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Author’s Note
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Operation Southern Cross  inspired by real conservation challenges, maritime threats, and the unseen efforts of individuals fighting to protect Southern Africa’s ecosystems. While the story is fictional, many of the threats — from coastal poaching to international trafficking — are very real.

Part of the Gideon Marais series of books is my tribute to the men and women who face these battles every day.

Thank you for reading.

— Ben Kunz

© 2025 Ben Kunz

All rights reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in critical articles or reviews.

For permissions, contact:

BenMKunz@gmail.com
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Prologue
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Simon’s Bay Naval Base – Midnight

The wind whispered across False Bay, laced with salt and secrets. Beneath the cliffs of Simon’s Town, a rigid-hulled inflatable boat cut silently through the black water, its low profile vanishing into the sea.

Four figures crouched low in tactical gear, eyes fixed on the faint glow ahead—the lights of a rust-streaked freighter anchored just beyond the shipping lanes.

At the helm, veteran operator Pieter Kapp tapped his earpiece.  

“Ten seconds.”

No one spoke. No one needed to. This was an off-the-books mission, sanctioned by no state, funded by men with deep pockets and deeper fears about what was slipping through South Africa’s borders.

The target: Ibn al-Khattab. A Liberian-registered freighter, owned through a daisy chain of shell companies. Intelligence suggested it carried more than arms or contraband. Something far worse was moving in Southern Africa’s waters.

—-
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The boarding team latched onto the stern ladder.

Then—crack. A shot echoed across the bay.  

Tracer rounds screamed overhead.

“Ambush!” Kapp shouted, shoving a man behind a steel drum. Bullets tore into the water beside the RHIB.

From the deck above, a voice barked in Arabic. Engines roared to life. The freighter began to turn—fast. Too fast.

In the chaos, Kapp glimpsed something he would never forget: a row of crates, stamped with Cyrillic letters and an emblem he hadn’t seen since the Angolan Bush War.

Then came the explosion.

The freighter erupted in a fireball, the sea lit like daylight.

—-
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Of the team sent to intercept Ibn al-Khattab, only one man survived—barely. Weeks in a military hospital, unable to speak, trembling at the mention of the coast.

The incident was buried. No media. No leaks. Not even a footnote in defence archives.

But among a small circle of South Africa’s most powerful men, it confirmed their worst fears.

A new enemy had arrived. And South Africa—battered, corrupt, bleeding from within—was now a frontline.

They made a decision.

They would call in a man they trusted. A man who owed them nothing—  

but who owed everything to the land he loved.

Gideon Marais.
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Chapter 1: The Gathering
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A soft Cape breeze carried the scent of sun-warmed fynbos over the manicured vineyards of the Stellenbosch estate. Shadows from ancient oaks slanted across the gravel drive where a line of discreet black Range Rovers gleamed.

Inside the glass-walled villa perched above the vines, six men sat in silence around a reclaimed yellowwood table.

Each a titan. Each a guardian—at least in their own eyes.

Karel Bekker sipped chilled Chenin Blanc, gaze fixed on the satellite photo projected on the wall: a section of South Africa’s eastern coastline, marked in red and black.  

“That,” he said finally, “was two days ago. A Taiwanese trawler off Pondoland. No permit. Stripped the reef. Gone.”

Chris Wiener leaned forward, fingers steepled. “Three reports like that in the past month.”

Nicolaas Heimer, khaki bush shirt and weathered veldskoene, shook his head. “It’s worse inland. Game smuggling through Limpopo. Illegal mining in protected parks. Rangers outgunned. Intelligence hollow.”

Andries Remington snorted. “Intelligence? Half compromised, half bankrupt.”

Martiens le Roux adjusted his glasses. “And yet we sit here with the means to change it. We could finance five private armies. So what’s stopping us?”

All eyes turned to the man at the head of the table.

Allen Muskate—the global entrepreneur whose Afrikaans roots still ran deep in Pretoria’s red soil. No tie today. Just a charcoal shirt and the quiet gravity of someone who had seen too much.

“Gentlemen,” he said, voice low, “we are not here to play God. Nor to start a war. But this country is being carved up—its coast, its land, its wildlife. We’ve stood back long enough.”

Silence.

“So what are you suggesting?” Remington asked, sceptical but not dismissive.

“We form a private coalition, “Allen said. “Off the books. We fund it quietly. You provide influence. I provide infrastructure. We recruit people who know how to fight without making noise. A response force. A buffer against collapse.”

Le Roux frowned. “And who leads this... ghost army?”

Bekker grinned. “There’s only one man I trust.”  

Wiener nodded. “Gideon Marais.”  

Heimer’s lips curved in a rare smile. “Last man I saw make a lion back off with a slingshot.”  

Remington gave a wry chuckle. “I remember him breaking a warlord’s fingers in Botswana with a teaspoon. Still don’t know how.”

Bekker leaned back, eyes distant. “But will he even come? He walked away. Said he’d had enough.”

“He’ll come,” Moolman said quietly.

The others looked at him.  

“Why?”

Moolman gave a faint smile. He reached into his blazer pocket, pulled out a worn leather pouch. Inside lay a tarnished Kruger Rand, rim dented, gleam dulled by decades. A token from a mission no one dared speak of.  

“He’ll know what it means.”

Before anyone could reply, a soft chime sounded at the entrance.

A bodyguard moved to answer. Moments later, he stepped aside.

A man entered.

Tall. Weathered. Grey-streaked hair. Sharp eyes that scanned the room like a tracker reading spoor. Boots still caked with Kalahari dust. Silence carved from loss.

“Gentlemen,” said Gideon Marais. “You summoned me.”

He nodded to Moolman.  

“It better be worth it.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Quiet Before the Storm
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Port St. Johns – Wild Coast

The salty breeze off the Indian Ocean swept through the open shutters of Gideon Marais’s rented cottage, teasing the pages of a faded notebook on the desk. Seagulls cried in the distance. Far below the bluff, waves curled and crashed against jagged rock.

It was the kind of morning that lulled one into forgetting the danger beneath South Africa’s coastal beauty.

Gideon stood shirtless on the veranda, watching vervet monkeys dart across sagging power lines. One juvenile hung by its tail, mocking an older sibling. Behind him, the kettle whistled.

He poured slowly, steam rising into his face, stirred in coarse brown sugar. No decaf. No small talk. Gideon believed in watching. Waiting. Listening.

He had arrived in Port St. Johns three days ago, pulled from semi-retirement by the shadowy alliance of South African billionaires. Whispers spoke of Chinese trawlers sweeping the seabed at night, secret landings in remote coves, fishermen turning up dead. Official reports claimed nothing. Gideon trusted his instincts more than paperwork.

He sipped coffee, raised German binoculars to the horizon. Two rusting vessels floated just beyond the territorial limit. Silent. Motionless. Forty-eight hours without moving.

Not trawlers sheltering from a storm. Something else.

His satellite phone buzzed.  

“Ja?”  

“It’s Wessie,” came the familiar voice. “You’re not alone down there.”  

“I gathered. What’ve you got?”  

“A journalist. Nosipho Mbatha. She posted an exposé on illegal landings. Yesterday she went silent. Last seen near Mbotyi, tracking Chinese containers inland.”

Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “Send me her file. I’ll find her.”  

“She might be dead.”  

“Then I’ll find whoever made her disappear.”

Silence. Then Wessie added, “Satellite chatter shows movement inland. Not fish, Gideon. Arms. Maybe people.”
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