand, and the vast arena fell silent. “At last,” muttered one of the trekkers, “I have had my fill of this place.”
The hush, broken only by the sounds of cattle lowing and dogs barking, lingered as Dingane looked down at the group of white foreigners. The lingering smile around his lips slowly faded, and then he spoke.	“You people,” he began, waving his hand across the expectant burghers. His deep, rich voice carried across the silent crowd. “Came to me asking for land that we, the Zulu, have inhabited since before my father’s father and even before that; land that is the birthright of our people, land which will remain ours long after I have died. I have spoken at length with my advisors, and after much deliberation, I have decided. There will never be a place for you people in Zululand…  I must send a clear message to those waiting for your return. Leave our land… now.”
Then he thundered out the fateful words. “Bulalani abatagati… Kill the wizards.”
Immediately, his warriors closed in, surrounding Retief and his men before they could react.
Armed with nothing other than knives, the Boers fought back, “Cut their stomachs,” bellowed Retief, but the numbers were against them. Finally, they were overpowered, but not before leaving at least twenty Zulu dead and many more severely injured. Bound with leather strips, they were dragged, screaming and fighting for their lives, to the summit of Kwa-Matiwane hill and a rocky outcrop called Hlomo Amabutho; there, they were impaled on sharpened stakes, as was the wont of the Zulu when dealing with wizards.
 
Retief’s death and that of his men were avenged on the banks of the Ncome River a year later when Andries Pretorius and four hundred and seventy of his commandos took on Dingane’s impis, estimated at between fifteen and twenty-one thousand men; this momentous battle was to be known thereafter as the Battle of Blood River. Over three thousand Zulu died in the water or on the banks of the river. At the same time, the Trekkers sustained only three injuries, including Pretorius.
A hush, disrupted only by the lowing of cattle, the yapping of dogs, and the crying of babies, wafted on a gentle breeze and descended over the gathering as Dominee de la Queillerie climbed down from his wagon. He was a tall, gaunt man, as tough as a stick of well-aged biltong or jerky. His attire was tenebrous, consisting of a black, ankle-length coat that hung over a black shirt buttoned at his scrawny throat, paired with black stovepipe pants and scuffed black boots. A profusion of yellowish-white hair swirled about an angular face, accentuated by aquiline lips and nose and dark, deep-set, brooding eyes shadowed beneath unkempt eyebrows.
One of his native servants fussed about adjusting the lengths of the wicks in three kerosene lanterns suspended above an upturned barrel the Dominee used as a podium. Satisfied, he stood to one side, and the preacher moved forward, holding tightly under his arm an old, dog-eared, well-thumbed Bible, his vade mecum.
Placing the ‘Book’ on the barrel, he grasped the wide lapels of his jacket and then stood for a moment staring out at his parishioners bathed in the flickering light of a dozen campfires. The warm favonian breeze teased and pulled at his hair as a faint smile lifted the corners of his mouth; he was pleased to see such a gathering.
Opening the Bible, he thoughtfully turned the delicate pages; he paused, and those closest to him saw his lips move as he read; he shook his head and resumed his search until finally, with a nod, he placed a large hand over the open book; he solemnly bowed his head, his long hair spilling over his face.
Then he raised his head. “Goede Mensen,” he said in a voice that carried to the far side of the wagon lager. “We zijn hier vanavond aanwezig te geven dankzij de Almachtige God voor het uitbrengen van ons veilig naar deze plek. Veel van onze broeders en zusters in zijn liefdevolle zorg tijdens onze zware reis, maar voor diegenen van ons die lopen veilig onder zijn uitgestrekte armen, zeg ik op u. Til uw stem dank en verzoeken zijn blijvende bescherming. Bid en smeek hem om ons de moed en de kracht te verslaan zwarte heidenen die zich voor ons en het beloofde land.”
“Good People, we are gathered here tonight to thank Almighty God for delivering us safely to this place. Many of our brothers and sisters passed into his loving care during our arduous journey. Still, for those of us who walk securely beneath his outstretched arms, I say unto you. Raise your voices in thanks and ask for his continued protection. Pray and beseech him to give us the courage and strength to defeat the black heathen who stands before the Promised Land and us.”
 
Three weeks later, the eight leaders deemed the trek-oxen fit enough to resume the journey. At Thaba Nchu, the Trekkers parted company and headed to their respective destinations.
Stretching far into the hazy purple-grey distance was open veld dotted with widespread flat-topped trees armed with terrible thorns, the acacia. Shimmering almost to the limit of their vision, tall mountains that protected fertile valleys soared into the azure-blue sky; their gradual slopes were cloaked in dense forests of wondrous timbers. Through the valleys meandered cold, crystal-clear rivers that fed expansive wetlands, home to waterbuck, massive lumbering hippopotami, great scaly crocodiles, and all manner of waterfowl. Flowing away from the swamps on their journey to the ocean, the rivers cascaded over breathtaking waterfalls and thundered down dangerous rapids that churned the water white.
Fifteen months after leaving the Cape, Cornelius Wiebrand stood overlooking such a spectacle; he turned to his people and proclaimed in a voice loud enough for all to hear above the roar of the rapids. “This place we will call Witwatersrand—Ridge of white waters. It is here that we, as free people, will prosper.”
 
Fifty years later, an Australian prospector panning for gold in a small tributary made a discovery that turned out to be the world's largest and richest gold deposit. The strike attracted thousands of fortune-hungry prospectors, adventurers, and ne’er-do-wells from around the globe. The high veld transformed into a lawless, sprawling shanty town that quickly became a hub of activity, spread out across the dusty veld as savvy entrepreneurs, realizing this wouldn’t be a short-lived venture, built supply stores, taverns, bordellos, and banks.
During the following years, thousands of Bantus were indentured to mine the vast tracks of eluvial gold. Then, it was discovered that great bonanzas lay deep beneath the surface. However, to extract the precious metal from the gold-rich veins, men and machinery had to delve deep into the earth's bowels. As the precious metal emerged from the ground, some men died, others survived and became rich beyond their wildest dreams, while others lost everything. Tents evolved into wooden shacks, which then transformed into substantial buildings; dirt tracks became significant thoroughfares, and out of the dust of the high veld, Johannesburg emerged as the ‘Gold Capital of the World’.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2   
 
One hundred years later
August, 1979
Zimbabwe 
Harare Independence
 
One-thirty on a cool, crisp afternoon, a week after Robert Mugabe, his ministers and dignitaries from around the world had gathered in the massive Rufaro Stadium to celebrate the country’s independence, and Charles; Prince of Wales gave a salute as the band played ‘God Save the Queen,’ the Central Business District of Salisbury still throbbed to the deafening sounds of Rock ‘n Roll as wildly excited DJ’s cavorted at the turntables of their discotheques. 
The wide tree-lined streets were congested with people singing and dancing, drunk with booze and marijuana and the euphoria of the occasion, for Zimbabwe was free, liberated from the tyranny of the white man. The black man could now lay claim to everything that the white population had taken for granted. 
Cars with hooters blasting and radios blaring trawled back and forth along the main thoroughfare, their inebriated passengers hanging out of the windows, waving frantically at equally intoxicated pedestrians.
In the Round Bar on First Avenue, the scene was just as chaotic. Hundreds of people, black and white, crowded into the noisy, smoke-filled space, standing three-deep against the bar and screaming for service. On the dance floor, couples gyrated to the sound of Bill Haley and the Comets.
Towards the back of the lounge area, in an alcove, eight men sat around a table; big men, rough men, but one stood out from the rest, his physical presence attracting adoring glances and furtive whispers from the women, much to the chagrin of their male companions, who decided discretion was the better part of valor and chose not to make an issue of the moment.   
His long black hair hung to shoulders that were as wide as a barn door. The muscles of his arms rippled and bunched as he moved. Still, it was the horrendous scar that slashed diagonally across his heavily bearded face that made him stand out from the rest.
He and his companions were soldiers that were no longer acknowledged by the army as members of a Regiment once considered the most lethal, covert counter-terrorist group in Africa, the Selous Scouts, they had been disbanded without honor or recognition, what once meant so much, to so many brave men, black and white had ceased to exist with a stroke of a pen. Their mood was somber as they spoke about friends who had perished during the war of independence, the Second Chimurenga.  
“I just can’t believe that we went through so much, for so long, to end up on a bloody dung heap as though we never existed,” growled Hansie de Klerk, squishing his cigarette butt out in the overflowing ashtray.  His companions nodded.
“Ja, man, it’s kak that Opperman and all the other bigwigs allowed that to happen,” added Gerrie de Jong. “Shit man,” he continued, “you’d have thought they would have put up some kind of resistance to us being kicked out the door like rabid dogs.”
Sion swallowed a mouthful of Carling Lager before saying. “Well, chaps, let’s be thankful that we didn’t end up in a bloody prison somewhere out in the bush, thanks to Mugabe. Which he could easily have done, we were, after all, his enemy, and we put down thousands of his supporters.”
Matthew Baxter waved a cloud of smoke away from his face. “He was rather magnanimous in that regard. It was a deal struck between his government and the British that there would be no retribution towards Rhodesian soldiers. He even stated publicly that Ian Smith would not be prosecuted for his…” he made inverted commas in the air… ‘“crimes’” against the people of Zimbabwe.” 
“Huh, big fucking deal,” snorted Rusty Carmichael-Jones, “I don’t know why someone, anyone didn’t take that prick out during the war.”
“They tried,” said Victor Conradie, “several times in fact. But he seemed to have Lady Luck on his side. I heard that he actually asked Peter Walls why his men were trying to assassinate him.” Lieutenant General George Peter Walls, GLM, DCD, MBE, had been the head of the Armed Forces of Rhodesia during the Bush War.
“Really,” said Matthew, “I didn’t know that.”
“Not many did, Matt,” replied Victor. He grinned, “And you know what Peter said in reply?”
His companions shook their heads. “He said to Mugabe, quote, ’If they were my men, you’d be dead’ unquote.”
“I wonder what the outcome might have been if that little sod died out in the bush,” said Ryke van de Riet.
“Well, chaps, that’s a question that will remain unanswered,” said Sion as he rose to his feet. “So, what are you guys going to be doing now that we have no job?”
Three of the men, Rusty, Jacques, and Ryke, looked at each other before Rusty said. “We’re staying on here; this is our home. I have a farm down near Beitbridge, about two hundred kliks north of the South African border, which, thank God, escaped major damage.”
“Ja, and I’ve got a place near Kariba,” said Jacques. He shook his head ruefully. “It took a hammering, but nothing that can’t be fixed with some elbow grease and sweat.”
“Ja, and some help from the local tribes.”
Jacques laughed. “That’s for sure, and I bet they’ll not mind working for a white man so long as their bellies are full.”
“And you, Ryke, what are you going to be doing?” asked Sion. 
“Huh, try to get back to my old job, accounting, I suppose,” Ryke grimaced, “I hope I can settle down to that kind of life again after all we’ve been through.”
Sion grunted. “That chaps is going to be the sixty thousand dollar question we’ll all have to answer sooner or later.”
A mummer of agreement came from his companions.
The remaining four, Gerrie, Victor, Matthew, and Hansie, indicated they’d be returning to the Republic. Gerrie de Jong was a boilermaker with one of the large mining companies. Victor Konradie felt it would be too challenging to resume life in the corporate world, so he was taking a post with the South African Defense Force. Meanwhile, Matthew Baxter had only thought about joining his father in running Baxter Sugar in Natal. The group looked at Hansie de Klerk. 
“And you, old bokkie, what are your plans?” asked Gerrie.
The big man shrugged and cracked his knuckles. “This is my life, guys, I couldn’t go back to civilian life after what I’ve…  we’ve done. I read something recently about some black country up north that is recruiting mercenaries,” he grinned. “They’re paying big bucks, which makes it so much more appealing.”
This incited a chorus of condemnation from his companions. “Shit a brick, man, are you a glutton for punishment… or what?” remarked Gerrie. “Haven’t you had enough of living like an animal for months at a stretch, stinking like a bloody polecat, and the killing, Christ man, we’ve done enough of that to last us several lifetimes.”
Hansie nodded. “Ja, I know, man, but it’s all that I’m comfortable with now,” he smiled. “Anyway, I haven’t  made up my mind yet.” 
The men looked at each other, suddenly realizing that within all of them there was that same sentiment. 
“And you, big fella,” Victor asked, looking up at Sion. “What do you have waiting back home?”
“Wit Water.”
His companions gave him a questioning look.
“It’s a farm in Vryheid that I holidayed on for years,” Sion explained. “It belonged to an Afrikaans family named van Rensberg, but after Freddie..Boet, their younger son, was killed by a giant python—” 
“Jesus!” exclaimed Matthew, “how the hell did that happen?”
Sion shook his head. “Ag! That's a story for another day. Anyway, Paul, the father, began to decline. Boet was his favorite, and after he died…” Sion shrugged, “… Paul just lost interest in everything. Then, one night, a few years later, he and Karl, the eldest boy, got into a full-on barney; both were big, powerful men, and neither was pulling any punches. During the fight, Paul grabbed a braided leather stock whip and lashed out at Karl, hitting him on his thigh, inflicting a horrendous wound. That was the last straw for Karl; he packed his bags that very night and left the property, leaving his mother and his sister, Isabelle. Well, Isabelle, a young woman on the farm without her brothers and a dad who had become too difficult to live with, pulled up stakes and headed to Jo’Burg, and apparently married some bloke there. After that, Paul basically died of a broken heart.”
“Pheew! What a stuff up, so what happened to the farm then?” asked Matthew.
“Apparently, Katrina tried to run the place on her own, but it just became a mountain too high for her. Even though she had all the native workers there, she decided to move into town and left the farm abandoned.”
“Bloody hell, what a shame,” said Victor. “What happened to the stock? They must have had stock.”
“Ja, of course, Paul had a stable of show horses, all of which were sold off. Together with a vast dairy herd and hundreds of Afrikaner cattle.”   
“Wow!”
Sion smiled. “Ja, wow, indeed. Anyway, that’s what I want to buy. And there is a woman I want to ask if she’ll want to join me.”
Matthew gave a laugh. “That’s got to be a no-brainer, Sion. What woman would not want to be with you?”
Sion looked down at the young man; a frown furrowed his brow. “If it were only that simple, Matthew, no buddy,” he continued, “she’s a high-flying attorney, next in line to inherit a major law practice in the Republic, so for me to think she’ll turf that away to become a farmer’s wife is really drawing a long bow.”   
‘Well, sport, if anyone can persuade her, it’ll be you, of that I have no doubt.”
“Ah, time will tell. Anyway, guys, I’m outta this place now, as I’ve got an early start tomorrow. I want to be in Jo’burg by tomorrow night at the latest.” 
All his friends rose and wished him well. “Let’s keep in touch, hey chaps,” said Sion. “We’ve been through hell together, and it would be a pity for us to lose contact.”
The next morning, well before dawn, Sion drove out of Salisbury, his destination: ‘The City of Gold,’ Johannesburg, South Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
Back in South Africa, he was a guest at the stately home of Sir Stanley and Lady Beatrice Westray and their daughter Charlie, who had recently returned from an extended period in Sydney, Australia, where she worked in the Australasian branch of Westray Rubenstein and Shutter, a global law firm of which her father was the founder. Charlie was Westray’s only child and a senior partner in the organization.
With her parents holidaying abroad, she and Sion, except for the servants, had the vast estate to themselves. She had taken time off to reacquaint the two after an extended separation. A lot had transpired during their time apart.
Their relationship at first was restrained, particularly for Sion; he had rubbed shoulders with battle-hardened, uncouth, ‘rough-as-goat-knees soldiers' for so long that it was difficult for him to adjust to Charlie’s soft, cultured, sophisticated demeanor.
Entwined in each other’s arms that first night, she had whispered, “Slow and easy, my love; let things just happen naturally.”
As the days and weeks slipped away, he began to feel more at ease within himself. The anger, aggression, and pent-up fury pivotal to his existence abated in her company.
Now, surrounded by Johannesburg's noisy, jostling crowds, he felt at peace. “It’s good to be home,” he muttered as he entered the building.
Dominating Johannesburg’s Central Business District, the South African National Bank towered over all other structures. Thirty-five stories of shimmering glass façade that reflected images of the surrounding buildings, clouds drifting overhead, and the crush of traffic and pedestrians to-ing and fro-ing along Jeppe Street.
This imposing edifice epitomized the country's enormous prosperity, attracting investors worldwide like moths to a flickering flame. Many major multinational corporations had unimaginable wealth deposited deep within the S.A.N.B.
Negotiating his way through the push and shove of the morning crowd, Sion walked towards the impressive bronze doors leading into the central banking area. He paused and stared up at the facade of the massive structure, then gave it a nod of approval. “Ja, as solid as this country, I hope!”
Heads turned to follow his progress through the foyer of the Bank; at nearly two hundred centimeters tall and almost one hundred and fifteen kilograms, Sion cut an imposing figure. His thick, raven-black hair fell to his shoulders, framing his rugged features. The wicked scar that marked his face added to this image. His crisp white shirt with the top three buttons undone showed off a gold medallion on a weighty gold snake chain. A well-worn black leather jacket stretched across his broad shoulders, complemented by charcoal flannels and highly polished boots, completed his attire. His boots tapped a rhythmic beat on the marble floor as he walked across to join the crowd waiting in front of the bank of lifts servicing the thirty-odd floors.
Standing head and shoulders above those waiting, he attracted the attention of several young ladies who twittered and giggled behind raised hands while fluttering their eyelashes at him.
A strident ‘bing’ signaled the arrival of one of the high-speed lifts; the doors slid open, and out surged the passengers, jabbering, jostling, and dispersing into the vast foyer like chaff blown on the wind.
With a toothy grin and a slight bow, the elderly attendant, resplendent in his smart uniform, chimed. “Ascending.” The noisy crowd jostled forward, quickly filling the spacious interior; as they adjusted, shoulder to shoulder, they called out their respective destinations.
Sion chuckled quietly as the attendant repeated their requests in a sing-song lilt. “Twenty-two, we got twenty-two, thirty-nine, we got thirty-nine,” he sang out as his fingers, with the dexterity gained over many years, flew over the requested numbers, a ‘Liberace’ of the elevators.
He looked up at Sion, “What floor, Sir?”
Sion gave him the number, and the man nodded; the lift began its ascent.
With a quiet whoosh, the doors slid open. Subdued music greeted Sion as he stepped into a vast carpeted foyer dominated by a massive oak desk, behind which sat an impressive-looking woman. Sion was a fair judge of haute couture, thanks to Charlie, and from what he saw, her attire was from one of the leading fashion houses. Her hair was a rich auburn and cut short. No, messing around with hair dryers, thought Sion as he approached her.
“Yes! Mr. Stanton, straight away,” she said with a trace of an Irish brogue.
She clicked off the intercom and looked at Sion; deep green eyes drifted across his face and paused at the scar. “Good morning. Can I help you?” she inquired with a smile.
Sion nodded and returned the smile. “Good morning, yes, I hope so. I’d like to see Mr. Stanton, if possible.” 
“Name, please?”
Sion obliged.
She tapped a key on her computer, followed by a slight frown. “I’m afraid I don’t have you in Mr. Stanton’s diary, Mr. Michel.” The warmth in her smile dropped a degree or two.
“I know, but I’m hoping he’ll find time to see me if you present this to him.” Sion offered her a rich purple plastic card embossed with a seven-digit alphanumeric number and an image of an Osprey with folded wings.
Relieving Sion of the card, she indicated chairs large enough to afford his comfort. “Please take a seat, Mr. Michael.”
She disappeared through a three-meter-high door. Fifteen minutes later, she emerged, closed the door, and then returned to her deck. With a nod, she said. “Mr. Stanton will be with you shortly, Mr. Michael.”
Sion nodded and turned his attention to the local morning newspaper.
Ten minutes later, the door opened, and a man with a pleasant smile stepped out. “Mr. Michael,” Richard Stanton said, striding towards Sion.
Sion rose, struggling to suppress his surprise as the Chief Executive Officer of one of the land's wealthiest and most influential financial institutions approached him. If Sion’s expectation of a high-ranking executive of a large bank was a middle-aged man, thinning on the top, slightly portly, wearing glasses. He was mistaken.
Richard Stanton was about average in height and weight, Sion guessed, around the mid-thirties.
“Mr. Michael,” Stanton repeated, extending his hand, and the men shook. “Come in, come in,” he invited, nodding towards his office while massaging a slightly bruised hand. “You have an impressive piece of plastic here,” he added with a wry smile while waggling the card.
Sion stepped through the doorway and was struck by the luxury of the enormous room. Persian rugs covered the floor; their rich, bold colors were accentuated by the luster of highly polished parquet. Works of the old masters adorned the walls, and in illuminated niches, burnished bronze statues and marble busts added to the grandeur of the magnificent space. A large, ornately carved sideboard of Australian Sassafras, on which were suites of Waterford crystal glasses and decanters filled with golden liquor, dominated one side of the room.
“Sit. Please make yourself comfortable, Sion.” He raised his eyebrows. “May I call you Sion?” 
“Sure,” replied Sion with an easy grin as he lowered himself into another of those generous chairs.
“A drink? Would you care for a drink?” Stanton asked, indicating the imposing liquor cabinet. Sion glanced at his watch; it was almost midday.
“Chivas Regal will be fine, thank you,” Sion replied while observing the man. Was he for real? He thought he appeared far too young for such a position.
“Cheers!” said Stanton as he passed Sion a heavy whiskey tumbler. The ice cubes tinkled when the glass left his hand. He walked around his desk and sat in a beautiful leather wing-backed chair, his eyes never leaving Sion’s. “I noticed the surprise in your expression when we met; I bet you asked yourself how someone as young as me has a job like this.”
Sion smiled and placed his tumbler on a coaster. “The thought did cross my mind.”
Stanton tapped his temple. “Numbers, I have always had a thing with numbers. My father managed a smallish bank in Durban North, and I used to spend more time with the accountants than on the beach.” He grinned. “I studied finance and economics at varsity and did stints in banks around the country,” he said, “and in London. I was like a damn jumping bean.” His finger bounced across the top of his polished walnut desk. “I joined the National Bank as a junior, and the next thing I ended up here.”
Sion shook his head and gave Stanton a wry smile. “Rather you than me. I couldn’t work stuck inside all day- it would drive me nuts.”
Richard nodded. “I can believe that, Sion. I didn’t do my National Service…” he glanced down, “… flat feet. I take my hat off to chaps like you. Big strong fellows, out there dealing with all those problems confronting this country-,” he paused and frowned “… and from what I see, and read, South Africa, is in for a torrid time.” He stood up and moved away from his desk.
Now aware of his problem, Sion noticed his peculiar gait.
“When Mrs. Cassidy handed me this,” he said, tapping the card on the heel of his palm. “As I’m sure you would expect, I ran a series of identification checks on its authenticity. A name came up as a reference.” He paused, his head cocked to one side. “Would you happen to know a General Nigel Opperman?”
Sion nodded confirmation, “Yes...yes, I do,” he replied with an easy smile. “The General was my commanding officer in Rhodesia. He mentioned that there would be checks conducted when I presented it. I understand funds are deposited in an account with that number.”
“Yes, yes, that’s correct!” Stanton confirmed with a dip of his head. “Any idea just how much?” he asked with a glint in his eye.
Sion shook his head and shrugged; he knew it might be a sizable sum. It was his share of the bullion recovered in an audacious raid by his Scouts, the Uvemvane and the Selous Scouts, on the camp of iLunga, the rebel leader of U.Z.L.A, the United Zimbabwean Liberation Army.
The Rhodesian government referred to the seizure as the spoils of war. It came towards the end of years of terrible conflict when it became clear that the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) party, led by Robert Mugabe, would take control of Southern Rhodesia.
Ministers of the government and high-ranking members of the Rhodesian Security Force decided during clandestine meetings that the incoming government would, under no circumstances, have access to over 12 million Rand in gold. The final resolution was that the Regiment of the Selous Scouts, disbanded without formal recognition and acknowledgment in 1980, should be the primary recipient of the money.
 
Stanton resumed his seat. “Three-million-eight-hundred-thousand rand. You’re a rich man, Sion,” he added sotto voce. He paused, gauging Sion’s reaction, and then he continued. “Any idea what you might do with your newfound wealth? How will you invest it?”
Sion took a moment before he replied. “I inherited a hotel in Pietermaritzburg, the Victoria. Maybe I could do something there.” He shook his head. “A great deal of money was spent on a huge upgrade just before my parents died.”
Stanton clicked his tongue. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said with a frown. 
“Thanks, it was a few years ago now.”
“So, what’s your involvement with… you said the Victoria?”
“Ja,” Sion shrugged. “None at the moment; it’s under management, and my affairs are handled by my parents’ attorneys, Swayne and Turnbull in Maritzburg. I’m planning on getting down there when I leave Jo’burg.”
Stanton smiled. “Well, you could always expand; buy more hotels, build a resort somewhere, and become a tycoon.” Sion shook his head and chuckled. “Frankly, I don’t think that’s me,” he said with a wry smile. “As I said earlier, this… ” he swept his arm around the room “… isn’t me.”
“Fair enough; your money is safe here until you decide. If invested prudently, it will set you up for life.” Sion nodded and took a deep breath. “Uh huh, I’m sure it would,” he replied.
Stanton’s expression became serious. He studied the man seated across from him … a young, powerful, and terribly scarred individual, yet one who possessed composure beyond his years. Stanton tried to imagine the horrors Sion had faced during his tenure in Rhodesia and the lengths he had gone to in order to survive. It was impossible; there was no conceivable way he could put himself in Sion’s shoes.
He sighed, and here he was, talking about investing a large sum of money in South Africa when he should be advising the opposite. South Africa faced extraordinarily turbulent times; large international corporations were upping sticks and leaving, citing growing labor disquiet and political uncertainty. Crippling strikes and widespread boycotts instigated by black politicians were having disastrous effects. Mine closures, power station shutdowns, and transportation disruptions brought the economy into turmoil. More and more, in all the major cities, large groups of vocal and often violent black and white radicals disrupted traffic, causing congestion as they protested the Nationalist government's oppressive apartheid policies. Less and less investment was coming into South Africa.
This was becoming a concerning development. In high-level meetings with the CEOs of commerce, industry, and finance, often involving senior politicians, Rick Stanton heard the same utterances repeatedly. The dramatic events in Southern Rhodesia that led to the overthrow of a white government by Robert Mugabe’s ZANU/PF party exacerbated what was already a highly volatile situation in the Republic.
Encouraged by the results achieved by their northern neighbors, militant leaders such as Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, Ahmed Kathrada, and many other prominent members of the African National Congress (ANC) began to flex their muscles. They urged more violent demonstrations by the military wing of the ANC, uMkhonto weSizwe… the Spear of the Nation, to force the Afrikaans
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