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1 UT-TCP


Teemane City always looked unreal from the bus window—a glittering promise pressed behind glass, too bright and too alive to belong to someone like me.
I pressed my forehead against the cool pane and watched the city rise as if it had been waiting. Towers of glass curved toward the sky like they knew exactly where they were going. Sunlight bounced off polished buildings, sharp and blinding, turning the streets into ribbons of light. Everything shimmered with intention. Nothing here felt accidental.
I wondered how many people arrived in this city already believing they belonged.
The bus hummed beneath me, a steady vibration that travelled up my spine. I clutched the navy uniform folded in my lap, my fingers digging into the fabric as though it might slip away if I loosened my grip. The material was stiff, heavy, new. Untouched. It smelled like detergent and cardboard and possibility.
TCP.
Teemane Cadet Program.
A place for discipline. For courage. For people who didn’t flinch when the world demanded more.
A place I had convinced myself I could become worthy of—if I tried hard enough.
The bus slowed. Air brakes hissed. The doors folded open with a sharp mechanical sigh, and suddenly the city was no longer framed by glass. It surrounded me.
The air was cooler than home. Cleaner. It carried the scent of fresh pavement, steel, and something else I couldn’t name—momentum, maybe. People moved fast around me, bodies angled forward like they were already late for something important. University students in UT sweaters spilled out of cafés with coffee cups in hand. Businesspeople crossed intersections mid-conversation. Street vendors arranged fruit beneath bright umbrellas that matched the city’s carefully curated colors.
Everyone looked like they knew where they were going.
I stepped off the bus slowly, my boots hitting the pavement with more hesitation than I wanted to admit. For a moment, I just stood there, letting the city rush around me, letting the noise and movement wash over my senses.
“Wow,” I breathed, barely aware I’d spoken aloud.
Everything felt too arranged. Too precise. As if the city itself had been designed by someone who hated chaos. I finally understood why people called it The Diamond City. It didn’t just shine—it cut.
A breeze lifted my braids from my shoulders, cool against my skin, and with it came a memory I hadn’t invited.
Cries, mama don’t go.
The smell of metal and wet stone.
Sound warping. Panic rising.
A voice calling my name.
My chest tightened so suddenly it felt like my lungs had been grabbed from the inside.
Not now, Naledi.
I closed my eyes for a second and forced myself to breathe. In. Out. Slow. Controlled. I had learned how to do this the hard way—alone, in quiet rooms, during nights when sleep refused to come.
Today was not for the past.
Today was for reinvention.
I adjusted the strap of my bag and turned toward the massive glass structure ahead of me. The letters mounted above the entrance gleamed gold in the sunlight:
WELCOME TO THE UNIVERSITY OF TEEMANE
School of Excellence
My throat tightened.
Am I really here?
The question echoed as I stepped inside UT headquarters. The building was sharp and reflective, all clean lines and glass walls, like it had been carved instead of built. Screens lined the interior, looping footage of cadets scaling obstacle walls, performing rope rescues, administering first aid with steady hands.
Then the screen changed.
Flood response simulation.
Cadets plunging into deep water.
My vision blurred.
I looked away too quickly, nearly stumbling.
“My God,” I whispered.
The air felt tight here. Like it pressed inward instead of giving space.
“Move, please.”
The voice behind me was clipped and impatient. I stepped aside instantly as a tall cadet brushed past, already fully uniformed. His boots were polished to a mirror shine, his posture rigid with discipline. The nametag on his chest read KGOSI.
He didn’t look at me. Didn’t register my presence at all.
Good.
Attention had never brought me anything good.
“Naledi Motsamai?”
I raised my hand.
A different instructor approached—this one radiating quiet authority. Her uniform was perfectly pressed, her gaze sharp enough to strip excuses bare.
“Group C,” she said. “Changing rooms are down that corridor. Uniform on before briefing.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
My throat felt tight as I followed her direction.
Uniform.
Identity.
Commitment.
No turning back.
Inside the changing room, voices bounced off tiled walls. Laughter. Complaints about stiff collars. Boots thudding against benches. Confidence filled the space in loud, careless bursts.
I stood at the edge, unfolding my uniform carefully, almost reverently.
Piece by piece, I put it on.
Trousers. Shirt. Belt. Boots. Badge.
Each item felt like a promise—and a risk.
When I finally looked in the mirror, I barely recognized myself.
The girl staring back looked solid. Capable. Like someone who could hold her ground.
Not the woman who had signed divorce papers with shaking hands.
Not the woman who had sat on her bedroom floor listening to the television because silence hurt too much.
Not the woman who had clung to a stranger’s voice for hope.
“Wow.”
I jumped.
A woman stood behind me, relaxed but alert, her presence filling the room without effort. Her hair was pulled back neatly, her posture straight, her expression unreadable but calm.
“Navy suits you,” she said.
“I—” My heart was still racing. “Sorry. You startled me.”
She smiled faintly. Not unkind. Assessing.
“I’m Lebo.”
The name landed softly.
Too softly.
“Naledi,” I replied.
She glanced at the badge on my chest. “I know.”
Something about her made my shoulders straighten instinctively. Like my body recognized authority before my mind caught up.
“First day?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Don’t let anyone intimidate you,” she said quietly. “Especially not seniors.”
There was something sharp beneath the words. A warning wrapped in casual tone.
Before I could respond, she turned and walked out, two other cadets falling in behind her like shadows.
My heart was still trying to settle when another voice burst into my space.
“I’m Rhea!”
She grinned brightly, all energy and motion, linking her arm through mine as if we’d known each other for years. “Group C. Which means we’re buddies.”
“Buddies?”
“Buddy system,” she said cheerfully. “Apparently we’re not allowed to emotionally or physically collapse alone.”
I laughed—an actual laugh, surprised out of me.
When we entered the briefing hall, the atmosphere shifted instantly. Rows of cadets snapped to attention as a tall man stepped forward, medals lining his chest.
“I am Chief Nare,” he announced. “Welcome to TCP.”
His voice didn’t just fill the room—it shaped it.
“You were chosen from over two thousand applicants.”
The number hit me like a wave.
Two thousand.
I swallowed hard.
Beside me, Rhea beamed like she’d already won something.
Instructor Moyo stepped forward next.
“Follow me.”
No greeting. No smile.
Fear rippled through Group C.
Outside, as we moved down the corridor, my eyes caught on a familiar figure.
Lebo.
She stood near an empty hallway with a young man in an instructor’s uniform. Their voices were low. Tense.
“It’s too early for this,” the man said.
A sharp sound cracked through the air.
My breath hitched.
Lebo had slapped him.
Time froze.
Her eyes snapped toward the doorway—and found me.
Cold. Precise.
“You didn’t see anything,” she said softly.
“Yes,” I whispered. “I understand.”
Her gaze lingered a heartbeat longer than necessary, then she turned away.
Rhea leaned close. “Do you know who that was?”
I shook my head.
“That’s Malebogo Nare,” she whispered. “Best female cadet UT has ever had. Final year. Assistant instructor.”
The world tilted.
Because suddenly, memory flooded in.
Television screens glowing in dark rooms.
Newspaper headlines spread across tables that no longer held wedding rings.
Lebo—smiling, composed, speaking about discipline and resilience.
While my life was falling apart, hers had been rising.
Listening to her had been the only thing that gave me hope.
We were the same age.
And now she was here.
Watching me.
The realization sat heavy in my chest as we moved across the training grounds.
Lebo.
Malebogo Nare.
The name echoed with weight now, reshaping everything I had already seen. Her posture. Her authority. The way the man in the hallway had flinched before her hand ever moved.
Of course.
She wasn’t just confident.
She was earned.
I had learned her name years ago, long before this morning, long before I ever imagined stepping foot in Teemane City. Back when my world had been shrinking instead of expanding. Back when survival had meant getting out of bed and pretending I was fine.
During the divorce, the television had been my constant companion. Not because I cared about the noise, but because silence left too much room for memory. For regret. For questions without answers.
That was when Lebo had appeared on the screen.
A young cadet, interviewed after winning Best Female Cadet in her first year at UT–TCP. I remembered sitting cross-legged on my bedroom floor, divorce papers folded neatly beside me, my eyes fixed on the screen.
Discipline saved me, Lebo had said.
Structure gives you something to hold on to when everything else slips.
I had replayed that interview more times than I cared to admit.
She had been everywhere after that. Newspapers. Public talks. Training documentaries. The face of UT–TCP. Living proof that resilience could be built, step by step, if you simply refused to quit.
I had once wondered what the TCP in UT–TCP really stood for. UT—short for the University of Teemane—was an international university set in Botswana’s newest city, Teemane, all glass buildings, sharp edges, and restless ambition. Teemane, all glass buildings and ambition. TCP, I learned, was the Teemane Cadet Programme, widely described as the most demanding training the university offered. And that was saying something.
Botswana already had the Police Academy. The Botswana Defence Force. Yet TCP stood apart. Its graduates were so highly disciplined, so thoroughly trained, that both the Police Service and the BDF competed for them every single year. Companies and organisations lined up before graduation, looking to recruit at least a hundred, sometimes two hundred cadets at a time. Permanent jobs were almost guaranteed. A TCP graduate didn’t need an interview—being from TCP was the interview.
It was a big deal just to attend UT. But to be in that programme? TCP carried weight. Respect. Doors opened before you even knocked.
While my marriage collapsed, Lebo rose.
And somehow, listening to her had given me hope that I could rise too.
I hadn’t realized she was the same age as me until much later. That detail had hurt in a quiet, aching way. We were born in the same year, yet she had become something extraordinary while I was learning how to start over.
Now she was here.
In my world.
And she had looked straight at me.
“Navy suits you.”
Rhea bumped her shoulder lightly into mine. “You’ve been quiet for five minutes. That’s concerning.”
“I’m thinking,” I murmured.
“That’s dangerous,” she replied. “Try not to overdo it.”
Despite myself, I smiled.
Instructor Moyo led us with a merciless pace, cutting across the grounds like a blade. No one dared lag behind. The metal bars of the obstacle courses gleamed in the sun. Ropes hung like challenges waiting to be accepted—or refused.
Then we reached the pool.
Long.
Deep.
Perfectly still.
The blue shimmered beneath the sunlight, deceptively calm.
My body reacted before my mind could intervene—not with fear, but with remembering.
A baby boy balanced on a duff balloon, chubby legs kicking wildly as laughter burst around the pool. Sunlight flashing on wet skin. The splash of careless joy. Someone calling his name. My own laugh, bright and unguarded, rising into the air without hesitation.
Beautiful memories.
The kind that sting.
My chest tightened anyway. Not panic—grief. A quiet ache, sharp and sudden, like pressing on a bruise you pretend isn’t there. My palms dampened. The world narrowed to the surface of the water, rippling gently, breathing like it was alive.
Cold water lapped at the edge of the pool.
I staggered slightly.
“This,” Instructor Moyo said, stopping sharply, “will be your breaking point. For many of you.”
Her gaze swept across us, unflinching.
“You will learn rescue swimming. Breath control. Immersion tolerance.”
The words brushed against memories I hadn’t prepared to meet.
Rhea’s fingers grazed my elbow.
I flinched.
Her eyes widened instantly. “Nale…?”
“I’m fine,” I said too quickly.
It wasn’t true. But it was what I had learned to offer.
“No one touches the pool until day three,” Moyo continued.
Relief washed through me—not because I feared the water, but because I wasn’t ready to feel everything it carried.
Day three.
I could survive until day three.
We moved on, and with every step away from the pool, my breathing steadied again—though the ache lingered, soft and cold, deep in my bones.
The tour ended in the cadet lounge. Couches. Study tables. Vending machines humming lazily against the wall.
“You have fifty-five minutes,” Moyo said. “Then oath ceremony.”
The group scattered immediately.
Rhea grabbed my wrist. “Vending machine. Emergency sugar.”
She studied the options dramatically. “Okay, serious question. Chocolate or chips?”
“Chocolate,” I said without hesitation.
She laughed. “Trauma response. Noted.”
As she paid, someone approached from behind.
“Naledi?”
I turned.
Dan.
Up close, he was even more striking. Tall, broad-shouldered, his uniform fitting him like it belonged there. Dark curls framed his face, and his eyes—warm brown—held something restrained and tired beneath the surface.
“Hi,” I said cautiously.
“I’m Dan,” he said. “Group C assistant instructor.”
Rhea’s eyes flicked between us. “I’m going to, uh… give you space,” she said brightly, already backing away. “Very urgent… snack-related business.”
She vanished.
Dan exhaled softly. “Listen,” he said. “I’m sorry you had to see that earlier.”
“I didn’t see anything,” I replied immediately.
“It was actually—”
“I don’t need to know,” I cut in, my voice steadier than I felt. “Really. It’s none of my business.”
He paused, studying me, then nodded.
“Thank you,” he said quietly.
For a moment, neither of us spoke.
Then he leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Race tomorrow. Don’t tell anyone. And… don’t eat anything with sugar before it.”
I blinked. My pulse skipped.
He held my gaze, steady and intense, until I finally nodded.
“Good,” he said softly, stepping back. “See you at the ceremony.”
My heart didn’t slow for a long time after.
When Rhea returned, she raised an eyebrow. “Well.”
“Don’t,” I warned.
She grinned. “Too late.”
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2 THE CEREMONY

The TCP oath ceremony—the moment that marked the beginning of something permanent—is more than just a formality. It feels like a declaration, a line drawn in the sand about who I am becoming. Word has it that the UT oath ceremony always happens at the very start of the program, a deliberate signal that from the moment one step among the cadets, the rules of the game have changed. Starting the TCP program is considered the same as starting a job. There’s no distinction, no probationary grace period where one can hide behind inexperience. From that instant, I just know I’m expected to perform, to carry myself with the same discipline, precision, and accountability as those already working in the field.
They say organizations don’t wait for the program to end—they can take a cadet to begin working at any time if they prove themselves worthy. My abilities, my attitude, the way I show up, all of that matters far more than how long I’ve been here. The oath isn’t just symbolic; it feels like a realignment of who I am. By swearing in, I’m not just committing to the program—I’m stepping into responsibilities and expectations I’ve never had before, expected to hold my own among the best. The ceremony reminds me this isn’t a trial or a game. This is the start of something permanent, a career, a reputation that can open doors—or close them—long before the program officially ends.
Outside, the parade grounds buzzed with restrained energy: boots striking concrete in measured rhythm, voices lowered by nerves and anticipation. Today, we would swear ourselves in—not just to the programme, but to the discipline it demanded and the people it claimed us for.
Inside the residence, everything was quiet.
Too quiet, almost, for a day this big.
The knock came soft but deliberate—three taps against the door, like a reminder that I wasn’t alone anymore.
I looked up from where I stood, fingers frozen at the curve of my collarbone, breath caught halfway between memory and the present.
“Naledi,” Rhea’s voice floated through door. “It’s about time.”
For a second, I didn’t move.
The room felt too small for everything it was holding—grief folded into fabric, history stitched into seams, a future waiting just beyond the door. My reflection stared back at me from the mirror, unfamiliar and achingly familiar all at once.
I was wearing red.
The gown had lived in my wardrobe for as long as I could remember, wrapped in plastic, hidden behind coats and old dresses I never wore. My grandmother had always told me it was my mother’s. That she had worn it once, long before sickness thinned her voice and dimmed her laughter.
“She would have wanted you to have it,” my grandmother used to say, smoothing the fabric with reverent hands. “Some things are meant to wait for the right moment.”
I had never known what that moment was.
Until now.
The dress flowed like liquid fire, deep crimson silk that hugged my waist before falling gracefully to the floor. The neckline was modest but elegant, dipping just enough to reveal my collarbones, the fabric catching the light with every small movement. It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. The color spoke for itself—bold, defiant, alive.
I smoothed my palms over my hips, grounding myself.
My hair was pulled back into a low, sleek bun, curls tamed but not erased, a few soft tendrils framing my face. My skin—dark, rich, untouched by the years of doubt that had lived beneath it—glowed against the red like it had been designed for this moment. I was tall, taller than most women I knew, my posture giving me an elegance I hadn’t always recognized as strength.
I didn’t look like the girl who had buried her mother at six.
I didn’t look like the teenager who had been married at eighteen because she thought it was going to last forever.
I didn’t look like the woman who had stayed too long in a marriage she thought was love.
I looked like someone new.
Someone becoming.
“Naledi?” Rhea called again, softer. “If you don’t open this door, I’m coming in and emotionally narrating everything.”
I let out a shaky laugh and crossed the room.
When I opened the door, Rhea froze.
Her mouth parted. Her eyes widened. Then she pressed a hand to her chest dramatically. “Okay. Wow. Rude. How dare you do this to me on a Wednesday.”
I smiled despite the tightness in my throat. “Is it… too much?”
“Too much?” She shook her head. “Naledi, this dress was waiting for you. I swear it.”
She stepped aside so I could see the hallway beyond. Cadets moved quietly, dressed in black tie attire that transformed the usually rigid space into something almost surreal.
“Rhea you look beautiful too” 
 She made a face. “Thank you girlfriend.”
The ceremony.
Black tie.
Formal.
Sacred.
We joined the others, the sound of heels and polished shoes echoing softly as we moved toward UT Hall. The closer we got, the more my heart raced—not with fear this time, but with awe.
When we stepped inside, I stopped walking.
UT Hall rose before us in breath-taking splendor. Massive golden decorations climbed the walls, intricate designs etched into stone and metal like stories carved into time. Chandeliers hung high above, their light cascading down in warm brilliance, illuminating rows of seats arranged with ceremonial precision.
It felt ancient. Powerful. Alive.
I swallowed hard.
“This place…” I whispered.
Rhea leaned closer. “Yeah. Makes you feel small, doesn’t it?”
No.
It made me feel seen.
As we took our seats, I became acutely aware of the weight of the gown, of the way people glanced my way and then looked again. I straightened instinctively, my grandmother’s voice echoing in my head.
Stand tall, Naledi. You come from women who endure.
Across the hall, movement caught my eye.
Lebo.
She stood near the front, dressed in a tailored black gown that screamed authority without trying. Her posture was flawless, her presence magnetic. Conversations bent toward her. People listened when she spoke.
And for the first time, I understood something clearly.
I hadn’t just admired Lebo because she was successful.
I had admired her because she looked like survival with purpose.
A hush fell over the hall.
Chief Nare stepped forward.
The ceremony began.
The hall hushed further as Chief Nare raised his hand. The air felt thick, almost tangible, each breath tasting of polished wood and waxed stone. Rows of cadets shifted in their seats, their attire impeccable, eyes sharp with attention. I smoothed the folds of my red gown, letting the silk slide against my skin and grounding myself in the present.
The oath was about to begin.
I thought of my mother, lost when I was six. How I had memorized every story my grandmother told about her, clinging to them like lifelines. And then the marriage that followed—a cage disguised as love, a man I thought I knew, a life I thought I wanted. I had loved him. I still did, in fragments that hurt to touch. But now, this ceremony, this hall, this moment—it was mine. It wasn’t borrowed. It was claimed.
Chief Nare’s voice cut through the silence, low and commanding. “Cadets, please rise.”
I stood, heels clicking softly against the marble. My posture straightened, not out of pride, but necessity. The gown swayed as I moved, a river of crimson marking my place among the assembly.
He gestured to the podium, where the ceremonial script rested, gilded and precise. “You are here because you chose service. You are here because discipline and courage are not optional but required. Today, you take an oath that binds you to this path.”
I felt Lebo’s eyes on me. Not watching me like everyone else, but assessing. Her gaze didn’t intimidate; it drew, pulling the truth out of me whether I liked it or not. I had followed her through television, through newspapers, through the echo of her first year victories, and now, I was here, standing in the same hall, trying to make my own mark.
The first line of the oath rang out, Chief Nare’s voice steady: “I pledge to uphold the values of Teemane Cadet Program, to serve with integrity, and to protect those entrusted to my care.”
I repeated the words, each one a thread stitching my past to this present. The weight of my mother’s absence pressed into me, and for the first time, I let it guide my strength rather than crush it.
The second line came: “I will face fear, I will endure hardship, and I will rise beyond every failure.”
My mind flickered to the memories of my failed marriage, the nights I had cried alone in darkness, the man who had taken more than my peace—I repeated the words harder, louder in my mind. Here, I could rewrite what had been lost.
Dan’s presence brushed against my awareness. I turned slightly, catching his dark eyes from across the hall. Tall, composed, commanding in his own understated way. He gave me a subtle nod, as if to say he understood without words. And in that glance, a silent conversation passed: acknowledgment, apology, reassurance.
I had seen him before today, in the hallways when I was with Rhea.  He had walked to us when he noticed me. The memory made my pulse quicken. He was handsome, yes—broad-shouldered, strong—but there was an integrity in him that called for respect, not attention. He stepped closer now, whispering almost imperceptibly as he passed: “Listen… I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“I didn’t see anything,” I replied immediately, surprising even myself with the calm in my voice.
“It was actually—”
“I don’t need to know,” I cut him off gently, but firmly. “Really. It’s none of my business.”
He paused, studied me for a heartbeat, then nodded, eyes softening ever so slightly. “Alright. Then I’ll leave it at that.”, I remember everything, how he reacted when I said I didn’t see anything.
The rest of the oath flowed, each phrase binding me tighter to this new self: courage, loyalty, service, resilience. With every repetition, my chest felt lighter. The burdens of my past didn’t vanish, but they shifted, contained in the structure of the words I was now claiming as my own.
Then came the final line: “I commit to honor, to serve, and to be the best I can be, for those who need me and for the city I call home.”
A shiver ran down my spine. I knew I meant it. I knew I would live it. And somewhere, deep inside, I knew my mother would have been proud. My grandmother is going to be so proud. And I could finally, finally be proud of me.
The applause was muted, respectful, but inside me, it roared. I sank into my seat, heart racing, hands clenched lightly in my lap. Rhea leaned over, whispering, “We were incredible. So proud of us.”
I smiled, but my eyes kept drifting. To Lebo. To Dan. To the enormity of this moment. The ceremony had ended, but the weight of it lingered.
And then Lebo approached.
She moved with deliberate grace, her black gown flowing as she neared. She stopped in front of me, her gaze sharp but not unkind. “Red suits you,” she said simply.
I blinked, caught off guard. “Th-thank you,” I stammered.
She nodded once. “I’ve watched you from afar. Today, you made your presence known. Remember that. Always.”
Her words weren’t loud, but they carried power, authority, and recognition. I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat.
And then she was gone, moving to the next cadet with the same quiet command she carried naturally, effortlessly.
Rhea, ever perceptive, whispered, “She likes you. Or… respects you. That’s close enough.”
I laughed softly, though my chest still felt tight. “I hope it’s respect.”
The ceremony had ended, but the energy in UT Hall lingered, like a soft hum beneath my skin. People rose, mingled, and filed toward the exits, leaving the chandeliers to catch the folds of gowns and toss red highlights across the polished marble floor. I let the crowd move ahead and slipped outside, craving the fresh air.
The courtyard was cool, the early evening breeze brushing my cheeks, carrying the scent of stone and distant greenery. I drew in a deep breath and let my gaze wander over the city below, lights sparkling like constellations scattered across the earth. This place… it’s out of this world, I whispered to myself, feeling both small and exhilarated.
I sensed movement behind me and thought it might be Rhea. I didn’t move, staying quiet, almost invisible, still lost in the view.
Then I turned—and collided with someone solid.
His chest pressed against mine, and a strong, masculine scent hit me instantly.
“Oh—I’m sorry,” I stammered, trying to step aside.
He stepped the same way, and we collided again, neither of us yielding.
“Naledi,” he said, calm and low.
I froze. I knew that voice. I looked up. His eyes were already on mine, dark brown and intense. Our gazes met, held, neither willing to look away. Time stretched; the city lights blurred in the background.
Someone coughed in the dark, breaking the spell. I took a step forward—but just then, his hand caught my wrist.
“Don’t forget,” he said quietly. “There’s a race tomorrow.”
He let my hand go. I walked forward, my heart still racing, not daring to look back.
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3 CHAPTER NAME


I woke before the whistle.
That alone felt different.
The dormitory lay in a dim half-light, the sky outside just beginning to separate night from morning. For a moment, I stayed where I was, stretched out on my narrow bed, listening to the unfamiliar quiet settle around me. The room felt smaller than it had the night before—not suffocating, just contained, as if it were holding me in place instead of pushing me out.
Honestly, I couldn’t stop thinking about last night.
The glances that lingered a second too long. The way the room had seemed warmer once people noticed me. The compliments—quiet, unexpected—especially from Lebo.
I mean, Lebo.
Red suits you, she had said, like it was the most ordinary truth in the world.
I smiled at the memory, alone in the dorm, the kind of smile that sneaks up on you before you can stop it. I reached for the red dress where it had rested neatly folded on the table, lifted it, pressed it briefly to my face. It smelled like me—soap, skin, something familiar and grounding. I laughed softly at myself.
Dan’s face drifted into my thoughts next. The way he had nodded at me—subtle but deliberate. He had looked strikingly handsome last night, the kind of handsome that didn’t ask for attention but claimed it anyway. I wondered if he knew the effect he had. I wondered if he knew I noticed.
And then, my mind went to the courtyard. The way we had bumped into each other, the sudden collision that had left my chest pressed against his, the sharp, masculine scent that had stolen my breath for a heartbeat. The way we’d both tried to step aside, only to move in sync, neither yielding, until he had said my name, low and steady, and our eyes had met, holding in silence that stretched longer than it should have.
I remembered the tension, the warmth that had spread through me, the subtle charge of awareness that lingered even after he let my wrist go and I walked away, not daring to look back.
What on earth is going on. I shook my head and shut my eyes hard.
Something had shifted.
Yesterday had changed me.
Not loudly.
Not completely.
But enough.
Across the room, Rhea slept on, turned toward the wall, her blanket pulled up to her shoulders. Her face was soft in sleep, unguarded in a way she never was when awake. I smiled faintly and looked away, careful not to wake her.
My eyes drifted to the foot of my bed.
The dress was no longer there.
I had packed it away the night before, folded carefully and returned to its garment bag, but the memory of it lingered anyway—crimson silk against my skin, the way it had moved when I walked, the way people had looked twice without meaning to.
The way I had stood differently.
I pressed my lips together, swallowing the sudden tightness in my throat.
My mother’s dress.
I had worn it once now. Not borrowed it. Not imagined it. I had stepped into it and let it hold me, and for the first time, the memory of her hadn’t felt like something fragile I needed to protect. It had felt solid—something passed down with intention.
She would have liked yesterday, I thought.
Not the ceremony itself. Not the formality. But the way I had stood my ground. The way I hadn’t shrunk.
Lebo’s voice surfaced again in my mind.
Red suits you.
The words hadn’t been extravagant. She hadn’t smiled when she said them. But they had landed with weight—not because of who she was in the programme, but because of who she had been to me before I ever arrived here.
I exhaled slowly.
Being seen is not the same as being known, my grandmother used to say. But sometimes, being seen is how knowing begins.
The whistle came moments later—sharp and unquestionable, slicing cleanly through the quiet.
This time, my heart didn’t leap into my throat.
I sat up smoothly and swung my legs over the side of the bed, my feet finding the cold floor without hesitation. My body responded as if it had been practicing this moment all its life.
Uniform.
Boots.
Hair.
Routine steadied me.
Rhea groaned softly behind me. “If I pretend I didn’t hear it, will it go away?”
“No,” I said gently.
She sighed. “Worth asking.”
Silent.
TCP.
The dormitory.
Training had begun.
I sucked in a breath that felt too shallow and pushed myself upright. “Oh my God there’s a race today!” 
“What race? “
“What race?” I repeated not knowing what to say. Dan had said not to tell anyone. 
Outside our room, the dorm erupted into frantic movement—beds creaking, lockers slamming, boots scraping against concrete. 
My bare feet hit the icy floor and I flinched. The cold shot straight through my bones, anchoring me whether I wanted it to or not. I welcomed the pain. It was easier than memory.
I moved on instinct—wash, dress, lace, stand. My hands shook slightly as I buttoned my shirt, fingers clumsy with sleep and nerves. The uniform felt heavier this morning.
At the sink, I stared at my reflection.
The woman looking back at me didn’t resemble the girl who had arrived in Teemane City just days ago with hope folded carefully into her suitcase. Her eyes were darker now, shadows bruising the skin beneath them. Fear lived there—but so did something else.
Survival.
I splashed cold water over my face. The shock stole my breath and sent fire through my nerves, but it worked. It dragged me fully into the present. Whatever this place was going to take from me, I would not give it my weakness for free.
A whistle cut through the crisp morning air.
“Form groups—now! Twenty each! Now! Fast!” Dan’s voice rang sharp and commanding, clapping his hands and blowing his own whistle in quick, precise bursts.
Cadets scrambled, boots thudding against the wet grass, voices rising in hurried coordination. I moved instinctively, weaving through the throng until I found my group, lungs already warm, pulse spiking with anticipation.
Rhea was in another group. I caught her eyes for a brief second—her lips pressed together, fingers fidgeting with her uniform. She looked nervous, tense, smaller than usual, and my chest tightened a little at the sight. I wanted to call out to her, to reassure her, but the whistle blew again, slicing through the moment, and there was no time.
I forced my focus back to the field ahead. Twenty cadets, a circle, five laps. Each stride, each breath, each decision would count. My legs tingled with anticipation, and I felt the subtle pull of the competition—of Dan’s gaze earlier, of the secret race he had warned me about, threading through my mind like an unspoken challenge.
The fog curled around us, thick and damp, muffling shouts and boots alike, as if the field itself were holding its breath. Every cadet was already testing their rhythm, measuring the others, sizing up weaknesses. I took a deep breath, letting the cold air fill my lungs, and tightened my grip on the resolve that had carried me here.
The whistle blew again.
The first group of twenty cadets surged forward, boots thudding against the wet grass, bodies jostling as they navigated the laps. I watched them go, muscles coiling with anticipation, waiting for the whistle that would signal our turn. The field was alive with motion—the rhythm of boots, ragged breaths, and the occasional shout cutting through the fog.
We waited while the first group pushed through the fifth lap, each cadet straining, falling, or surging ahead. The air smelled of sweat, damp earth, and determination. I could feel my heart hammering in my chest, adrenaline twisting every nerve as I imagined myself out there, racing for every stride, every second, every chance.
Then the second group took off, a blur of motion and effort. Their determination echoed in the fog, and I felt a mix of nerves and excitement. Soon it would be our turn.
Finally, the whistle blew for the third group. I stepped forward with the others, boots hitting the ground in rhythm, lungs demanding air. I pushed hard from the start, legs pumping, arms swinging, eyes fixed on the track ahead. The laps blurred together in a rhythm of exertion and focus.
By the fourth lap, I realized I had carved out a space for myself. My chest burned, my legs screamed, but I kept pushing, measuring my pace, avoiding collisions, and taking every opportunity to pass anyone flagging. When we finished the fifth lap, I had claimed position eight.
I let out a shaky breath, my muscles trembling, and silently thanked whatever luck or training had placed me here. Position eight—far from the front, but far from disaster. 
The mood shifted after the race, tension thick in the air, clinging to our skin just as much as sweat did. People were breathing hard, some bent over, some staring straight ahead like they were afraid to look weak.
Rhea was last.
When she finally stumbled toward me and collapsed beside me on the grass, I stared at her in disbelief. This was Rhea—always quick with a joke, always steady.
She dropped onto her back, chest heaving, then turned her head toward me and rasped, “If… anyone asks… I totally meant to finish like that.”
Despite myself, a breathless laugh escaped me. We were both gasping now, lungs burning, throats raw. I honestly thought I might cough up bitterness—acid, regret, everything I hadn’t said while running.
A whistle cut through the noise.
“Gather around, cadets.”
Dan.
His voice was firm, professional. I felt it before I saw him. When I looked up, his eyes flicked in my direction for just a second—quick, unreadable—then slid away like yesterday had never happened. Like we had never collided. Like his hand had never closed around my wrist. The distance stung more than I expected.
Lebo stepped forward, her presence commanding even in exhaustion.
“Listen up, cadets,” she shouted. “Those of you who saw your names written after the race—follow me. You know yourselves.”
My heart jumped. Slowly, uncertainly, we trailed behind her. My heart painful to leave Rhea behind, my legs still shaky, my mind racing faster than my body had on the field.
We entered UT Hall, where cadets from the other groups were already gathered, still breathing hard, some wiping sweat from their faces, others whispering nervously.
“Move,” someone muttered beside me.
Kgosi.
I almost forgot he was one of us. He pushed past everyone—calm, deliberate—until he placed himself directly behind Lebo as she paced. There was something about the way he carried himself that made space open around him without effort.
Lebo spoke quietly to three instructors standing near the front. I couldn’t make out the words, but their faces were serious, focused.
Then she turned sharply.
“Find seats and settle down.”
I scanned the hall quickly and spotted an empty chair beside a boy sitting alone at a large table. No one else seemed eager to sit there.
I hesitated, then walked over anyway.
“Hey,” I said, sliding into the chair.
“Yeah,” he replied without looking up, thumbs busy on his phone.
I let it go and looked ahead.
Kgosi took a seat near the front, posture straight, eyes forward, already locked in. I breathed out a small, quiet laugh. Of course he did.
The microphone scratched, sharp and jarring.
“Welcome, cadets.”
The voice belonged to an instructor I recognized from my first day. Mr. Kgotso. Chief Instructor for Group A. His voice was deep, steady, the kind that filled a room without trying.
“From this moment on,” he said, “you are Group F.”
A ripple moved through the hall.
“Group F is a combined group—the best from Groups A, B, C, D, and E. You are no longer defined by where you came from. You are here because you proved you were better.”
My pulse thudded in my ears. Rhea is left behind, she should be here.
“Tomorrow, the competition continues,” he went on. “And remember this—” he paused, letting the silence stretch, “—you are marked wherever you are.”
A murmur spread through the room.
“Wherever you are,  you are still in a competion” he repeated calmly. “Also, we meet here every day.”
He nodded once. “Good luck. You are all dismissed.”
I stayed seated for a moment longer, my chest tight, my thoughts racing.
This wasn’t just training anymore.
We had been separated.
As we stood to leave, the hall filled with the scrape of chairs and low voices, but I didn’t move right away.
Marked.
The word echoed in my head, heavier than it should have been. Not watched. Not noticed. Marked.
I finally stood and turned toward the exit—and that’s when I saw it.
On the far wall of UT Hall, partially obscured by a pillar, a whiteboard still hadn’t been erased. Names were written there in thick black marker, arranged in columns. Some were circled. Some crossed out.
And next to mine—
Naledi Motsamai.
There was a small red dot beside it.
I didn’t know what it meant.
But I knew one thing with terrifying certainty, Rhea’’s name is not in the list. I look the board again; Rhea’s name wasn’t there.
I scanned the board twice, then a third time, my chest tightening with every second. Nothing. No circle. No cross. No dot. Just absence.

As I followed the others toward the exit, I realized something I wasn’t ready to admit out loud—whatever came next for Group F, I would be walking it without her.
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4 WEEKS IN

It had been six weeks since Group F—the marked group—was formed.
Time didn’t pass here. It pressed down on everything, heavy and relentless. Days bled into one another, each one the same: aching muscles, sweat that never seemed to dry, a quiet fear that settled in your chest like a stone. The UT Hall had become our arena, its walls smelling faintly of disinfectant and something older—failure, exhaustion, the invisible weight of every cadet who had ever tried and fallen short.
I hadn’t seen Rhea in weeks. Not in passing. Not by accident. Not at all.
Her absence left a strange, hollow ache. She used to share my small bed, curling up next to me in the cramped space as we whispered about nothing, laughed at nothing, or tried to catch a few hours of sleep after days that felt too long. Now, the bed felt impossibly empty—too still, too neat, as if she had never been there at all. I stared at it longer than I should have, remembering the nights we had shared, feeling the quiet weight of her absence, wondering where she had gone and whether she even thought of this little dorm room anymore.
I missed her quietly. In the moments when the dorm lights went out, when the towel hung heavy on my shoulders, when the silence pressed in and there was no one beside me to soften it.
I sighed, rubbing at my neck. Life lately had been a loop I moved through without thought. Shower—cold water hammering my sore muscles. Eat—quickly, mind elsewhere, flavorless. Move—toward the hall. Competition. Struggle. Exhaustion. Repeat.
I hadn’t seen Dan in three weeks. Or Lebo. Or Instructor Moyo. Group C felt like another life—warm, loud, full of faces that had once meant safety. Group F was different. Harder. Sharper. Marked not by friendship or laughter, but by fear, scrutiny, and the constant pressure to prove yourself—or disappear.

04:40
My eyes snapped open before the alarm. The dorm was still dark, the cold pressing against my skin, seeping into my bones. I moved automatically, muscles stiff, mind half-lost in a fog of exhaustion: shower, letting the water hammer against my shoulders until my thoughts dulled; a quick, flavorless bite; jacket on, toward the hall.
Outside, the sky hadn’t decided whether it was night or morning. Slate-grey, heavy, pressing down like the weight in my chest.
By the entrance, Instructor Kgotso was already there. Three cadets moved beside him in perfect, brutal unison, squats sharp and relentless. Their breaths hissed in rhythm, eyes locked straight ahead. Every movement precise, deliberate.
Kgotso didn’t greet. He didn’t smile. He didn’t need to. He was a presence that filled the air, a force you could feel pressing down, mid-thirties, powerfully built, afro and mustache disciplined, each step purposeful. Strolling wasn’t in his vocabulary. Only forward, always forward.
I went straight to the registration table. Pen scratching, heart already hammering, a tension I could taste on my tongue. In Group F, there were no excuses for lateness, no room for hesitation.
After signing in, I joined the squats. My muscles complained immediately. Warm-up or not, the burn was sharp, punishing. Kgotso’s eyes flicked to me briefly. His nod wasn’t acknowledgment—it was judgment, a verdict I could neither escape nor question.
Cadets arrived one by one, silent and controlled, sliding into formation without a word. Shoes scuffed the floor. Breaths were measured, careful. The air itself felt taut, vibrating with something heavy—expectation, fear, a warning.
06:00. Registration closed.
A whistle cut through the cold.
“Gather,” Kgotso barked.
We obeyed instantly, snapping upright. I scanned the formation. Kgosi, stiff, jaw tight, eyes fixed forward. Two cadets slumped on the benches, late, their shoulders drooping under the weight of their failure.
“You,” Kgotso’s voice cracked like a whip, sharp enough to sting. “Sit.”
They dropped immediately. No protests, no bargaining.
“You do nothing today.”
The words landed in my chest like stones. In Group F, a single missed moment could erase you.
Kgotso turned to the rest of us.
“Today, we measure consistency,” he said, voice low, calm, dangerous. “Not strength. Not speed. Consistency.”
His gaze slid over me, stripping away everything but the moment, forcing my spine to straighten.
“Anyone can perform once,” he continued. “Group F exists to find who can perform every day.”
Rhea flickered through my thoughts for a heartbeat, and I shoved it away. Now was not the time.
The whistle shrieked.
“Positions!”
We snapped upright, boots planted, shoulders squared, bodies taut. Eyes forward. Every movement measured, every breath controlled. The hall felt heavier this morning, almost alive, almost judging. One slip could be enough. One lapse. One moment and it could all be over.
Kgotso’s boots struck the floor as he stepped forward, slow, deliberate. His eyes swept us, expecting resistance—and finding none.
“Today,” he said, voice steady, “is your fifth official Group F competition.”
No reaction. None allowed.
Behind him, civilians with clipboards leaned against the walls, expressionless. They didn’t cheer. They didn’t speak. They simply watched. Every twitch, every falter, every tiny hesitation noted.
“One of these organizations,” Kgotso said, pausing, “is offering scholarships. Forty cadets. That is all. Forty.”
A ripple went through the formation. Fear. Hunger. Hope. All tangled together like static in my chest.
“No interviews. No questions. No second chances,” he added, eyes sharp, body still. “They are not here to be impressed. Just to watch. And remember—they see everything.”
The whistle screamed again.
“Positions!”
I tightened my fists, stomach knotting. My chest hammered. The air pressed in from all sides, heavy with the knowledge that today could change everything—or nothing at all.

The first round was burpees.
No counting. No encouragement. No voice telling us how far we had gone or how much longer we had to endure. Just movement after movement—down, up, jump—until my arms burned and my legs shook beneath me. My lungs clawed for air that never felt like enough. Sweat dripped from my face, pooling beneath my palms, turning the floor slick and unforgiving. It smelled like effort and old pain, like the remains of everyone who had come before us and left something behind.
I kept my eyes down. Looking up felt dangerous.
Still, I saw them—the observers—out of the corner of my eye. Standing quietly. Watching. Writing only when something mattered. Every stumble noticed. Every pause recorded. Their silence was worse than shouting. Worse than punishment. It made everything feel final.
The whistle cut through the noise in my head.
“Up!”
No rest. No pause.
We were running next—short, brutal sprints that stole what little breath I had left. Then sandbags, heavy and awkward against my shoulders, biting into muscle already screaming. Partner lifts followed, bodies pressed together in shared strain, everyone fighting not to be the weak link. The hall stopped feeling like a room and turned into something else entirely—a gauntlet, designed to strip us down to whatever was left underneath.
One cadet stumbled near me. His knees buckled. He tried to recover, panic flashing across his face.
“Bench,” Instructor Kgotso said calmly.
Just one word.
The cadet was gone. No argument. No second chance. Just absence, as if he had never been there at all.
Fear slid cold and sharp through my chest. I lifted again.
Pain stopped feeling like pain at some point. It dulled into something heavy and distant, like my body had decided to survive without asking my permission. My mind narrowed to a single command: keep moving. Don’t stop. Don’t look. Don’t beg.
Wall-sits came next.
We pressed our backs flat against the wall, thighs burning as seconds stretched into something cruel and endless. My legs shook violently. My vision blurred at the edges. I focused on breathing slowly, deliberately, even as my body screamed for relief. One cadet dropped. Then another. Each fall made the room feel smaller, tighter.
Don’t bargain.
Don’t panic.
Just endure.
When the whistle finally came, I almost didn’t believe it.
But there was no relief.
“Final round,” Kgotso said.
The obstacle course waited for us like a threat made real. Ropes that burned my palms. Platforms that wobbled beneath exhausted legs. Balance beams that felt sharp and narrow, demanding control when I had none left to give. My arms slipped once, my heart slamming painfully into my ribs as I caught myself just in time.
I landed hard at the end, breath tearing from my chest, lungs heaving. The observers scribbled quietly. No nods. No praise. Just notes.
When we stood again, there were fewer of us. Faces hollow. Bodies trembling. Survivors.
Kgotso walked in front of us, his boots striking the floor slowly, deliberately.
“The competition is complete,” he said. “You will not be told how you performed.”
Silence answered him.
“They have seen enough.”
The observers gathered their things and left without a word. No reassurance. No smiles. Just judgment carried out the door.
Forty.
Out of how many?
“Group F,” Kgotso said, facing us one last time, “talent gets noticed. Endurance gets remembered.”
The whistle blew. Dismissed.
My legs finally gave in as we broke formation, trembling violently as exhaustion crashed over me all at once. Fear still churned beneath the relief. Someone in that room had just had their future changed. Someone had not.
I didn’t know which one I was.
That thought stayed with me as I walked back to the dorm, every step stiff, every muscle protesting now that I was finally allowed to feel. I realized how close I had been to the edge—not just physically, but in ways no instructor ever asked about.
Today, I was barely holding on by a thread.
I had been surviving on Mikah’s money—the little he gave, reluctantly, as if each note left his hand with resentment attached. The court had ordered him to release something for me, but even that came with delays, excuses, and long stretches of silence. What I had left was disappearing quickly. By the end of the year, there would be nothing.
I had already begun making plans in my head.
Piece jobs in the dorms.
Laundry.
Cleaning.
Anything quiet. Anything honest.
I would wake earlier. Sleep less. Work harder.
But Group F didn’t allow it.
Our schedules swallowed every spare minute. Morning to night—competitions, drills, conditioning. No room to disappear. No space to earn a few pula on the side. No mercy for struggles that existed outside the uniform.
They didn’t ask if you had eaten.
They didn’t ask if you had money.
They only asked if you could endure.
So now my hope rested in one place.
God.
I sat on my bed, elbows on my knees, hands clasped tightly together. The dorm was quiet, filled with the soft sounds of breathing, of bodies settling into exhaustion. Across from me, Rhea’s old bed remained untouched, its emptiness louder than any voice.
I bowed my head.
God, if You see me—
If You know how tired I am—
If You know how close I am to breaking—
Please.
Let one of those organizations choose me.
Let one of those officials remember my face.
Let endurance be enough.
I didn’t ask to be the strongest.
I didn’t ask to be the best.
I just asked for a chance.
A scholarship wouldn’t solve everything. But it would mean stability. Food without counting coins. Books without panic. Nights without calculating how long the money would last.
It would mean breathing.
I lay back slowly, staring at the ceiling, muscles aching, mind restless. Instructor Kgotso’s words echoed again.
Endurance gets remembered.
I hoped that was true.
I hoped endurance counted not just in halls and competitions—but in life.
Somewhere, officials were reading notes, comparing observations, deciding futures without knowing how heavy their pens were. Without knowing that for someone like me, a signature could mean the difference between falling and standing.
I closed my eyes and let out a quiet, bitter laugh at the way everyone stayed in their own narrow dorms, each one barely wide enough for a bed and a locker. No sharing. No hiding. Just thin walls and the illusion of privacy.
“It’s like prison,” I murmured to myself.
Then anger broke loose.
A sharp shout.
Another.
A door slamming hard enough to rattle the corridor.
I sat up instantly.
Male voices rose outside—harsh, reckless, thick with pride and stupidity. Something heavy struck the wall. A curse followed.
A fight.
I stepped into the corridor with a few others, the night air cold against my skin, adrenaline burning away exhaustion. Two male cadets were fighting—no, three now—hands gripping collars, fists swinging wildly. Another body rushed in. Five in total. Chaos. Shouting. Boots scraping concrete. Someone nearly hit the ground.
“What are they doing?” someone whispered.
I didn’t answer.
This wasn’t frustration. This was stupidity.
Then authority cut through it.
“Enough!”
Dan’s voice. Sharp. Commanding. Unmistakable.
He moved fast, stepping between bodies, pulling one cadet back, pushing another away with controlled force. The fight collapsed almost instantly under his presence.
“Back,” he ordered. “Now.”
They hesitated. Then obeyed.
Dan’s face was hard, instructor-set, jaw tight, eyes scanning each cadet with cold precision. Another instructor arrived moments later, but the damage was already done.
As the group was escorted toward the exit, Dan turned.
And saw me.
Our eyes locked.
For a brief moment, everything else fell away. No shouting. No corridor. Just that look—heavy, unreadable, filled with things he couldn’t say. Concern. Warning. Something that tightened painfully in my chest.
He moved again, passing close.
I caught his scent.
The same perfume.
The one from the oath ceremony.
My breath stalled. His eyes never left mine. Not even as he walked past.
And then—briefly—his hand brushed mine.
Accidental. Or maybe not.
The contact sent a sharp jolt through me, grounding and unraveling me all at once. I froze, heart racing, breath uneven.
He didn’t stop.
Didn’t look back.
But his touch lingered long after he was gone—
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5 CHAPTER NAME


[bookmark: _GoBack]It had been two months since the officials and the companies had come to observe us. Two months of waiting, of replaying every moment in my head, of wondering if someone had written my name down and simply forgotten to say it out loud.
No scholarship came.
Of course I was hurt. I would have been lying to myself if I said otherwise. I had wanted to be nominated. I had needed it more than I ever admitted. A scholarship wouldn’t have fixed everything, but it would have made life lighter—less constant calculation, less fear hiding behind every decision. It would have meant one less thing to worry about.
But nothing happened.
Life didn’t pause to acknowledge the disappointment. Group F didn’t soften. If anything, things became more intense after that day. The competitions pushed harder, the expectations sharpened, and the pressure settled deeper into my bones. Whatever the officials had come looking for, it was over now. We were still here, still running, still proving ourselves to people who no longer watched.
I saw Rhea today.
It was at the canteen, near the kitchen entrance. For a moment, it felt unreal—like spotting someone from a different life. She smiled when she saw me, that familiar, easy smile, and we said hi. Just that. One word. Polite. Careful.
It wasn’t that I didn’t want to sit with her. I did. I wanted to ask how she’d been, where she’d moved to, whether she ever missed the small bed we used to share, the quiet conversations at night. But the clock was already ticking in my head. I didn’t want to be late for the UT Hall.
Since the scholarship competition, lateness had become unforgivable.
So I kept moving. I watched her disappear behind me, and the absence settled back into its usual place in my chest.
I hadn’t seen Lebo in a long time either. Too long. Sometimes I wondered if she had forgotten about me, or if life had simply pulled her in another direction the way it had with everyone else. I tried not to think too hard about it. Thinking too much only made the quiet louder.
And Dan—
I didn’t want to think about him at all.
So I didn’t.
I focused on my steps. On the hall. On the routine that carried me forward when hope felt thin. Some days, that was all I had—the next task, the next drill, the next breath.
Just as I was about to step into the UT Hall, a voice called my name from behind.
“Naledi.”
I turned.
Dan stood a few steps back, pulling a black hat down over his head. For a moment, he was almost unrecognizable—no uniform cap, no sharp instructor posture. Just him, half-shadowed, like he didn’t want to be seen.
“Naledi,” he said again. “A minute.”
I stopped. My chest tightened before I could tell it not to.
I walked toward him slowly. “Are you hiding from someone?” I asked, not even sure why the question came out.
“Yes,” he said immediately.
“Why?”
He shook his head once. “Listen… that’s not important.”
There was urgency in his voice now, low and tight. He leaned in slightly, eyes searching my face.
“Today,” he said carefully, “there are going to be questions.”
I frowned. “What kind of questions?”
“You answer everything yes,” he said. “No matter what.”
“What?” I whispered.
“Just answer yes. That’s all. Do you understand?”
My heart started beating faster. “Yes,” I said, unsure.
“Good,” he said quickly. “Good luck today.”
And just like that, he turned and hurried back the way he had come, disappearing before I could ask anything else.
As I entered the UT Hall, my skin prickled.
It felt like every eye was on me.
I told myself I was being paranoid, but Dan’s words echoed in my head, over and over.
Answer everything yes.
Yes to what?
I went straight to the registration table, signed my name with a hand that didn’t feel entirely steady, then moved into the hall. The space felt wrong—too quiet, too arranged.
Then a whistle cut through the air.
“Gather around, cadets!” Lebo’s voice rang out.
I looked up.
That was when I saw them.
Long tables lined the side of the hall, stretching farther than I could take in at once. Behind each one sat instructors—many of them. Men and women I didn’t recognize. Faces hard. Expressions unreadable.
It looked nothing like a normal competition.
It looked like a panel.
Almost a hundred of them.
My stomach dropped.
I froze where I stood, my mind scrambling to catch up.
What on earth is going on?
Lebo paced in front of us, voice sharp, controlled.
“You will each be asked twelve questions,” he said. “You will answer only yes or no. Nothing else.”
My throat went dry.
“Everyone will take a seat opposite an instructor,” he continued. “Once seated, the competition begins.”
Competition.
This was a competition?
We began moving, the sound of boots against the floor unnervingly loud in the silence. One by one, cadets sat down across from instructors who didn’t smile, didn’t nod, didn’t soften their expressions even slightly.
When I sat, the instructor across from me folded their hands on the table and looked directly into my eyes.
Dead serious.
No warmth. No warning.
My pulse thudded in my ears.
Twelve questions.
Yes or no.
Answer everything yes.
I swallowed hard, my thoughts tangled in fear and confusion. The instructor did not rush me. That was the worst part.
They watched me the way you watch something that might break—or confess—if you give it enough silence.
“Do you understand the rules of this assessment?”
“Yes.”
My voice sounded thin in my own ears.
“Are you fully committed to the TCP program?”
“Yes.”
That one came easily. Too easily.
“Have you ever considered leaving Group F?”
I paused. My fingers curled under the table, nails biting into my palms. Everyone in Group F had thought about leaving. Everyone.
Dan’s voice echoed in my head. Answer everything yes.
“Yes.”
The instructor’s pen scratched once. Slow. Deliberate.
“Do you believe your performance reflects your full potential?”
I hesitated again. The question felt like a trap. If I said yes, it sounded arrogant. If I said no, it sounded weak.
My throat tightened.
“Yes.”
Another note.
“Have personal matters affected your focus during training?”
This time the pause stretched longer.
Rhea. Money. Hunger. Exhaustion. The constant fear of falling behind.
The weight of it pressed against my ribs.
“Yes.”
The instructor did not look surprised.
“Are you close to any instructor within this program?”
My heart stuttered.
Close.
The word rang loud in my head. Too loud.
I lifted my eyes slowly, meeting theirs.
“Yes.”
The pen stopped.
“Is that relationship professional at all times?”
My mouth went dry.
I thought of Dan’s eyes in the corridor. His hand brushing mine. The way he had warned me before I even knew there would be questions.
Are you hiding from someone?
Yes, I am.
I swallowed.
“Yes.”
The instructor leaned back slightly, studying my face now, not the paper.
“Have you ever received guidance from that instructor outside formal training?”
My pulse thudded in my ears.
Why did they keep circling him?
Why Dan?
The room felt suddenly too quiet, like the air itself was listening.
“Yes.”
Another pause. Longer this time.
“Did that guidance influence your decisions in TCP?”
My chest tightened painfully.
I felt exposed, peeled open without a single word spoken aloud.
Yes felt dangerous.
No felt like a lie.
Dan’s voice again: Just answer yes.
“Yes.”
The pen scratched harder now.
“Do you trust that instructor?”
I froze.
Trust.
The word landed somewhere deep, somewhere I hadn’t examined too closely.
I stared at the edge of the table, my vision blurring slightly.
Was I being watched?
Had someone noticed the glances? The timing? The way he always seemed to appear just before something shifted?
Slowly, carefully—
“Yes.”
“Have you ever questioned that trust?”
My breath caught.
That pause was the longest yet. I could feel sweat trickle down my spine.
I thought of the oath ceremony.
The perfume.
The warning.
The silence afterward.
“Yes.”
The instructor’s eyes narrowed, just slightly.
“Would you follow that instructor’s instruction even if it conflicted with your own judgment?”
My heart pounded so hard it hurt.
What on earth was this about?
“Yes.”
The pen stopped completely.
The instructor looked at me for a long moment, as if deciding whether to peel another layer away.
Then—
“Do you believe your presence in Group F is being observed more closely than others?”
My breath left me in a quiet, shaky exhale.
So I wasn’t imagining it.
So they knew.
My skin prickled.
The hall suddenly felt smaller. Too many eyes. Too many corners.
I hesitated, fear crawling up my throat.
“Yes.”
Silence.
The instructor closed the file.
“Stand.”
My legs trembled as I pushed myself up. Every pause, every hesitation, every breath I had swallowed felt recorded somewhere deeper than paper.
As I turned away, my thoughts raced wildly.
Why Dan?
Why now?
Was I being tested—or monitored?
Across the hall, I caught a glimpse of him again. Black hat low. Face unreadable. Watching me the same way the instructor had.
My chest tightened.
Whatever this was, it had started long before today.
And whatever was coming next—
I wasn’t sure yes would be enough to protect me anymore.
The moment I stepped away from the table, the world shifted. The other cadets moved in a blur—laughing quietly, whispering, stretching after the long session—but I felt frozen, like the hall had been drained of sound and light just for me.
“Follow me,” a low voice said behind me. Not harsh, not yelling—just precise.
I turned. One of the instructors from the panel, face unreadable, hand extended subtly toward the side door.
I nodded automatically. My legs felt heavy, leaden, like they might buckle under me. My heart thudded in my ears, loud enough to drown out all thought.
We moved quickly, quietly, past the rows of cadets who didn’t look up, past the spectators who were still packing up, past the walls that had witnessed every grueling drill, every harsh command.
No one said a word. No one even glanced at me. It was as if the hall itself was holding its breath.
We turned into a narrow corridor I hadn’t noticed before, one that smelled faintly of disinfectant and damp concrete. The hum of the main hall faded behind us until it was gone entirely.
“Sit,” the instructor said.
I did. My hands curled into my lap, fingers clenching the edge of my uniform like a lifeline.
“Do not move. Do not speak unless spoken to,” the instructor added. The words were calm but carried weight—final, immovable.
I nodded again, though my throat felt thick, too tight for words.
Alone in that quiet corridor, the fear settled in, crawling up my spine. My mind raced, spinning with questions I didn’t dare speak aloud.
Why me?
Why now?
Had someone noticed something in my answers? Something about Dan? Something about… everything?
I tried to steady my breathing. The echoes of the panel replayed in my head: the questions, the long pauses, the way each “yes” had cost me something I didn’t even know I owned.
And then there was Dan—black hat, unreadable expression, always in the corner of my mind. His warning before the panel, the way he seemed almost… involved. My chest tightened again.
Was he the reason I was here?
I didn’t know.
Minutes passed, though it felt like hours. Every creak in the corridor, every distant footstep in the hall beyond, made me flinch.
Another instructor appeared in the corridor—older, quieter, eyes sharp in a way that made my skin prickle.
“Stand,” he said.
I did.
He didn’t sit. He didn’t open a file. He simply looked at me, as if measuring something invisible.
“I will ask you three questions,” he said. “Answer yes or no.”
My heart hammered so hard I was sure he could hear it.
“Are you willing to comply with all TCP protocols without exception?”
“Yes.”
“Are you prepared to accept outcomes without explanation?”
The question made my stomach twist.
“Yes.”
“Will you remain silent about today’s assessment?”
I hesitated for half a second—just long enough to feel the danger in it.
“Yes.”
He nodded once.
“You are dismissed.”
That was it.
No feedback. No warning. No reassurance.
I didn’t wait to be told twice.
I ran.
Down the corridor, past the hall, past the noise and movement of other cadets who seemed untouched by whatever had just happened to me. My heart pounded violently, breath tearing from my chest.
What on earth is going on?
As I turned the corner near the dorms, I nearly collided with the sight of Rhea. She was standing a little distance away, talking to some guy I didn’t recognize.
“Naledi!” she called.
She saw my face and stopped mid‑sentence.
I kept walking.
She excused herself quickly and ran after me, catching up just as I reached my door.
“Girl, you are fast,” she teased lightly, breathless.
Then she saw my hands shaking.
She took them without hesitation and pulled me into a long, tight hug. The kind that doesn’t ask questions first.
I broke.
A sob tore out of me, raw and ugly, and I pressed my face into her shoulder as she held me.
“Hey, hey,” she murmured, rubbing my back. “What happened?”
“I—I don’t know,” I choked, sobbing harder. “I think I failed. I think I messed up everything.”
She pulled back just enough to look at me, concern etched across her face.
“Naledi,” she said firmly. “Come.”
She guided me inside, sat me down on the bed, then walked over to the corner where a plastic bag full of water bottles sat. She grabbed one, twisted the cap open, and handed it to me.
“Drink.”
I obeyed immediately, gulping it down like my body had been waiting for permission.
“Why do you think you failed?” she asked gently.
I looked at her then—really looked.
Is she really my friend? the thought crossed my mind, sudden and unsteady.
“The questions,” I whispered. “The way they kept asking… everything.”
She stiffened slightly.
“Please don’t tell me you answered no to any of them.”
I frowned. “What?”
“Everyone knows, Naledi,” she said, lowering her voice. “No matter how uncomfortable the question is, you answer yes. That’s protocol. They test your honesty. Your willingness to comply.”
I stared at her.
“…What? Really?”
“Yes,” she said. “You have to follow protocol.”
I swallowed.
“I didn’t answer no,” I said quietly.
Relief washed over her face.
“Then there’s nothing to worry about,” she said, squeezing my knee. “Nothing.”
I wasn’t convinced.
She studied me for a moment, then softened.
“Do you want to share the questions with me?”
I hesitated.
“When you’re ready,” she added quickly.
I looked down at my hands, still trembling.
Ready felt very far away.
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I didn’t really sleep.
The night had been a restless blur of thoughts, grief, and tension. My body tossed and turned beneath the thin dorm blanket, muscles stiff, sheets tangling around my legs, while my mind replayed every fragment of last night—Dan’s silence, his eyes searching mine, the weight of my own questions.
Is he finally going to answer me? Will he even care?
Each time I drifted close to sleep, his face surfaced instead. The way he had looked at me the night before—serious, unreadable. The silence he had left me with. Hours passed like days, my mind caught in a storm of emotions: grief over Rhea’s absence, the lingering unease with Lebo, and the pull I felt toward Dan, raw and undeniable.
Rhea’s absence echoed louder than any voice, filling the corners of the room. I imagined her sitting somewhere far away, untouched by the chaos, untouched by the tension between Dan and me. My throat tightened as guilt and longing mingled. I had no one to confide in; even the walls seemed to judge me, cold and indifferent.

When the alarm cut through the darkness at exactly 5:00 a.m., I jolted upright, heart racing as if I’d been running.
Morning already.
I swung my legs over the bed, shivering as the cold air met my damp skin. By 5:10, I was in the shower, letting the hot water pound against my shoulders, trying to wash away the knots in my stomach, though nothing could.
My chest tightened. Last night had been a mess—Rhea’s absence echoing, Lebo’s shadow heavy, my question to Dan hanging between us like a fault line. I swung my legs over the bed, grounding myself.
Walking with the seniors hadn’t pleased Lebo. She had pulled Dan aside, sharp and questioning, but he ignored her, guiding me to the dorm himself. Lebo had followed, claiming she wanted to make sure I arrived safely, her eyes calculating, her presence a quiet weight.
Dan had been careful, protective, controlled. Lebo had made him react, and that reaction had left its mark on me, twisting my chest with unease and something I couldn’t name. I reminded myself: she didn’t know everything, and this—whatever it was between Dan and me—was mine to navigate.
TCP didn’t pause for emotions.
I showered quickly, the hot water pounding against my shoulders, but it did nothing to wash away the nervous energy coiled tight in my stomach. By the time I stepped outside at 5:50 a.m., dawn was just beginning to breathe light into the sky.
Mist curled around the training grounds like a living thing, drifting low over the grass, curling around the edges of the old obstacles, softening the lines of the field until everything seemed muted, almost unreal. Each step I took sank slightly into the damp earth, the dew soaking my boots and chilling my ankles. The air was sharp, biting at my cheeks and hands, and I shivered, tugging my jacket tighter around me. My breath came out in small, frosty clouds that dissolved into the morning fog as quickly as they formed.
The path to the center of the field felt impossibly long, every crunch of my boots against the wet ground loud in the silence. My mind spun faster than my feet moved. What if I freeze? What if I say something wrong? What if he… sees me differently? I tried to focus on the mundane—on the way the fog clung to the fenceposts, on the distant chirp of early birds—but my thoughts refused to settle. They always returned to him. Always.
I noticed the grass, each blade dotted with tiny droplets, glinting like scattered diamonds in the pale light. The scent of wet earth rose from the ground, mingling with the faint metallic tang of dew and the cool, clean bite of air. Everything felt sharper, more immediate, as if the world itself had slowed to watch me approach.
And then I saw him.
Dan stood near the center of the field, hands tucked into his jacket pockets, posture casual yet deliberate, every line of his body seemingly molded by the quiet weight of the morning. The mist wrapped around him, almost reverently, like it knew he belonged to the stillness itself. I froze, a fluttering tension catching in my chest, throat tight. His eyes were scanning the horizon, but I could feel them on me in the same instant, as if he had been expecting me all along.
I noticed the way the early light caught the edge of his jaw, the slight tilt of his head, the controlled rhythm of his breathing. There was a calmness to him that made the rest of the field—mist, grass, distant buildings—fade into a blur. My pulse jumped, a rapid thrum that matched the knot of anticipation and fear twisting in my stomach. Something shifted, small and sharp, as it always did when he was near. My feet felt heavier, my lungs tighter, but I couldn’t stop moving.
“Morning,” he said softly as I closed the distance.
“Morning,” I replied, my voice rough, betraying the churn of nerves under my calm facade.
I had never felt the air between us so charged, so alive, as if every breath, every step, every heartbeat mattered.
We sat on the damp grass, careful to leave enough space between us that neither of us felt trapped, yet close enough that every movement, every subtle shift, felt magnified. My legs were wet through my leggings, shivering despite the morning chill. The fog curled around us, softening the edges of the field, but it did nothing to soften the tension that coiled tight in my chest.
Dan’s eyes met mine, steady, unreadable. He waited, and I could feel the weight of expectation pressing down, heavy and unyielding. My fingers twitched against the grass, as if I could dig my anxiety out with them. Say something. Say anything. Don’t say too much. Don’t mess this up. My stomach twisted in knots.
“I told you I’d answer your question,” he said finally, voice low, careful.
I nodded, swallowing hard. My throat felt dry, raw. Don’t choke. Don’t embarrass yourself. “But only if you share something first. Are you ready?”
The word ready hit me harder than I expected. I wasn’t ready. I had never been ready. Yet my lips moved before fear could stop them. “Yes,” I whispered, barely audible, and instantly wished I could take it back.
I drew in a shaky breath, letting the cold fog fill my lungs, grounding myself. “I… I once blamed myself for something I couldn’t control,” I said, voice trembling slightly. “I carried it alone for years. I never told anyone. Not even my closest friend. I was scared… scared they’d think less of me.”
I couldn’t look away from him. Every detail—the set of his jaw, the tilt of his head, the way his gaze lingered—held me captive. I felt exposed, raw, as though a piece of myself had been peeled away and laid bare on the damp grass. What if he laughs? What if he leaves? What if I’ve ruined everything?
He was silent for a moment, just watching me, the fog curling between us like a fragile barrier. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and it made my chest tighten further. My hands fidgeted with the wet grass, fingertips pricking at the blades as if that would steady the storm inside me.
“You go first,” I said, finally, my voice small.
Dan hesitated, jaw tightening, gaze drifting to the horizon, as though the fog could hide his thoughts from me. “That time,” he said slowly, carefully, “I told Lebo I was breaking up with her.”
My breath caught. “What?”
“She was hurt. Angry. But… Lebo and I are not a couple,” he added, the words landing between us with unexpected weight. Something inside me shifted, a small relief tangled with lingering unease.
“Your turn,” he pressed, soft but insistent. “Tell me something not even Rhea knows.”
My chest constricted, panic threatening to rise. “Why… why do you want to know?”
“Because we had a deal,” he said, eyes locking onto mine, firm and unwavering.
Deal. The word reverberated through me like a drumbeat. I could feel the fog pressing in closer, my heartbeat echoing in my ears. And then the words escaped me, faster than I could think: “I… I’m a divorcee.”
The air between us seemed to thicken instantly, heavy enough to choke on. Dan froze, gaze steady, unblinking, his expression unreadable but sharp. My stomach twisted violently. Oh God. What have I done? 
My hands were frozen at my sides, my pulse hammering, throat tight. The word “divorcee” felt alien on my tongue, jagged and dangerous. Never before had I revealed something so fragile to anyone, and now it hovered between us, exposed, trembling in the early morning fog.
Finally, his voice broke the silence, low, cautious. “How old are you?”
The question hit like a ripple across still water. I blinked, heart hammering. Does it matter? Does he care?  “It doesn’t matter,” I said quickly, voice smaller than intended, a fragile shield thrown over the rawness I had revealed.
Dan didn’t respond further immediately. He simply watched me, measured, silent, as though weighing the meaning of my words and their impact on him, on us, on the unspoken distance that had shifted with my confession. I wanted to reach out, explain, take it back—but my hands remained still, trapped in the cold morning air.
Finally, he stood, extending a hand. “Come.”
The drills were brutal, relentless. Pain was easier than stillness, and when we finally stopped, both of us gasping for breath, he looked at me quietly. “Thank you for telling me.” Then he smiled—small, genuine—just as Instructor Moyo approached.
Her presence altered the air instantly.
She studied us, not our stance but the space between us. “Efficiency has many faces,” she said softly.
From the far end of the field, Abby appeared.
Her gaze swept once, twice—then locked onto me.
“Cadet Naledi,” she said coolly. “My office. Now.”

As soon as we finished at the field, my phone vibrated again.
Abby: My office. Now.
I hurried across campus, pulse racing. The conference room in Academic Block C was already occupied when I entered.
Instructor Moyo stood near the wall.
And seated calmly at the table was a man in civilian clothes.
“This is Mr Daniel,” Abby said. “One of TCP’s top sponsors.”
Mr Daniel studied me with measured intensity. “My son is here to be number one,” he said. “And he doesn’t need distractions. Not even from you.”
The message was clear.
When the meeting ended, Abby granted me five minutes to call my son.
Relief nearly buckled my knees.
But as I stepped back into the noise of campus life, one truth echoed louder than all the commands I had ever heard:
Dan wasn’t being protected from failure.
He was being protected from me.

Stepping out into the courtyard after the office meeting, I froze.
Dan was running across the courtyard, jacket flapping, boots pounding against the pavement. His voice pierced the morning air: “Dad… Dad, wait!”
Mr Daniel stood like carved marble, cold, immovable. Every step Dan took, every shout, was met with a calmness that made him appear more threatening than any raised voice could. My chest tightened, pulse racing.
“What?” Dan shouted, rage lacing each word. “Are you kidding me? Do you think you can just come here and dictate my life? Who do you think you are?”
“I am your father,” Mr Daniel said evenly, voice calm, steady, yet sharp enough to cut through Dan’s fury.
“Leave her out of this!” Dan snapped, glancing toward me, and my stomach dropped. Are they talking about me?
“I will not do such a thing,” Mr Daniel replied, each word deliberate, lethal in its calmness. The tension between them crackled in the foggy morning air, like live wires suspended above the courtyard.
Then, as if orchestrated, Lebo appeared, greeting Mr Daniel politely: “Mr Daniel, good morning.” Her posture was perfect, but I noticed the tension coiling in her shoulders, the deliberate placement of her hands. Dan didn’t glance at her; his fury was fixed entirely on the man before him.
He stormed off toward the boys’ dorm, jacket flapping, fists clenched, leaving a trail of tension that made the courtyard feel smaller, charged, alive. I pressed myself against the building, heart hammering, hands trembling, as the cold fog wrapped around me like a shroud.
Finally, the engine of Mr Daniel’s car roared to life, and he drove away, leaving silence and anticipation behind. The courtyard seemed emptier, colder, but no less tense, as if the storm of authority and rage had left an invisible residue that I could feel in my bones.
Every instinct screamed that nothing here was safe, nothing predictable, and that the events of this morning were only the beginning. I shivered, not from cold, but from the weight of what I had witnessed—and the realization that I was at the center of it.
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