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Chapter 1 

 

 

South  Africa  in  the  late  1970s  had  become  a  country brimming with a culture of war. Liberation parties from the southern part of Angola had attacked the outskirts of South West  Africa,  threatening  a  complete  invasion  of  areas controlled by the South African government. The mood back home had been one of pride and duty. However, the fear of eventual attacks loomed, creating tension and doubt among the South African population. An even more daunting setting emerged  with  the  eventual  conscription  drafts  for  young South  African  males,  which  forced  most  men  into  military service.  This  led  to  significant  scrutiny  and  distrust  of  the government, as many lives had been lost due to the ongoing war and lack of international support. Boys would be forced to  become  men  of  war  in  months,  and  prideful  duty  was replaced with visceral survival; men fighting for an unknown cause pressed forward by political propaganda.

The war was taking its toll, and soldiers and civilians were becoming  increasingly  demoralised  by  the  significant sacrifices  and  impacts  imposed  upon  them  by  their  party leaders. However, in a subsequent turn of luck, the northern insurgents,  backed  by  European  arms,  pressed  their  attack into other borders, which led to a major uproar among the native population of South Africa. Finally, a green light was given to the military to abandon their defensive approach and go  on  the  offensive.  The  South  African  military  was  finally preparing  to  go  to  war  on  its  terms,  and  the  liberation insurgents took notice with great concern. South Africa would strike the gorillas with a strong, well-funded force, retaliating with one blow for every five they received in return. Every tactic  the  insurgents  employed  would  be  dissected  and exploited,  forcing  the  gorillas  into  a  corner.  With  the  odds against  them,  the  leaders  of  the  liberation army’s  began calling for aid from other tribes and colonies in Africa, some no more than cattle herders or farmers. However, some were much more nefarious and violent than necessary. One such tribe had travelled down from deep in the Congo, where their cultures significantly differed from what most people would consider  normal.  They  were  highly  fanatical,  adhering  to dubious religions that promised power and longevity through sacrifices and heinous acts. These savage acts would likely go undocumented  over  time,  as  confirming  such  deeds  would border on heresy against the human spirit.

Cannibalism.  The  act  of  devouring  human  flesh.  These were the ways of some of those tribes. They found strength and purpose in it, and they would follow these ways with an unmatched desire, creating dangerous but useful soldiers for the  liberation  army  to  use.  Their  strange  ways  had  been  a danger to the subsequent enemy and the civilian population as well, as they lacked the logistical systems to enforce their stance with a lack of manpower. In their culture, women had been severely oppressed to such an extent that they could not bear  enough  sons  to  supplement  and  uphold  their cannibalistic crusades. Therefore, alternative methods had to be  taken  to  supply  the  soldiers  who  were  needed.  Fishing villages  and  farming  communities  had  been  attacked  and massacred, and burnt to a cinder with the simple agenda of obtaining  meat  for  consumption  and  meat  for  fighting. Children were stolen like one would see grain pickers in the field,  nonchalantly  taking  as  if  it  was  owed  to  them.  These children were kept in pits, malnourished and severely beaten, to  break  their  spirits  and  ultimately  brainwash  them  from what  they  know.  Days  would  pass  as  famine  would  set  in, driving the boys from their nurture and into their basic primal nature.  This  was  the  way  of  the  tribal  insurgents,  creating incredibly fearsome and formidable soldiers for their cause. Child soldiers with an unbreakable resolve, created without firing a single shot. Archaic yet effective. But now they had to be bled in. Accepted and adopted by the tribe. Their loyalty to the culture had been proven, but now they had to be put to work. While they had been no more ordinary or significant than any other liberation army soldier on the battlefield, their nocturnal  activities  were  where  the  true  effectiveness  lay. Within the Cunene province of Angola lay a small area named Cahama, where several operating bases had been established by the SADF (South African Defence Force). One such base had been  placed  north,  closer  to  where  most  of  the  insurgent contacts had been, but far enough to be out of harm's way for the most part. The base, more of a camp, had consisted of ten brown beige tents surrounding a large bonfire. Two infantry platoons  and  a  long-range  artillery  platoon  had  been stationed here as a rear echelon, supporting the troops on the frontline. War was ongoing, and these men had already been privy to its intensity; however, weeks had passed without any major conflict or incident. A brief yet welcome change of pace in their lives. Morale was high and vigilance low, but a nightly patrol was still on watch as they were well-trained and versed in the sudden movements of war. One moment, you could be shaving in your underwear in the beautiful African bush, and the next, a raging gunfight with siren-sounding mortars could be  coming  down  upon  you.  Nevertheless,  the  men  were  at ease. Early morning, particularly around 3 am, had been the quietest of times as the stars shone brightest, and the natural shift change from nocturnal animals to day herders was soon approaching.  This  was  when  the  deepest  sleep  and  easiest breaths were taken. A soldier creaks his eyes open with effort, cracking the caking crusts that his eyes secreted. It was cold and  silent,  the  perfect  atmosphere  one  could  imagine  for  a deathbed sleep. But he was troubled enough to push aside his warm embrace.

“Ughmmmm.”  The  young  rifleman  moaned  as  he  sat  up within  his  wormlike  sleeping  bag.  His  eyes  barely  opened with nothing to see in any case, as the dark had completely engulfed the inside of the tent. He needed to relieve himself, but was still on the fence about it as the cold air snapped at his  body.  He  thought  about  it  for  long  moments,  internally arguing with himself before finally sliding out of his bag and softly strolling over the crushing sound of the groundsheet of the tent. The mixing sound of the sheet with some loose sand that  someone  had  lazily  carried  into  the  tent  with  them created an irritating splatter that would be enough to raise anyone from their slumber, even an animal, but no one moved or made a sound within. After enjoying the soothing relief of the  long-held  pressure,  the  young  soldier  had  a  quiet epiphany, or at least a sudden oh shit thought. He was one of the  youngest  and  smallest  riflemen  within  his  platoon, causing there to be a lot of bullying and aggravation  aimed toward him. He tried hard at everything that had been asked of  him,  but  ultimately,  soldiering  was  just  not  one  of  his strengths, so he did what any sensible lower feeder would do. He  stayed  off  their  radar.  But  now,  with  him  already mustering up so much noise inside the tent and luckily not bringing any irritable comrades down on him, he had to walk back in.

“Maybe, on knees…” He thought aloud as he contemplated crawling  back  in  to  take  greater  care  of  his  footing  and dampening the sound. He shook off the last of the droplets after peeing longer than normal. “Jeez, that was a big one.” He whispered to himself. “Lucky, I went before I made a name for myself.”  Chuckling  at  the  thought  nervously,  he  turned  and started back toward his tent. His eyes were squinting, but they were much better now, and after his timely bathroom break, they  had  time  to  acclimate  and  adjust  to  the  darkness. Nighttime in the bush can be intensely dark, but with a full moon and millions of brightly burning stars descending on the savannah, a man's true night vision can be accessed. He could see  the  tents,  all  of  them.  Not  with  colour  but  rather  a descriptive silhouette. He saw the bonfires' dug-in outline and the ninety millimetre cannons off to the right. He saw the pegs grounding the tents and could almost make out the para lines they were attached to. But then he saw something out of place, something veering off the pattern. Was it a cloth? No, a flag, maybe? He pondered the conundrum, knowing full well that he was not in a state to figure out puzzles or oddities. What is that? Again, whispering in his mind. He walked closer, unable to let it go, and picked it up. It was someone’s button-up shirt. The name tag is visible but not readable. “That's... weird.” This time, he was speaking louder than a whisper because he knew soldiers, whether on leave or not,  did not let things just lie around.  Then  a  sound.  He  dropped  the  shirt  in  the  sudden fright, looking toward the general direction from which it had come.  Standing  dead  still,  he  gave  the  sound  a  moment  to come  back  to  him.  Over  the  last  couple  of  months,  he  had grown  cautious  around  his  comrades  so  as  not  to  draw unwanted attention to himself. He knew it was silly, but even something  like  being  caught  at  night  outside  holding someone’s shirt could create tension and embarrassment. His mind  would  conjure  the  most  preposterous  scenarios,  but they were real enough to spark fear in his heart. Deciding that it would be best to just drop the shirt and leave it as is and then sneak back into the tent and his bag, he made his way silently  over  to  the  entrance.  Sliding  through  the  entrance, sails  and  delicately  placing  his  footing  in  subsequent, systematic steps, he made his way through. He could feel the strain of his muscles as they convulsed and contracted with acidic control as he fought to control every step, dampening the sound. He was doing great and had actually released a tiny smile at his victorious efforts, but then something caught his eye. Remaining dead still in place, he strained his eyes with effort towards the corner of the tent. Something was off, but he  couldn't  quite  make  it  out  until  a  strong  breeze  washed over the tent, revealing a slit or tear in the tent that was now waving  open  and  closed  in  the  wind  before  dropping  to  a close.

“What is going…” He didn't finish the sentence as he caught himself, quickly reminding himself to be quiet. But this was truly off. First the shirt and now a slit in the tent of that size. Suddenly,  his  overthinking,  catastrophising  mind  began running  fresh  fears  through  him. This  is  a  war;  we  are  in  a warzone; people are trying to kill us. Could it be so far-fetched to believe that they wouldn't try to infiltrate a base to do so? Now he was panicking. Tossing his local fears aside, he slowly turned and hunched down to wake one of his comrades. His hand  found  the  coolness  of  the  sleeping  bag  and  kept descending,  seeking  solid  mass.  Down,  down,  and  further down until his hand met the ground. There was no one inside. His heart sank at the surprise, and then he tried another bag. There were five men, including himself, in his tent, and he had searched all of them, but no one was in their bags. He widened his  thoughts  and  looked  around  the  dark  tent  with  a  new perspective to obtain any other information about what was going on. Had he been sleeping when perhaps they were all called out by their commander? No, they would have had roll call  and  thrown  him  out  if  he  were  late  to  a  command. No boots. Their boots and… He duckwalked closer to the edge of the entrance. Their rifles are still here. His confusion felt like someone had thrown a thick blanket over his head. He turned again, this time sliding on the balls of his feet, to face the bag closest to him. Reaching once more to make sure there were no bodies within, his fingers lingered on a wetness. Drawing more of his fingers over the substance, he brought it up to his face. He couldn't see anything, just that it was on his fingers. It  felt  oily  and  thick  but  a  little  warm,  too.  His  fingers approached  his  nose  for  a  sniff,  metallic.  His  hand  was stricken from his face as he heard the loose slit flap rip open from the outside.

The  flap  remained open…  completely  open.  Before  he could argue that it was the wind, he had already convinced himself that it wasn't. It was open as if someone were holding it  from  the  outside.  Still  on  his  haunches,  he made  his  way over. For the first time, he hoped that the others were playing a prank on him. I mean, they have been bored lately, and I am the  runt,  I  guess.  He  thought  to  himself,  trying  to  settle  his nerves. As he reached the slit, he kept a small distance. The opening was almost big enough for him to walk through in a crouch if he leaned down, perhaps an inch or two. He turned his head and elongated his neck, trying to see outside and find what  was  keeping  it  open.  His  eyes  darted  around  for  any visual when… he finally looked down. Something had taken a firm  grip  of  his  ankle.  He  didn't  move  as  his  brows  were drenched  with  nervous  sweat. How…  I  didn't  even feel…  He wanted to think about how something could grip him so fully, but he was drawn back by another sense. The sense of sight revealed what he saw: a dark, large hand of sorts with a thin arm grasping his leg. A sudden and powerful snatch ripped him from the tent, and the last thing he remembered was a crushing blow to his temple as his head hit the ground.




Chapter 2 

 

 

A  cool  Saturday  afternoon  breeze  dances  through  the smoke-filled  backyards,  smoke  from  barbeque  fires.  The smell  of  freshly  cut  grass  and  sprinklers  fills  the  air  as  the sound of children playing in the streets or the backyards fills the  cul-de-sac  neighbourhood.  It's  a  good  day  to  be  home, thought  Gavin  Martins  as  he  lit  another  fire  to  start  up  a barbeque grill. CLANG, CLANG, CLANG! The tiny gate bell rings, rushing Gavin from the fire to open up for his guests.

“I'm coming, I'm coming,” Martin yells as he sidesteps the forgotten  sprinkler  in  front,  dodging  and  ducking  the  cool water as he reaches for the tap.

“You said 2 pm, Caps, and it’s already 2:30 pm. Why are you still gardening?”  The  question  was  more  a  light  scoff  of  a scolding from Milton Hendricks.

“Shut up, Bricks, you old man. Just come inside and watch the mud puddles, will you?” Gavin and Milton shared a very familiar and close relationship. They not only worked closely together  but  also  developed  a  robust  bond.  Not  the  bond school friends or teammates share, nor the one brothers form, but the type specifically reserved for those who bled together in combat. Caps was the nickname awarded to Gavin within the South African 5 Special Forces Regiment, or 5 RECCE, by his  peers.  It  wasn't  just  because  of  his  rank,  which  was captain,  but  rather  due  to  his  deep,  natural  leadership instincts that set him apart from others in the regiment. Gavin was the type of man that a father would wish for his daughter, the kind anyone would pray to have by their side in a fight. He was tough, but toughness was just another drop in the bucket. Toughness was more common than blue eggs in the mess hall within the regiment. Everyone was tough. Gavin was smart, but even that wasn't anything to write home about among his peers. No, Gavin was something more. Gavin Martins had an aura about him that was almost legendary. He possessed the means  and  talent  to  demonstrate  incredible  self-discipline and regulate his emotions, keeping himself locked in as a heat-seeking missile. Martins was one of only a few operators to complete a solo operation in the last ten years, making him stand out among a small sea of alpha personality warriors. It was well known that solo or one-man operations had been nearly  impossible  in  active  war  zones.  Martins  was  called Caps because he led the alpha leaders. Alpha warriors.

However,  Captain  Martins  knew  that  he  couldn't  truly represent  all  of  the  illustrious  tales  that  had  arisen  from within the unit about his amazing feats or successes. Martins was  well  aware  that  nearly  all  of  his  achievements  were directly due to his best friend and direct subordinate, Milton Hendricks, who, without fail, had his six at all times. Whether in the field or off, he remained a steadfast pillar for Martins to rely on. Milton wasn't a tough man. He couldn't be because Milton was not a man at all. Milton Hendricks, or as the team named him, Bricks, was a beast. Nearly two heads taller than most operators, he wore specially made rucksack straps to fit over his enormous frame, causing people to walk wide girths around the Sergeant Major. There had even been a rumour that some senior staff had requested a no-handshake policy from  NCOs,  as  Milton's  Nephilim-like  hands  had  broken several bones of a rather snooty lieutenant in the local base bar.  Milton  Hendricks  was  the  wall  and  enforcer  to  Gavin Martins,  ensuring  his  captain  faced  zero  troubles  with insubordination on the battlefield. Milton didn't mind calling Gavin his captain or friend, regardless of their ten-plus-year age gap. Where most older veterans would see a young, snotty bull reaching his prime, wearing their thirties like a step-out uniform,  Milton  only  saw  action  and  the  courage  to  take action. A very rare commodity in some officer circles. Gavin likewise didn't mind having the old veteran giant as a friend. Gavin felt a special kinship because Milton understood him like no one else ever had. Milton didn't hinder Gavin when he opted  for  patience  over  brashness  or  questioned  his unconventional  operational  methods.  Milton  followed,  not blindly  but  with  wit  and  loyalty.  Their  relationship  had naturally spilled over into their families, which had become as close as actual family over the years. Milton’s wife, Mary, had even gone as far as to convince him to buy a house in the same neighbourhood to be closer to Jennifer, Gavin’s wife.

“Jen!!! The Hendricks are here, and I see some of the other guests just pulled into the driveway,” Martins yelled over his shoulder while rolling up the sprinkler and running back to his unattended fire. “Jen?!”

“I'm coming, don't worry. I just have to get these potatoes off  the stove.”  Jen  said,  instead  of  yelling  back  at  Gavin. Jennifer Martins was a very soft-spoken woman who didn't like raising her voice or, rather, didn't have the confidence to back up a raised voice. She was a beautiful yet conservative woman  who  mostly  kept  to  herself.  She maintained  a  good relationship with Mary Hendricks, but everyone knew that if it weren't for Mary’s loud and outspoken way of carrying on a conversation, they probably wouldn't even have shopped at the same market.

The  afternoon  festivities  had  officially  kicked  off  once everyone had arrived, and the local rugby derby had been put on loud over the radio. Children were playing in the garden. Wives  and  fiancées  were  gossiping  outside  on  the  veranda while the gents were all crowded around the fire, each tossing their two cents' worth of foolproof advice on any topic that would  come  up.  Rugby,  politics,  cars,  taxes.  Mary  had  once jokingly said that it was like they were playing a game to see who  could  carry  the  most  ridiculous  topic  the  longest.  The game on the radio had ended with the local team losing in a nail-biting last minute, which had soured the entire mood of the party. Any hopes from Gavin to extend the festivities deep into the night had died there and then with families finishing their meals and thanking their host with poorly thought-out, unoriginal  excuses  of  family  emergency  or  responsibilities. Sick dogs and looming weather with open windows. One even claimed that he had asthma and that the smoke had given him a terrible wheeze, even though he hosted multiple barbeques at  his  own  house.  Gavin  shook  hands  and  sent  people  off. Then, finally, I sat outside all alone, just staring at the last of the coals, gasping for life as they burned out slowly. It wasn't that he wanted them to stay out of boredom or excitement; instead, he yearned for other souls to be present inside his house. He didn't want to be alone. Alone with Jennifer. Just a few  hours  ago,  Milton,  having  crushed  several  beers,  had grabbed Gavin around the neck and pulled him into the huge ditch that was his armpit and said, “Caps, why is that woman of  yours  not  running  after  smaller,  more  attractive  Gavins, eh?” Milton’s  statement  confused  the  other  men,  but  Gavin was used to the giant's slurs when he drank and understood exactly what he was saying. Gavin laughed it off with a little tussle to get out from under his smelly pits in the hopes that the subject had been dropped. He had been dancing around the pregnancy topic for years already and wasn't ready to give any  answers,  let  alone  children.  Gavin  and  Jennifer  had  a beautiful yet quaint relationship from the start; however, in the  years  past,  they  had  grown  distant  from  each  other.  It wasn't her fault, Gavin knew, or at least speculated. Here is a loving and beautiful woman who adored him from the very moment they met, and all she wanted in return for all her love and loyalty was for Gavin to provide a fraction of the same in return. For a time, Gavin reciprocated those feelings, but they were not real. He didn't know what they were or what he felt; maybe  it  had  just  been  sympathy  that  manifested  into empathy that he showed as love.

Jennifer loved Gavin, and it showed, but it was clear as day that she felt the emptiness that came back her way. Love was something very distant and unknown to Gavin. Sure, he cared for people. He cared for his brother Fred and Milton, and Mary and their three boys. And he cared for Jennifer. But love was to Gavin as the  brightest purple was to the colourblind. He could not help it. Perhaps it was his mother dying on them at a young age or his father’s backhand in school. Perhaps it was the subconscious fear of never receiving the same love as he did from his mother again. Or finding it just to lose it all over. Or,  perhaps,  it  was  just  the  way  he  was.  But  none  of  that mattered  because  Jennifer  needed  something,  and  Gavin couldn't  deliver  it.  And  so,  he  sat  outside,  unsure  and incredulous to do anything about the matter. Gavin could feel the drink creeping up now. He was usually very cheerful when he  drank  with  friends,  but  with  no  friends  present  and  an obvious absence of cheer, the drink had begun to manifest in other ways. He felt the old regret and suspicion rise from the pits.  Thoughts  formed  almost  out  of  thin  air,  trying  to convince him of things that, to a sober and rational mind, had zero evidence to back them up. The smell, a musky man smell, lurked in his bedroom and on his wife sometimes. Her touch was  absent  even  through  the  daily  kiss-hug  greeting. Something was happening. Or something has been happening. The thoughts were kicked away, but just like a thin fog, they simply kept on coming back. Drooping over logic and sense.

CLANG, CLANG. The front gate bell rang, propelling Gavin to  his  feet  with  excitement  and  relief.  He  leaped  over disorganised wire chairs and hurried to the front. Yes! Anyone will do for a drink or two, he thought as he turned the corner. But just as swiftly as his rescue arrived, it was snatched away at the sight of his father waiting at the gate. Gavin came to an abrupt halt and quickly regained his composure, as the one man  he  didn't  need  in  this  situation  stood  awaiting  his invitation inside. The two men remained silent for a moment that felt like hours, merely gazing at each other with almost violent intent.

“What  are  you  doing here?”  Gavin  spoke  sternly  as  he walked toward the gate with his chest puffed like a young bull cautiously approaching the old one.




Chapter 3 

 

The constant clanging and loud bangs of heavy-loaded bars being dropped or re-racked had always been one of the most soothing sounds for Bricks. The regimental base had its little gym for members of the base, but  it was rarely used by all except the local iron bangers. You could write in stone who would be there at 5 am before the day started. 10 am for a quick workout after tea time. 1 pm after lunch and 4:30 pm as the  day  closed.  Bricks  knew  them  all.  Another  heavy  clang came from one of the bench press racks as someone racked their  loaded  barbell.  Another  thunderous  thump  from  the back  after  a  massively  overloaded  bar  got  dropped  from completing its descent down and ascent back up for a back squat PR attempt. All of these sounds, the atmosphere, and the smell were like rain on a tin roof for its locals. To the back and in the corner, Bricks and Martins were going through a bench press  session.  Bricks  spotted  the  younger  man,  who  was folding  under  the  weight  that  Bricks  insisted  they  attempt. Martins  knew  better  than  to  deny  or  even  challenge  his training partner when it came to working out. At home, they were the best of friends, a little unconventional with their age gap and clashing personalities, but still very good and playful friends.  At  work,  Martins  was  the  shot  caller,  outranking Bricks  but  still  maintaining  a  loose  and  respectful relationship. The veteran didn't mind; he knew his place as a professional  and  was  happy  taking  orders  and  leadership from someone who knew what they were doing. But in here, in the gym, it was Bricks’ world, and you either kept up or got out. The very setting of the gym was like an homage to Bricks and  his  personality.  An  out-of-the-way,  hidden  old  building cracking  by  the  seams.  No  stereo  or  proper  lighting,  a makeshift  gate  that  one  would  think  held  gardening equipment  in  need  of  maintenance.  Inside,  every  wall  was painted a different shade of white with the odds and ends of leftover paint from what the maintenance staff didn't use. The equipment was old, rusted, and mostly outdated. There had even  been  a  squat  rack  with  an  old  VW  Beetle  axle  and wheelbase  for  those  who  surpassed  all  of  the  conventional weights.  Yes,  this  was  home  to  Bricks.  His  nickname originated many years ago in the very gym they occupy now. One  morning,  a  couple  of  operators  had  been  testing  their strength, lifting the odd dumbbell and pulling at some cables. Just mucking around when they saw a large man on the other side's  shoulder  pressing  the  equivalent  of  one  of  them.  He fought  the  set  as  his  muscles  overshot  fatigue  and  began pumping dubious amounts of lactic acid into his deltoids, but he kept on pressing. From the outside, he looked like a piston as he manipulated the bar up and down in a rhythmic fashion, but internally, Bricks was fighting a war, and he was losing. Finally,  at  his  very  last  rep,  he  could  no  longer  finish  the movement, pausing halfway to the top and then… failure. The bar dropped so loudly that if the others inside had PTSD, they would  drop  and  duck  for  cover.  Bricks’ fury  towards  the failure came like a rushing flash flood, and he roared at the disappointment,  turning  towards  the  off-white  wall  and punching it full force before storming out. Everyone who had remained inside was deathly quiet from the rant, and then one of  them  said, “Are  you serious?”  His  comment  drew  the attention of some of the others as they inspected the wall that, for a moment, doubled as a punching bag. Milton Hendricks punched  a  hole  clear  through  the  wall  made  of  bricks!  At lunchtime, the story had made its rounds and finally reached Milton's ears. Everyone had made such a big deal about it that even some of the senior officers and, at that time, veterans had come to shake his hand. It got so big that Milton decided not to challenge the tale. He knew the truth was disappointing. He knew the building was not only old but had originally been built as a storage area and that it had only been built with a single brick layer. One afternoon, a couple of weeks ago, the wall had begun to crack and was on its last legs. Milton had taken it upon himself to buy some mortar and cheap concrete from  the  local  hardware  store  and  try  to  repair  the  wall himself. The concrete was of poor quality and not enough, so he had decided to infuse some rocks into the mix that would at least allow him to complete the job. Milton knew the wall was unstable, not that he was thinking about that at the time of punching it, of course, but he knew a boy could push the wall over. One of his teammates kept him company at lunch and said there was a joke going around about him. “They say your mama made a mistake on your birth certificate… It's not Milton  Hendricks  but  Milton Henbricks.”  He  laughed  as  he said it.

“Some joke. I hope whoever made it doesn't quit his day job.” Milton said in passing as he stood to exit the mess hall. “People  just  need something  new  to  think  about,  and  soon. Don't like being the butt of jokes.” His teammates had another laugh  at  Milton's  expense  before  replying. “Whatever  you say… Bricks.”

“Come on, Caps, I'm doing all the work here, press.” Bricks barked at Martins from above as Martins finally got his weight up and racked the bar with an exhaustive release.

“What  the  hell,  man?  That  wasn't  even  my  warm-up weight. The missus got you working overtime at night, huh?” Bricks chuckled, taking a cheap shot at Martins.

“Hah, I wish.” Martins breathed while struggling to get up off the bench, fighting the stars that had taken over his vision.

“Things… a little off at home lately?” Bricks grunted as he placed four more weight plates on the bar for his set.

“Things have been a little off for a while now. Jens been… Distant, but weirdly happy.” Bricks lay down on the bench and began repping out his set. The weight was far heavier than Martins was, but the giant-coloured man still had the capacity for  conversation. “Happy?  Maybe  you're  doing  something right without even knowing it. Women are weird like that, you know.” Martins was standing in the spotter position, knowing full well he wasn't needed. “Doubtful.” Martins had known for some  time  now  that  it  was  his  fault  that  Jen  had  been struggling with their marriage, but he wasn't about to take the blame and talk in that way in front of his friend, especially not in a testosterone-driven man cave. He didn't want a lecture about how he needed to man up or take control, or give her a kid. Bricks racked the bar comfortably and sat back up. “And I doubt it's as bad as you think it is. You know what you should do…?”

Martins  knew  where  this  conversation  was  going,  so  he jumped in with his thought. “I think I know what's going on. I might  be  crazy;  in  fact,  I  hope  that  I am…”  Bricks  paused, seeing  the  seriousness  in  his  captain's  voice.  He  knew  that look and knew to take it seriously.

“I think it's another man.” Martins said it with a fiery look in  his  eyes.  A  million  questions  were  running  through Bricks’s mind, but all of them were reserved for other people, normal people, not Gavin Martins. He didn't even bother with alternatives; he knew his friend and trusted his captain's gut, probably more so than even his own. “Do you know who?”

“I'm a  hundred percent  sure Jen  is seeing someone  else, even though I wish I weren't. What I am not sure of is who, but I have a strong suspicion.” At that moment, a clerk came into the gym and called for Captain Martins.

“Captain.” The man saluted as Martins acknowledged with a stretch since he wasn't in uniform.

“Colonel  Els  requires  your  presence  in  his  office  by  ten hundred hours.

“Office? Don't you mean war room?”

“It's the message verbatim, Captain.” The man saluted and walked  off.  Martins  and  Bricks  exchanged  a  confused  look. Colonel  Els  was  a  hands-on  leader,  and  his  office  mainly served as a trophy or memorabilia room.

“Why there?” Martins asked. Arriving at Colonel Els’ office, Martins  could  hear  the  intense  screaming  match  going  on inside. His secretary asked if he would like some coffee while he waited, knowing that the colonel might be some time as he was on the phone with some of the higher-ups from Pretoria. Martins  declined  the  offer  but  tried  to  fish  out  some information from the young girl. “Any idea who his victims are on the other line?” He asked jokingly but seriously, attempting to pry some information from her.

“No  clue,  but  I  know  they’re  calling  from  HQ,  and  the colonel hates it when those pencil pushers, as he calls them, try  to  tell  him  how  to  do things.”  Suddenly,  the  shouting stopped,  and  the  colonel  burst  through  the  door  into  the waiting area. “Martins.” He greeted him in passing before he addressed  his  secretary. “Get  a  message  over  to  Colonel Groves at forward operating base Kuvanga…” His words were cut  off  by  his  secretary  correcting  him. “You  mean  Colonel Stevens, sir.”

“Whoever. Get clearance for a command centre and have Stigman, or whatever his name is, set up for us.” Els stepped back into his office. “Waiting for a  red carpet, Martins?” He scoffed  as  he  led  the  way.  Martins  stepped  in  and  saluted before removing his beret and standing at ease.

“Have a seat, Captain.” Els said as he gave his half-hearted salute back and sat down.

“Martins,  I  want  you  to  compile  a  small  team  setup  for long-range  reconnaissance  into  Cumene.  Make  sure  you choose  well,  as  the op might  have  extensive timeframes.” Martins was a little taken aback. He was no stranger to LRR operations but had never been dragged into an office to be briefed before.

“Colonel,  I  was  under  the  impression  that  I  was  to  go further north towards the front.”

“Things change, Captain.” That was all he got from Els, who was half busy briefing the captain and half busy signing off signal sheets. Martins sat in confusion for a moment, unsure of what to do next. Usually, a briefing was incredibly detailed, with every hour of an operation being discussed. But this was new to him; he had no idea how to proceed. Colonel Els picked up on the captain's wayward aura and decided to give him the attention  he  deserved.  He  sat  back  and  abandoned  the paperwork. Clasping his hands, he said. “Martins, we are all well aware of your ability and prior success, especially in your soloist career. And it was exactly because of this rap sheet that I have to put you on this op.” Martins sat quietly and tried to puzzle the odd meeting together. “I understand, Colonel, but why  are  you  briefing  me  this  way?  Most  of  the  regiment's operators have been on LRR ops, and truth be told, they are nothing  to  write  home about.”  Colonel  Els  considered  the man's stance and knew he wasn't  going to go along blindly and so he opted for more clarity. “Martins, you're aware that the  Americans  have  had  their  sticky  fingers  in  this  war  for some time now. We don't know much, or at least I don't, but we know we are working in tandem at times. They have asked us to provide a reconnaissance team to investigate an area of interest.  We  don't  know  much  else,  but  I'm  sure  you  will receive a comprehensive briefing closer to the time.” Els told the truth, at least a good portion of it. He knew the CIA was involved and didn't like the way they stepped in and out of their operations without regard. Even his knowledge of what was happening had been limited; however, in his experience working  with  them,  he  knew  that  South  African  soldiers, especially special forces operators, were nothing more than mine  canaries  to  be  used  and  discarded  on  a  whim.  It  was dangerous to work for them.

“I wouldn't give this to anyone else, Martins. I know your record, and I know you. If anyone has a chance of doing the job right, it's you.” Else said those words, but in his mind, he wanted  to  say, If  anyone could  survive  this,  it s  you. Martins accepted the colonel's explanation. “I have three men in mind, Colonel; I will draw up their signals today.”

“Good. Have the names sent to me, and I will clear them. You leave tomorrow, seven hundred hours for the air force base. On arrival, we will have that comprehensive briefing for you. That is all, Captain.” Martins rose and saluted but found the colonel's hand in waiting instead. He shook his hand and walked out. Now, he was worried. He had never met inside Colonel Els’ office for a briefing, not much of a briefing at all, and now he got a handshake from a man whose reputation is strict and professional. Something was off and far off.

After  getting  back  from  another  meeting,  Colonel  Els walked into his office and sat down to return to
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