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The Dust of Matlosana

The wind in Klerksdorp always tasted of old earth and stolen minerals.

From his office in the municipal building, Kabelo Maseko watched the dust-devils dance across the parking lot. The red grit of the North West had a way of finding its way into everything—the creases of his ironed shirts, the vents of his car, and the quiet corners of his conscience. In Sasolburg, the river had been a mirror of steel; here, the landscape was a vast, open wound of mine dumps and gravel.

Behind him, the air-conditioner hummed, a sterile contrast to the heat radiating off the streets of Matlosana.

"The Taung corridor is non-negotiable," MEC Moloi said, his voice as smooth as the silk tie he adjusted in the reflection of the window. "The Premier wants the land-use permits signed by Friday. Go gontsi mo tseleng, Kabelo," (There is much on the way/much at stake, Kabelo).

Kabelo looked down at the documents on his desk. The "Taung Heritage Expansion Project" was the official title. On paper, it was about tourism and preservation. In reality, the survey maps showed deep-core drilling lines that bypassed the heritage sites and headed straight for the communal grazing lands.

"The communities haven't been consulted," Kabelo said quietly. He kept his face composed, the mask of a loyal civil servant. "They believe the land is being protected for the museum."

Moloi turned, a thin smile touching his lips. "People believe what we tell them to believe. That is why we have you. You write the vision, Kabelo. You make the theft look like a gift."

Legodu (Thief), Kabelo thought, but he merely nodded. "And the environmental impact?"

"Nature is patient," Moloi replied, picking up his leather briefcase. "Capital is not. O seke wa diega, (Don't delay). In this province, if you stand still for too long, the dust covers you."

The door closed with a soft, final thud.

Kabelo stood alone. He reached into his pocket and felt the encrypted flash drive Johan had given him. It was a cold, hard weight against his thigh. He looked out at the horizon, toward the distant silhouette of the mine headgears in Kanana.

The sun was a bruised orange, sinking behind the tailings. He knew that somewhere in that direction, the "Zama-Zamas" were already descending into the earth, risking their lives for a handful of dust, while men in air-conditioned offices traded the very ground beneath their feet.

His phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number.

Ba a go bona, (They see you).

Kabelo felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air-conditioning. He walked to the window and looked down. A black SUV was idling near the entrance, its windows tinted to a mirror finish. In the reflection of the glass, he saw himself—a man standing between the life he had built and the truth he could no longer ignore.
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The Oak-Lined Cage

Potchefstroom had a way of pretending the rest of the country didn’t exist.

Naledi Phiri walked down Lovers’ Lane, the soles of her boots crunching softly on the fallen oak leaves. The Mooi River flowed sluggishly to her left, its surface dappled by the afternoon light filtering through the massive, ancient trees. Here, the air was scented with damp earth and the faint, sweet smell of gardenias from the upscale gardens in Die Bult.

It was a town built on the illusion of permanence—of sandstone churches and academic robes—but Naledi could feel the rot beneath the roots.

"O batla go swa ke mogopolo, Naledi," (You want to die from thinking/You're overthinking, Naledi), a voice said beside her.

She didn't startle. She had heard Thabiso’s heavy tread long before he reached her. Thabiso was a doctoral student, but he carried himself with the weary alertness of someone who had spent his youth in the trenches of student politics.

"I’m not overthinking, Thabiso. I’m observing," Naledi replied, her eyes scanning the students lounging on the grass with their laptops. "Look at them. They think the biggest threat to their future is a failed exam. They don't know that the land their hostels sit on is being traded in Klerksdorp like poker chips."

Thabiso adjusted his glasses, his face darkening. "The North West is not the Free State, Naledi. In Sasolburg, you were fighting smoke. Here, you are fighting the soil itself. Go thata, (It is hard). The people involved... they have long memories."

They stopped at a stone bridge. Naledi pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket—a copy of a geological survey she’d intercepted from a contact in the Department of Mineral Resources.

"They call it 'Heritage Conservation' in the press releases," she whispered, leaning over the stone railing. "But look at the coordinates for the Taung expansion. It’s a bypass. They’re clearing the way for a private transport corridor to the border. No taxes, no oversight. Just a straight line to the sea for the platinum syndicates."

"Ke madi a batho," (It is the people's blood), Thabiso muttered, looking at the map. "Does Kabelo know you have this?"

Naledi looked away. The mention of Kabelo’s name brought a sharp, familiar ache. "Kabelo is too busy surviving. He’s the one writing the speeches that make this look like progress. O mo gare ga dinoga," (He is in the middle of snakes).

A white Volkswagen Polo with tinted windows crawled slowly past them, its engine a low, predatory purr. It didn't speed up. It didn't stop. It simply hovered, a presence that felt like a cold hand on Naledi’s neck.

"Kyk die kar," (Look at that car), Thabiso said, his voice dropping an octave. "It’s been circling the block since we left the library."

Naledi felt the peace of the botanical gardens dissolve. The laughter of the students in the distance suddenly sounded shrill, discordant.

"We need to go," she said, her fingers tightening on the stone railing until her knuckles turned white.

"Ko kae?" (To where?)

"Taung," Naledi said, her voice finding a sudden, brittle strength. "If the truth is buried in that soil, then that’s where I need to be. I’m tired of looking at maps, Thabiso. I want to see the holes they’re digging."
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