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Author's Note

This is not a history book. This is not a memoir. This is a story about the dark corners of war, the places official records do not reach. Some events may seem impossible, but war itself is impossible to understand. 

This is the war you were never meant to see, of soldiers you will never get to know.

I write so they are not forgotten.
I write so their sacrifice lingers in these books, raw and unfiltered.
I write because history is more than facts, it’s the lives lost, the families left behind, the echoes of war that never truly fade.

This isn’t just a story. This is remembrance.

We owe it to them.

For all my paratrooper brothers of 

Echo Company 86 - 88

and

the South African soldiers who served in Townships and Borders
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By the late 1980s, South Africa was a nation at war, both within and beyond its borders. The struggle for power raged across townships and cities, where civil unrest had become an almost daily occurrence. Internationally, South Africa’s military machine was locked in a protracted conflict, not only in neighbouring Namibia (then South West Africa) but deep into the jungles of Angola. The Cold War had turned southern Africa into a battleground, with the South African Defence Force (SADF) standing against Soviet-backed Angolan, Cuban, and SWAPO forces.

At home, the country was on the brink of explosion. The apartheid government, desperate to maintain control, saw enemies everywhere, both real and imagined. The African National Congress (ANC), outlawed and operating in exile, waged an armed struggle against the state, launching bombings, assassinations, and sabotage operations. The government responded with a ruthless crackdown, deploying police and military units to quell resistance. State-sponsored hit squads carried out assassinations, while a heavily censored media ensured that much of the conflict remained hidden from the public.

But the fight wasn’t just in the shadows. Townships burned as riots erupted. The police, often outnumbered, called upon the military to restore order. Young white men, barely out of school, were conscripted into service through the National Service system, commonly referred to as the "call-up." For many, it was not a choice. It was an obligation, a rite of passage forced upon them by a government that saw their youth as expendable in a war for survival.

The military called upon them to serve in bases and border posts, to fight an enemy that was both foreign and domestic. Some were sent to patrol the borders of South West Africa, engaging in guerrilla warfare against SWAPO insurgents. Others found themselves deployed in the townships, where they became instruments of state repression, tasked with controlling an angry and oppressed population. The brutal realities of this war were far removed from the patriotic ideals sold to them in recruitment propaganda.

This was the South Africa of 1986, an era of tension, fear, and militarization. The call-up was not just a draft; it was a machine, pulling thousands of young men into its gears, shaping them into soldiers before they had even figured out who they were. Some would serve reluctantly. Others would embrace the brotherhood of war. All of them would be changed forever.
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Chapter 1
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Thabazimbi, SANDF Pick-Up Point

Louis Viljoen had barely been dropped off by his mother at the SANDF pick-up point five kilometres outside Thabazimbi when the 18-wheeler truck transporting cattle wheezed to a stop next to him. 

The driver was in his late fifties, his rheumatic brown eyes hidden by overgrown grey eyebrows. A dirt-green John Deere cap sat snugly on his head, concealing what little hair remained.

"Phalaborwa?" the driver asked, looking at Louis as if he had seen everything life had to offer and more.

"Yes, thank you Oom," Louis replied, making himself comfortable, stowing his newly procured NDP call-up bag on the floor. "Got called up for my two-year army service... June intake."

The driver of the truck, a skinny man with the biggest hands Louis had ever seen, shifted through the gears, bringing the Mercedes truck to an even 80 kilometres per hour. The soft twang of country music played on the radio, blending with the rhythmic hum of the engine. Then the voice of the announcer cut through the melody.

"This is Radio South Africa. It is now 8:00, 28 May 1986, and here follows the news."

His tone carried an ominous weight, as if each word was carefully measured before being released.

"Pik Botha, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, has categorically denied that there are any South African soldiers fighting in Angola."

A gravelly recording of Pik Botha's voice followed, the distinct rasp of a man weathered by thousands of cigarettes and hundreds of late-night whiskeys.

"These are lies and hate spread by the enemies of South Africa. We are doing our duties as the protectorate of Suidwes-Afrika." He coughed, his voice thick with phlegm and defiance. "I categorically deny that there are South African troops fighting in Angola."

The driver turned to Louis, a deep thought, or perhaps wisdom, etched into the lines of his face. After a long pause, he finally spoke.

"Let me give you a piece of advice, son. Whatever you do in the next two years... keep your damn dick out of crazy."

Louis sat silently next to the driver, the only sound the hum of the large rubber wheels on the tar road, the rhythmic pounding of cattle hooves on the metallic floor behind him, and the haunting calls of the animals, perhaps already knowing their final destination, the abattoir of City Deep, Johannesburg.

He leaned his head back against the seat and let his mind drift to the life he was leaving behind. Growing up, it had been just him and his mother, who worked as a typist for Iscor in Thabazimbi. She carried the weight of raising him alone, her hands always ink-stained from long hours at the office, her tired smile a constant reminder of the sacrifices she made.

Each Sunday evening, he would board the weekly bus to Rustenburg, where he attended high school, staying in a hostel with its cold corridors and the scent of floor polish and boiled cabbage. The only thing that made the routine bearable was his best friend, Dirk Willem van Rooyen. Every weekend, without fail, they would meet up and cycle to the weather station on the edge of town.

Their task was simple but, to them, it felt like magic. They would carefully jot down the latest temperature, wind speed, and humidity readings before racing back to DW’s house, dialling the toll-free number of the South African Weather Service.

That night, as they sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor of DW’s living room, sipping ice-cold Cokes, they would watch the evening news with eager anticipation. And then, there it was. Thabazimbi, displayed on the screen. Temperature, precipitation, wind speed. Their work. Without them, it would have been nothing but a blank space.

They would cheer, shove each other’s shoulders, and laugh, proud in their small but significant role in bringing the town’s weather to life. To Louis, it had been a moment of pure, unfiltered joy, a slice of life he now realized he was leaving behind, trading it for something unknown.
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7 SAI – Phalaborwa

Louis walked up to the gate of 7 SAI, his eyes wide with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. He had never seen anything like this before, hundreds of young men in civilian clothing, perhaps even thousands, milling behind the metal fence, their faces tense with uncertainty.

The troop manning the gate eyed him suspiciously. "Can I help you?" he smirked, his tone carrying just the right amount of condescension to make Louis feel even more out of place.

Louis handed over his call-up instructions, trying to steady his nerves. The soldier barely glanced at the paper before shoving it back into Louis' hands. "Go through the gate and join that line for your haircut. You look like shit with that long hair."

He gave Louis another smirk, then added with a conspiratorial air, "Oh, and one word of advice, don’t ever eat the chicken livers here. My buddy did, and now he’s fighting for his life in 1 Mil."

Louis swallowed hard and walked through the gates that would change his life forever. His thoughts ran in circles, repeating in his mind like a mantra.

Keep my dick out of crazy... and don’t eat the chicken livers...

***
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The next few days passed in a blur of orders, sweat, and the constant buzz of clippers shaving heads down to military standards. Louis ran his hand over his freshly shaved scalp, the reality of his new life settling in with each rough bristle. He had been issued his army browns, rough, itchy fabric that barely fit, and his varkpan, the dented metal plate that would serve as his dining companion for the foreseeable future.

Training at this stage was light, marching drills, discipline training, and endless inspections, but no rifles were issued yet. The waiting gnawed at them, the uncertainty of what came next hanging in the air like a thick mist.

Then, the real soldiers arrived. It happened all at once, trucks and Jeeps rolled into the base, each carrying men in distinct uniforms. These were the ones who had already earned their place in specialized units, here to recruit the next generation of soldiers. The dog unit, the horse unit, the motorcycle unit, and then, of course, the Parabats.

Louis stood among the gathered recruits, watching as the Parabats stepped forward, their maroon berets and red boots like a badge of honour. They moved with effortless confidence, their eyes scanning the crowd, seeking out those who might have what it took to join their ranks.

Louis swallowed hard. He had no idea where he belonged yet, but one thing was clear, his life was about to change again, and there was no turning back.

Then, the selection process began. Luitenant Dow Raimondo, a hardened veteran of the Parabats, addressed the group in a voice that carried the weight of experience. "Nearly every Parabat recruit comes from a broken home. That’s the truth. And that’s one of the first questions we ask you. If you’ve had it easy, if you’ve had a soft life, this isn’t for you. We need men who know what it means to fight, for themselves, for something greater."

One by one, the recruits stepped forward. The questions were direct, cutting straight to the core.

"Where are you from?" 

"Who raised you?" 

"What’s your family like?"

Louis felt his heart hammering as his turn approached. He knew his answer before they even asked. He took a deep breath and stepped forward.

The moment of truth had arrived.
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Vanderbijlpark – Krugersdorp – Free State – Pretoria

Joe Lawrenson wiped the sweat from his forehead as he walked home from rugby training, his tog bag slung lazily over one shoulder. The dirt-laden air from the Iscor plant in Vanderbijlpark clung to his skin, but he barely noticed. His mind was elsewhere, on the weekend ahead. A bunch of them were planning to pile into a buddy’s Nissan 1400 pickup, heading to the Vaal River for a fishing trip. There’d be rods, bait, a crackling fire, and most importantly, an icebox filled with Castle beers.

He could almost hear the laughter, the clinking of bottles, the late-night stories shared under the open sky.

As he turned onto their quiet street, his pace slowed. His mother was waiting on the stoep, standing still, an official-looking envelope in her hand. The sight sent a ripple of unease through him.

“Call-up papers,” she said, her voice steady but distant. “You leave in a week for Kimberley.”

Joe stared at the envelope, his throat dry. His mother exhaled, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Then it’ll be just me and your sister left.”

A silence stretched between them. The weekend, the river, the carefree laughter, it all suddenly seemed like a world away. With a deep breath, Joe took the envelope from her hand, feeling the weight of his future settle on his shoulders.

***
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Pieter Kelly wiped the sweat from his brow as he stepped out of the cramped house in Krugersdorp, the dust and grime of the mining town settling into the folds of his shirt. The miners' siren had long since sounded, marking the shift change at the shafts where his father and uncles toiled day after day. It was a life of hard work, blackened hands, and lungs filled with dust, one Kelly had always known he wanted to escape.

But now, escape wasn’t an option. His call-up papers had arrived the day before, a stark white envelope shoved under their front door while his mother prepared supper. She had found it first, staring at it with a vacant expression before handing it over.

“Medic,” she murmured, reading the assignment aloud. “At least they aren’t sending you to be a frontline rifleman.”

Kelly had nodded, but he knew better. No one got out of war untouched, not even medics. His father had said little when he got home, simply nodding as he read the paper, his weathered face betraying no emotion.

“Same as your grandfather,” was all he had muttered.

Now, standing on their tiny stoep, Kelly looked up at the sky, wondering if he would ever see Krugersdorp the same way again. He had dreamed of becoming a real doctor one day, but conscription had different plans.

His best friend, Dirk, came jogging up the street, a smirk on his face. “So, you ready to play war hero, Doc?” he teased.

Kelly forced a chuckle. “Ja, just let me know when I can start handing out the Panados.”

But inside, he felt the unease growing. In a week’s time, he would be on a train to Kimberley. Innocence was over. The war was waiting.

***
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Abrie Botha wiped his hands on his work trousers as he stepped into the farmhouse kitchen, the lingering scent of fresh cow’s milk still clinging to him. The early morning had been spent in the barn, tending to the cows and finishing the chores that had been part of his daily life for as long as he could remember.

The smell of moerkoffie and fresh bread filled the house, a comforting reminder of home. His mother, Elise, stood by the wood-burning stove, stirring a pot of porridge. She looked up as he entered, her face softening, but there was something in her eyes, worry.

Before he could ask, the deep, unmistakable growl of a white Toyota 3-liter diesel pickup rumbled into the yard. The sound of tires crunching on the gravel was familiar, but this time it carried a weight Abrie couldn’t yet name.

Hendrik Botha stepped out of the driver’s seat, his broad shoulders squared, his weathered hands gripping a stark white envelope. His boots clomped on the stoep as he walked inside, his expression unreadable.

“Elise,” he said, giving his wife a glance before turning to Abrie. He extended the envelope.

“Seun... your call-up papers have arrived.”

Abrie stared at the envelope for a long moment, his heartbeat hammering in his ears. He had known this was coming, every boy his age did. But knowing and seeing it in his father’s hands were two different things.

Elise wiped her hands on her apron, stepping closer, her eyes flickering between her husband and son. “Hendrik... he’s our only boy,” she whispered, her voice tight with emotion.

Hendrik exhaled, nodding slightly. “I know, vrou. And now, we’ll be one man short on the farm.” His tone was firm, but there was something behind it, something that betrayed the emotions he wouldn’t say aloud.

Abrie swallowed hard and took the envelope. The paper felt heavier than it should. His whole life had been leading to this moment, yet for the first time, the future was no longer his to decide.

He looked up at his father, at his mother, at the farm he had known his whole life. Then, with a slow nod, he said, “I won’t let you down.”

But deep down, he wondered if this war would let him come back at all.

***
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David "Dave" du Plessis wiped the blood from his split lip, tasting copper as he leaned against the flickering neon sign outside Joe’s Pool Hall in Pretoria. The fight had been short, brutal, and entirely predictable. He had a knack for trouble, always running with the wrong crowd, always pushing the limits. But that was just who he was, wild, restless, untamed.

As he caught his breath, his best mate Ruan handed him a cigarette, shaking his head with a smirk. “You’re gonna get yourself killed one day, Dave.”

Dave just chuckled, wincing as his lip stung. “Ja, well, not today.”

By the time he made it home, the streets were nearly empty, the distant sound of sirens echoing somewhere in the city. His mother, Adri du Plessis, sat at the kitchen table, still in her nurse’s uniform from 1 Military Hospital in Voortrekkerhoogte. Her short-cropped blonde hair framed a face worn by years of long shifts, stress, and the weight of single motherhood.

She didn’t say a word at first, just took one look at him, the bruises on his knuckles, the fresh cut on his face, and sighed deeply.

“You were fighting again,” she said, her voice calm but filled with disappointment.

Dave shrugged, pulling open the fridge and grabbing a beer. “Nothing serious.”

Adri exhaled slowly, rubbing her temples. “David, you can’t keep doing this. You think you’re untouchable, but one day...”

She stopped herself, closing her eyes for a brief moment. Then, without another word, she slid an envelope across the table.

White. Official. His call-up papers.

Dave stared at it, then back at her. “So, that’s it then?”

Adri nodded, her eyes wet but determined. “You leave in two weeks. Kimberley.”

For once, Dave didn’t have a smart remark. He just stood there, the reality of it settling in like a punch to the gut.

His mother, the only person who had ever truly stood by him, was losing him to the war. And for the first time in his life, Dave wondered if he had pushed too far.

She reached out, squeezing his bruised hand. “You’re all I have left,” she whispered. “Come back to me, Dave.”

For the first time in years, he had nothing to say.
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Trains to Bloemfontein

The rhythmic clatter of steel wheels against railway tracks filled the air as the long trains snaked their way across the vast South African landscape. From Durban, Phalaborwa, and Cape Town, hundreds of young men, some eager, some resigned, sat in silence, watching the countryside blur past. Each of them was on a journey that would change them forever.

Louis, Joe, Abrie, and Dave sat in different compartments, in different trains, each lost in thought, reflecting on their different, yet eerily similar recruitment process.

The line-ups. The brutal 2.4-kilometer runs. The hopeful dreams of one day wearing the maroon beret and red paratrooper boots of the Parabats. They had all imagined it, standing among the elite, fearless and untouchable.

Then came the harsh reality.

The cutoff time for the 2.4 km run had been 10 minutes 30 seconds, a number that separated dreams from disappointment. Some had collapsed before reaching the finish line, others had come agonizingly close but still failed. Those who made the time had their hopes dashed by the next hurdle, the medical examination.

Feet too flat. Knees too weak. Heartbeats too irregular. Some were eliminated for reasons they hadn’t even known existed.

At the end of the gruelling selection, less than 50 men from each base were left standing, the hopefuls who had proven themselves worthy to continue to Bloemfontein, Tempe, where the real test awaited them.

The trains rattled on, carrying them towards a future they couldn’t yet comprehend.
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Fort KlapperKop, Pretoria

The secure telephone line buzzed softly in the dimly lit office deep within the secret headquarters of Military Intelligence at Fort KlapperKop, Pretoria. Commandant Petrus "Piet" van Zyl, a hardened man in his early fifties, picked up the receiver. His short-cropped greying hair, piercing blue eyes, and angular face gave him the look of a man who had long since abandoned any notion of compromise. Dressed in an immaculately pressed brown uniform, his ribbons and insignia gleamed under the low lights.

"Yes, Minister," he said, his voice steady, devoid of emotion.

On the other end of the line, Minister Hendrik Marais, leader of the shadowy Broederbond faction, exhaled slowly. Marais was a man of quiet menace, tall, broad-shouldered, always impeccably dressed in a dark suit, his neatly parted hair slicked back. His influence stretched far beyond the cabinet; he was the architect of the so-called 'Fourth Pillar' of government, a faction that sought absolute white rule, unconcerned with the fragile reforms being pushed by P.W. Botha and his inner circle.

"Commandant," Marais said, his voice measured, "the government is weak. P.W. plays games with so-called 'reform' while the blacks gain ground every day. Our people need a force willing to do what is necessary. Are you ready to proceed with Operation Icarus?"

Van Zyl shifted slightly in his chair, his sharp mind weighing every word. "The first phase is already in motion. Those who failed the three-month basic course at Tempe are being quietly redirected. Instead of being Returned to Unit, they are taken off the books and sent to Mozambique."

Marais grunted approvingly. "Good. And their training?"

"They are being broken down, mentally and physically. Their former identities are being erased. Soon, they will no longer think like South Africans. They will be reborn as Cuban soldiers, fluent in Spanish, drilled in Cuban military tactics, and conditioned to believe they are loyal to Fidel Castro’s command in Angola. No one will question their origins. They will be ghosts, operating in the shadows."

A silence lingered before Marais finally spoke again. "We cannot afford mistakes, Commandant. The future of our people depends on this. If Botha and his fools won’t take action, we will."

Van Zyl nodded. "Understood, Minister. Operation Icarus will proceed as planned. By the time anyone realizes what we have done, it will be too late."

As the line went dead, Van Zyl placed the receiver down and stared out of the window, overlooking the lights of Pretoria. The war was far from over, and if Marais had his way, it was about to take a very dark turn.
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Union Buildings, War Room – Pretoria

The war room beneath the Union Buildings was dimly lit, the heavy oak table surrounded by the men who ran South Africa’s war machine. The air was thick with cigarette smoke, the sharp scent of whiskey and brandy mingling with the tension in the room. It was late, but no one dared to leave.

At the head of the table sat State President P.W. Botha, the Groot Krokodil himself, his fingers drumming against the polished wood. To his left, Minister of Defence Magnus Malan sipped his brandy and Coke, his square jaw set in grim determination. Next to him, Pik Botha, Minister of Foreign Affairs, leaned back in his chair, a cigarette smouldering between his fingers, a glass of whiskey in his other hand.

Across from them, Jannie Geldenhuys, Chief of the South African Defence Force, sat with arms folded, while Dr. Niel Barnard, head of the National Intelligence Service (NIS), adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. A thick folder sat open in front of him, filled with casualty reports, intercepted communications, and maps marked with red ink.

Barnard exhaled slowly before speaking. "Mr. President, the situation is deteriorating. In the past month alone, we have lost 34 soldiers in Namibia, another 19 in township operations, and at least 22 in Angola. The total is climbing by the week."

P.W. Botha scowled, his deep-set eyes narrowing. "And in Angola? The Cubans were supposed to be advisors, not an army! Why the hell are we seeing thousands of their troops now?"

Barnard slid a photograph across the table. "We have reliable intelligence that their presence is no longer just advisory. Satellite imagery and reconnaissance confirm that Cuban battalions are now embedded with FAPLA forces. They're moving in regiment-sized units, fully armed, fully trained. This is not just a support role anymore, they are fighting, leading, and planning offensives."

Pik Botha took a deep drag from his cigarette and exhaled. "This changes everything. If the Cubans gain a proper foothold, the Americans might lose interest in backing us. We've been playing this fine line, but now? If this escalates, we may not have the firepower to stop them."

Magnus Malan leaned forward, his voice steady but cold. "Then we have to hit them harder before they dig in further. Our cross-border raids have been effective, but if we’re facing entrenched Cuban units, we need to escalate."

P.W. Botha leaned back, rubbing his temple. "We are already stretched thin. The townships are on fire, SWAPO is getting bolder, and now I have Cuban troops swarming Angola like flies. I will not sit here and watch my country burn!"

A long silence followed.

Then, in a low, deliberate tone, Botha spoke again. "We need to know who is feeding them troops and how they are multiplying so quickly. I want answers. Fast."

Dr. Barnard nodded. "We’re working on it, Mr. President. But there is something... strange. Some of these new Cuban troops..." He hesitated, glancing at the men around the table. "...they don't show up in any intelligence reports from six months ago. It’s as if they appeared out of nowhere."

The room fell into an uneasy silence. Something wasn’t right. And they all knew it.
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De Brug Training Grounds – Bloemfontein

The Samil 50 rumbled over the dirt track, kicking up dust as it carried the men of Echo Company, Valk 2 deeper into De Brug. The four of them, Louis, Abrie, Joe, and Dave, sat shoulder to shoulder on the hard steel benches in the back of the truck, their hands gripping their rifles, their bodies swaying with each bump in the road. They were now two months into their basic training at 1 Parachute Battalion, and the reality of their situation was sinking in fast.

A month from now, they would face the notorious two-week PT course, a brutal physical endurance test that separated the true Parabats from the hopefuls. The failure rate was a staggering 75%, and every recruit knew that once it started, there was no escape. The stories they had heard, of men collapsing, of broken spirits, of shattered bodies, were enough to send a chill through even the toughest among them.

Joe exhaled loudly, shaking his head. “Two weeks of hell, boet. No sleep, PT from before sunrise until after dark, running, crawling, climbing, carrying logs. It’s gonna break a lot of okes.”

Dave frowned, staring at the shifting dust outside the truck. “Yeah, but that’s not the only thing that’s worrying me.”

The others exchanged glances. They had all heard the rumours.

At the start of basic training, there had been over 250 recruits. Now, barely 130 remained. Sure, they knew the Parabats were tough. The corporals and sergeants didn’t tolerate weakness, no second chances, no warnings. If you couldn’t keep up, you were RTU’d. (Returned to Unit)

But something was wrong. Some of the RTUs never made it back to their old units.

They had heard whispers, strange, unsettling rumours. Some of the missing men had been spotted at border posts, trying to flee the country. Others had reportedly died in road accidents, their bodies never recovered. But the most chilling part was that none of them had ever made contact again.

“No letters, no calls, nothing,” Louis muttered. “We all swore we’d stay in touch, and not a single oke has written back.”

Abrie clenched his jaw. “Maybe they just want to move on.”

Joe shook his head. “Or maybe they never got the chance.”

The truck bounced over a rut, jolting them back into the present. In the front, the corporal riding shotgun turned and gave them a long, appraising look before returning to his conversation with the driver.

The four men sat in silence, the tension thick between them.

Something was happening at 1 Parachute Battalion.

And they were starting to realize they might not be as in control of their fate as they had thought.
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Mozambique. Marrupa, Niassa Province

Camp Espectro, a sweltering, festering hellhole where men were stripped of their past, their identity, and their sanity. They had been told they were RTU’d, Returned to Unit. They had stood in line, expecting a ticket back to their old bases, their old lives. Instead, they had been blindfolded, loaded into the back of dark panel vans, their wrists bound.

Then, the slow hiss of gas.

By the time they awoke, they were somewhere far beyond the borders of South Africa, deep in a jungle prison where the rules of war no longer mattered.

The cages were small, too small to stand, too small to lie down properly. Naked, covered in sweat and grime, the men shivered in the humid air, their bodies aching from days of confinement.

And the voices never stopped.

From hidden loudspeakers, Spanish words played on repeat, twenty-four hours a day.

“¡Compañero, el enemigo está en todas partes! 

¡Fidel es nuestro líder! ¡Viva la revolución!”

Over and over. 

Day and night.

The first few days, the men fought against it. They cursed, they covered their ears, they screamed. But the drugs came daily, slipped into their rations, injected into their arms. Mind-altering chemicals, enough to make sleep impossible, enough to make thought a blur.

Their memories began to slip, reality becoming something they couldn’t quite grasp anymore.

Cuban and Russian advisors stalked the perimeter, watching them, breaking them. These men, former South African soldiers, were being turned into something else. They were being reborn. Into Cuban soldiers.

Some resisted, but resistance had consequences. One of them, Johannes "Hannes" De Klerk, a farmer’s son from the Northern Cape, had refused to comply. He had refused to speak Spanish, refused to eat, refused to break.

They dragged him from his cage and made the others watch as they stripped the skin from the soles of his feet with a bayonet.

By the time they threw him back in, he begged to repeat the words. "¡Compañero, el enemigo está en todas partes!"

And so, one by one, the men fell. The names they had once carried. Forgotten. The language they had once spoken. Gone.

They were no longer South African. They were no longer men. They were becoming ghosts in Fidel’s army.
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De Brug – Bloemfontein

The sun beat down mercilessly over De Brug, turning the hard ground into a near-impenetrable slab of earth. Louis, Abrie, Joe, and Dave were knee-deep in their foxholes, sweat dripping from beneath their bush hats, their fingers blistered from chipping away at the stubborn soil.

Louis groaned, wiping a dirty forearm across his face. "This place sucks worse than my Ouma."

Joe laughed, throwing a glance over his shoulder. "Don’t let Smajoor Willem 'Bulldog' Kruger hear you... oh shit, here he comes. Look busy, people."

The unmistakable presence of Smajoor Bulldog loomed over them. Pale blue eyes burning like cold steel, he stopped next to their half-dug foxholes, hands on his hips, his face locked in a permanent scowl. The air around him felt heavier. The silence was suffocating.

Then he exploded. "What the fuck is this?!" he bellowed, his voice cutting through the stillness. "My five-year-old niece can dig a deeper foxhole with her bare hands! You are all quarter pussies, you are fucking useless!"

The four men snapped to attention, hands moving instinctively, shovels slicing into the dirt faster than before. They knew what was coming.

Bulldog leaned in, his breath heavy with stale cigarettes.

"I tell you what... in 30 minutes, I will be back with an LMG... and I will be shooting over these foxholes with you in them."

He let the words sink in, his piercing stare daring any one of them to challenge him.

Then, without another word, he turned on his heel and marched off, leaving them behind in silence and terror.

Joe was the first to speak, his voice low. "He’s not joking."

Dave spat into the dirt, hands moving even faster. "No, he’s not. We dig, or we die."

With newfound desperation, the four men dug like their lives depended on it. 

Because out here, under the merciless African sun, with Bulldog Kruger watching over them, there was no room for weakness.

And in 30 minutes, the life fire was coming.
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1 Parachute Battalion Parade Ground – Tempe

The evening air was rich with the scent of Jacaranda trees, their purple blossoms casting long shadows over the parade ground of 1 Parachute Battalion in Tempe. The sky was painted in hues of deep orange and fading blue as less than a hundred men stood at attention, their backs straight, their faces filled with pride.

This was their moment. After three gruelling months of basic training, after blood, sweat, and unrelenting discipline, they were finally being handed their maroon berets. Until now, they had worn the standard green SAI berets, outsiders, hopefuls. But tonight, they became Parabats.

At the front of the formation, Colonel Johan Le Roux stood tall, his sharp blue eyes scanning his men with approval. He was a towering figure, built like an ox, his face hardened by war but softened by the unshakable bond he had with his "manne." He had seen them suffer, push through, and rise to the occasion. Now, they stood before him, ready.

Beside him stood Joan Abrams, known to every Parabat as "Tannie Mossie." A woman in her late 50s, her short silver hair neatly combed, her eyes kind but filled with loss. She wore a simple brown dress, her posture upright but gentle.

When Colonel Le Roux raised his hand, the parade ground fell into complete silence.

Tannie Mossie stepped forward and spoke.

"Manne," she began, her voice warm but firm. "As you know, my son, Jan-Hendrik Abrams, was a Parabat like you. A year ago, he died on the border of Namibia."

A solemn hush settled over the men, each of them standing motionless.

"In his memory, the South African Mint in Pretoria makes me a special batch of 1-cent coins every year." She held up a small copper coin, letting the fading sunlight catch its surface. "On it, you will see two Cape sparrows. Let me tell you why this is important."

She unfolded a small Bible and read:

'Word twee mossies nie vir 'n stuiwer verkoop nie? En nie een van hulle sal op die aarde val sonder julle Vader nie.'

Then she paused, looking out over the young men before her.

"In English, this means: 'Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care.' (Matthew 10:29-33)

She let the words sink in before continuing. "This tradition began long before you. The Boer women in the concentration camps during the Anglo-Boer War chose this verse to remind them of their faith, that no matter what suffering they endured, God had not abandoned them. They made a promise that if South Africa ever had its own coin, they would request that sparrows be placed on it as a symbol of hope. And they kept that promise. When the first coins were minted, they carried the sparrows, and those coins were given to soldiers in World War II, in Korea, and now, to you."

She looked at them, her eyes filled with emotion. "I want you to know that God will watch over you, just as He watched over the soldiers before you. Wear this 1-cent coin with your dog tags, and know that you are never alone."

She then smiled gently. "And remember, the coin is small, but your value is far greater."

With that, she stepped down and moved amongst the ranks, handing each soldier a coin and a small slip of paper with the Bible verse printed on it. The men clutched them tightly, their throats dry, their hearts full.

As she handed a coin to Louis, he hesitated for a moment before looking into her eyes. "Dankie, Tannie Mossie," he said softly, his voice thick with emotion. She placed a comforting hand on his arm. "Go well, my child. And remember, you are of more value than many sparrows."

Louis swallowed hard and nodded, unable to say more.

This was more than just a coin. It was a symbol of protection, of remembrance, of faith. And as they placed it alongside their newly awarded maroon berets, each of them knew, they were Parabats now. Forever.
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Lumbala N’guimbo, Eastern Angola

The thick, humid air clung to the skin, carrying the scent of damp earth, sweat, and rotting vegetation. The men of UNITA lay motionless, their bodies pressed against the ground, concealed by the dense undergrowth. They had been tracking the Cubans for two days, luring them deeper into the ambush zone, forcing them to follow a trail that led only to death.

Commander Jonas 'Kondwani' Mufalo crouched behind a fallen tree, gripping his AK-47 with steady hands. His men, hardened guerrillas, lay in position, silent, waiting. The distant metallic clatter of boots on dry leaves signalled their enemy’s approach.

But these were not Cubans.

Unbeknownst to UNITA, the soldiers they had been leading into the kill zone were ex South African troops, brainwashed into believing they were Fidel’s warriors. Operation Icarus’s twisted success, they fought, spoke, and even thought as Cubans now.

The first figure emerged from the jungle, weapon at the ready. An AK-47, worn but deadly, slung low in his grip. Behind him, a patrol of ten men, moving carefully, rifles sweeping left and right, boots crunching on dry earth.

Kondwani raised his hand. A single signal. The jungle erupted into chaos.

AK-47s blazed, their muzzle flashes lighting up the undergrowth like brief bursts of lightning. The crack of gunfire was deafening, followed by the whoosh of an RPG streaking through the air, smashing into a tree and sending a shower of splinters in every direction.

The “Cubans” reacted instantly, diving for cover, returning fire in short, controlled bursts. One of them, Santiago Morales, a man whose past name had been erased, screamed something in Spanish as he emptied a magazine toward the unseen enemy. Next to him, Raul Ibanez was hit in the throat, his scream turning into a grotesque gurgle as he collapsed onto his knees, blood spraying from his wound.

Men cried out in agony, their voices blending in a chorus of Spanish, Portuguese, and tribal tongues. A brutal, senseless symphony of war.

Kondwani reloaded, rising just enough to sight down a fleeing soldier. He squeezed the trigger, and the man spun violently before dropping face-first into the dirt, his rifle clattering beside him.

Minutes felt like hours. The battle raged in violent bursts, men screaming, the stench of gunpowder and burnt flesh filling the air. Then, as suddenly as it began, it was over.

Silence. A few muffled groans from the wounded, the rustling of leaves as the last dying men twitched against the earth. Then, nothing.

UNITA had won. The victors moved through the fallen enemy, stripping bodies of their rifles, ammunition, trinkets, anything of value. Kondwani crouched near one of the dead soldiers, rolling him over. His hands clutched something tightly. A pair of South African dog tags.

Kondwani frowned. That didn’t make sense. They had fought Cubans. His calloused fingers pried them free. A glint of copper caught his eye. Attached to the chain was a small 1-cent coin, bearing the insignia of two tiny Cape sparrows.

He flipped the dog tags over and read the name. Werner Vermaak.

Kondwani’s breath hitched slightly. This was not some looted item from a past battle. This man, this so-called Cuban soldier, had been South African.

His thoughts churned. Something was deeply wrong. He made a decision.

He would get these tags to his South African contact. There was, somewhere out there, a mother or father who deserved to know their son’s fate.

He slipped the dog tags into his pocket, stood up, and walked away from the carnage, leaving the dead to the jungle.
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PT Course – Tempe – Bloemfontein

The sun had not yet risen over Tempe, but the air was already thick with the smell of dust, sweat, and desperation. The men of Echo Company, stood at attention, their bodies trembling with exhaustion. Their two-week PT course had begun, and with it, the longest and most punishing days of their lives.

Time blurred. Day turned to night and back into day. Pain became their reality.

For ten hours a day, their bodies were pushed beyond what seemed humanly possible. The PT instructors, demigods of suffering, watched them with cold, merciless eyes, always looking for weakness, always ready to pounce on the first sign of a man breaking.

"You're too slow! You're too weak! Get the fuck up!"

It never stopped. Endless push-ups until arms collapsed, sit-ups until stomach muscles seized, log runs until their legs gave out. Sweat poured into their eyes, the salt burning their skin raw. Lungs burned, throats clogged with dust.

Then came the cramps. The night was worse than the day.

Men woke up screaming in agony, their bodies locked in violent spasms, their muscles rebelling against the abuse. Legs twisted into knots, arms curled like claws, stomachs clenched so tightly they could barely breathe.

Dave lay on his back in the pitch dark, teeth gritted, trying to straighten his leg as a cramp surged up his calf and into his hamstring. Joe was beside him, his breath ragged. "Fuck... it’s like my body’s eating itself."

No one came to help. The instructors ignored them, letting them suffer, letting them learn that pain was their only friend now.

Then, just as exhaustion threatened to grant them a few minutes of sleep, the whistle blew.

"GET UP! GET UP! YOU SLEEP WHEN YOU'RE DEAD!"

And it started all over again. Day after day, hour after hour, they were broken down, shattered into pieces, only to be rebuilt into something meaner, harder, unbreakable.

They ran through knee-deep mud, dragging each other forward. They crawled through razor-sharp thorn bushes, their uniforms tearing, skin shredded. They were thrown into icy water, forced to hold their rifles above their heads while their bodies convulsed from the cold.

They were beaten, broken, humiliated. And the mind games? Relentless.

They would be told they had failed. That they were going home. Some men would break down in tears, believing it, only for the instructors to laugh and throw them back into another round of punishment.

"You think you’re out? There is NO out. You’re here until we say otherwise. Now MOVE!"

The weak disappeared. They vanished overnight, their bunks empty in the morning. Some RTU’d. Some just... gone.

Louis, Joe, Abrie, and Dave stayed silent. They had made it this far. There was no way they were going to be among the fallen.

By the end of it, they were no longer the same men who had arrived.

They were something else. Something harder. Colder. Hungrier. They had survived.

***
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Then came the
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