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“If you’re looking for adventure, you boys should definitely come to Mpumalanga province.”

Uncle Adrian’s long legs stretch out from beneath the coffee table. He settles deeper into his chair and runs his fingers through his luxuriant moustache.

“Forget the girls, lads,” he says with a grin. “Come and breathe in the fresh country air at Ndofu Farm. You can help us catch the poachers on the farm and, while you’re at it, try to capture the ghost light of the Marlotti Mountains.”

Jonathan Lombardi and his twin brother, Tufty, move closer.

“A ghost light, Uncle Adrian?” Jonathan asks eagerly.

Uncle Adrian nods slowly. “There are strange things going on in Mpumalanga, Jonathan, my boy. I’m telling you, between those ridges of the Marlotti Mountains near the farm, things go bump in the night.”

He leans forward. “I saw it with my own eyes—the strange light shining high up in the mountain pass at night, and then simply disappearing. One moment it was there, and the next...” He snaps his fingers. “Gone.”

Tufty raises an eyebrow. “How can a light just disappear?”

“That,” says Uncle Adrian mysteriously, “is exactly what makes it strange.”

Jonathan's eyes grow wider. “Did you see it close up?”

“No. But I saw it clearly enough. It was moving along the mountain pass. Too high to be a car on the road below and much too bright to be an ordinary torch.”

“Perhaps it was a helicopter,” Tufty suggests.

Uncle Adrian shakes his head. “No helicopter, my boy, no aircraft. Nothing that I could explain.” He pauses. “And I’m not the only one who has seen it. My neighbour, Shane Wiley, has seen it too. Some people even talk about a ghost car racing through the Marlotti Pass at night,” he adds.

“Barroom talk,” Aunt Audrey snorts indignantly from the other side of the room. “The Flea Pit is the only business in Hectorspruit that’s making any money these days.”

Uncle Adrian gives her an injured look.

“Now, Audrey,” he says, “you can't dismiss everything simply because you don't understand it.”

“I can certainly dismiss ghost stories,” she replies.

Jonathan smiles. “But, Aunt Audrey, what if it really is a ghost?”

“Then you can ask it to pay taxes,” she says dryly.

Tufty laughs. Uncle Adrian takes a long draw on his pipe. The smoke ghosts curl, twist and disappear above his head.

“I’m telling you, there are more things under the sun than we know about, Audrey,” he says. “A ghost once slapped old Stephan of Little-Stephan in the face when he was a little boy. The mark was still there until his dying day.”

“A birthmark, Adrian,” Aunt Audrey sighs.

Uncle Adrian ignores her.

“You boys come and see for yourselves. You and your friends are more than welcome at Ndofu Farm. The fresh air is good and healthy, and you can run yourselves ragged out there, away from your mothers’ apron strings.” He points towards the veranda. “Aunt Audrey and I will get the veranda room ready for you. Then you’ll be free to come and go as you please.”

Aunt Audrey smiles warmly. “You really must come, boys. Uncle Adrian and I will be glad to have some company. We sometimes get rather lonely here on the farm.”

Jonathan's eyes sparkle with excitement. “Thank you, Uncle Adrian, Aunt Audrey,” he says. “No ghost will keep us away!”

His father clears his throat. “But the exams will. You may go to the farm provided that—”

He does not get a chance to finish his sentence. A shrill cheer rings through the sitting room, startling Buster, the brown spaniel, into leaping to his feet. “Provided that you do well in the exams!”

Mr Lombardi smiles as he sees Jonathan and Tufty staring at the floor.

“And maintain an average of sixty percent in all your subjects. Mathematics, too!”

“Mathematics!” Jonathan gasps indignantly.

Tufty’s face falls. A farm holiday in Mpumalanga suddenly seems very unlikely.

Mrs Lombardi gets up to make tea. Aunt Audrey follows her into the kitchen. The two women begin talking while the two men discuss the high crime rate and the falling value of the South African rand.

Jonathan barely hears them. His thoughts are racing around what Uncle Adrian has just told them.

Ghost lights and poachers! What more could a boy ask for?

He catches Tufty’s eye. They don't need to say a word. They are thinking exactly the same thing.

Jonathan beckons his brother to come along. They quickly slip out through the back door, over the fence and into the street. 

They have to tell André and Daniell everything. It simply cannot wait until tomorrow!

The excitement makes Jonathan’s hand tremble as he rings the Krügers’ doorbell. Moments later, Daniell opens the door.

“Daniell,” Jonathan stammers breathlessly. “My uncle and his family from Hectorspruit are here. He wants us to come and stay with them on the farm during the holidays.”

“A farm holiday?” Daniell snorts reluctantly.

He folds his arms. “What kind of adventure is there on a farm? There’s nothing but cows and sheep and cow pats.”

Jonathan steps closer. “Not on this farm. My uncle says there are poachers causing trouble, and apparently the Marlotti Mountains are haunted—so haunted it makes your hair stand on end!”

Daniell clicks his tongue sympathetically. “Jonathan, are you sure you’re not sick?” He puts the back of his hand against Jonathan’s forehead. “Ghosts! Hmph!”

Jonathan pushes his hand away. “Uncle Adrian is a reliable man, Daniell. He doesn’t just make things up. You’ll see.”

Daniell is not easily convinced. “I hear you,” he sighs, pretending to be bored.

But Jonathan notices the change in his friend's expression. Daniell may not believe in ghosts, but he certainly doesn't want to miss an adventure.

Jonathan catches Tufty’s eye and smiles involuntarily. Deep in his heart, he knows this is the eve of great things.
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The afternoon lies grey over the foothills of the Marlotti Mountains.  A thin breeze cuts through the pine trees and drives wisps of mist high against the overhanging cliffs. 

On the cliffs, rock rabbits sit sleepily in the late-afternoon sun. The boys have been cycling for hours. The bicycle chains grind and creak as though the oil had dried into the dust earlier. The tyres sing over the rough tar road.

Left pedal ... right pedal ...

The conversation has died down shortly before Nelspruit, a town in South Africa's Lowveld region.

Now it is simply pedal, pedal, pedal.

Thigh muscles are not accustomed to this kind of treatment. City legs certainly aren’t either.

“Come on, lads,” Jonathan urges them on.

Three breathless voices answer him.

Jonathan Lombardi rides in front. He is fourteen years old and solidly built. His brown fringe falls across his broad forehead, and two alert blue eyes peer out from beneath it.

Jonathan is the self-appointed leader of the four-man team, and everyone accepts it. His shirt stretches tightly across his broad shoulders, from which a muscular neck rises.

“Come on, lads, hurry up,” Jonathan urges them again. “Looks to me as if the exam ghost has frozen you solid!”

Close behind him rides his twin brother, Tufty. His blond hair sticks up in every direction. His strong boyish face is deeply tanned, making his blue eyes appear even brighter. Beneath his short khaki trousers are a pair of sturdy legs that disappear into a pair of ridiculously oversized running shoes.

Tufty is an outstanding field athlete. When it comes to schoolwork, however, he is not quite so enthusiastic.

No, he is a boy for the outdoors and strenuous exercise. Cycling is no game. Cycling requires muscles in places where most people don’t even have muscles.

Left pedal ... right pedal ...

But the day has been long, and the muscles are tired.

“How much farther?” Daniell Krüger calls breathlessly.

His cheeks are wobbling. Cycling is a trial for a man with an inner tube around his waist.

“The overnight hut can’t be much farther!” pants André Human. “We’re going to be stiff tomorrow.”

André is a child of nature, and a field guide to the birds of southern Africa bulges above his backpack. He is the quietest of the four-man team. The thinker.

“Tell us when you get tired, André,” Jonathan teases.

André shoots Jonathan an annoyed look. His face is bright red, and sweat streams down his temples.

The bicycle chain creaks in protest.

He freewheels across a low-water bridge. Then it is pedal, pedal, pedal again.

André would never be the first to give in and suggest that they stop for a rest, but deep down he curses the punishing pace Jonathan is setting.

Daniell silently agrees.

“Whoa ... hold up, you lot!” he eventually pants. “I can’t go any farther. This bicycle is playing havoc with a man’s backside.”

Large beads of sweat pearl across Daniell’s forehead and run into his eyes and down his cheeks. He wipes them away with the back of his hand.

Jonathan knows his men. As long as he keeps going, they will keep going. He is the one who has to decide when they should rest. Here, too, it is a matter of honour, because if a man calls for too many stops, the other boys might think you have water in your calves ...

“Daniell, you’re sweating enough to fill a swimming pool,” Tufty says.

Daniell gives him a wounded look. “I’m suffering here, and you make jokes.”

“We are all suffering,” says André.

“Then why are you smiling?”

“Because I’m imagining you trying to walk tomorrow. You are going to be so stiff!”

They stop. The bicycles are propped against a tree. For a few moments nobody says anything. A tour bus blasts its horn sharply and rumbles past on its way to the South Africa–Mozambique border. The boys wave cheerfully.

The bus disappears around a bend, leaving behind a cloud of dust that hangs in the still air.

André leans against a tree. It is almost as though he and Daniell cannot quite get their legs to settle.

Daniell takes a long drink of water. Then he looks at Jonathan.

“What was it you were saying about ghosts?”

“I’ll tell you,” says Jonathan, “but you and André don’t believe me anyway.”

“We’re all ears!” comes a chorus of voices.

Jonathan glances towards the mountains.

“They say it’s haunted in the foothills of the Marlotti Mountains, near Uncle Adrian’s farm at Hectorspruit. Uncle Adrian says he saw the ghost light himself. He also says the farm workers won’t go anywhere near the Marlotti Pass at night.”

Daniell slowly stands up. Then he beats his chest. “Friends, Romans and countrymen,” he announces dramatically, “allow me to introduce you to Jonathan Lombardi, the ghost catcher!”

Tufty and Daniell burst out laughing.

“Show him a ghost,” Daniell continues, “and it’ll take a hundred men to catch him!”

André pushes a lollipop against the inside of his cheek with his tongue. “Lads,” he says, “I don’t want to say too much, but my late grandmother once saw a ghost too.”

The laughter fades.

“What happened?” Tufty asks.

André shrugs. “She said it was the most horrible feeling a person could imagine.”

Daniell shakes his head.

“Show me a ghost, and then I’ll believe you.”

Jonathan stands his ground.

“Look, lads. You’re teasing me now. Just for your information, I wouldn’t even run away from a lion.”

He points towards the mountains.

“We can make a bet if you like. I’m telling you now: if I meet a ghost, I’ll pull out its chest hair one by one.”

“That might be a problem if it’s a girl ghost!” Daniell jeers.

Loud laughter bursts through the silence and rolls through the gorge. Even André laughs. Jonathan says nothing. Silently, he vows that one day he will show them. Hmph ... To insinuate that he is afraid! Just wait—they’ll see!

“Then there are the poachers,” he says.

The laughter dies down.

“Uncle Adrian says the police suspect that the poachers cross the Mozambican border at night. He says it’s especially elephants and white rhinos that are being targeted.”

Daniell looks towards the mountains.

“Do poachers really come this far south?”

“That’s what Uncle Adrian says.”

Jonathan squats down and tries to lure an ant lion from its little sandy trap. The tiny creature wastes no time. It wriggles backward beneath the sand, disappearing as if the ground has swallowed it.

“Hey! Come back!” Jonathan whispers, digging gently with a twig.

Only two tiny jaws appear threatening for a moment before the ant lion vanishes again.

“By the way, Ndofu is the Swahili word for ‘Place of the Elephant,’” Jonathan explains. “Uncle Adrian farmed in Kenya many years ago. That’s where the strange farm name comes from.”

“Sounds like a good place for elephants,” says Tufty.

Jonathan nods.

“The Crocodile River makes several S-bends through the farm and, together with the Paresis Game Reserve, forms one of the farm’s boundaries.”

He points towards the mountains.

“The foothills of the Marlotti Mountains form the western boundary of the farm. If you don’t know the turn-off, you’ll drive straight past Uncle Adrian’s farm.”

A few hadeda ibises fly past with an afternoon greeting before quickly heading towards the ravines.

Jonathan watches them disappear.

“Guys,” he says, “I’ve got a feeling in my big toe that this is going to be one heck of a holiday.”

“Three cheers for a farm holiday!” he shouts.

“Hooray! Hooray!” echoes through the gorge.

“And one more cheer for Jonathan’s big toe!”

André laughs delightedly.

Daniell shakes his head sympathetically. “Haikôna!” he says, shaking his head. “No way! Ghosts died out with the ox wagons. This is the age of computers and cellphones!”

Jonathan refuses to back down.

“Not according to Uncle Adrian,” he says. “Things are happening at Ndofu, and we’re going ghost hunting!”

Around them, the shadows begin to lengthen.

The bicycles had been transported to Nelspruit by a cousin of Jonathan and Tufty.

From there it was pedal, pedal, pedal!

Jonathan stands up on his pedals and stretches.

“Lads,” he calls cheerfully, “the exams are over. Now a man can live again!”

Tufty nods in agreement. Writing exams is a nightmare for a lazy man. The telephone poles sweep past one by one in the early dusk, their dark silhouettes standing out against the fading sky. Here and there, the mountain slopes are blackened where runaway fires have scorched the grass and bush, leaving behind patches of charred earth and twisted, smoke-darkened trees. 

In places, the last wisps of smoke still cling to the hillsides, catching the reddish glow of the setting sun.

A signboard at the foot of the Marlotti Pass warns against veld fires—wildfires that can sweep rapidly through the dry grass and bush.

A thin breeze pushes through the ravines, but the boys do not feel the cold. Their blood is racing through their veins.

Half an hour flies past.
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A branch of a sausage-tree catches Daniell across the shoulder and nearly rips his shirt to shreds.

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” Jonathan calls back. “You’ll look like a scarecrow if you’re not careful!”

“I was watching the road!” 

“You were looking at the mountains,” Jonathan says with a grin. “Probably searching for ghosts!”

“Ghosts only appear at night,” Tufty retorts.

“Then how does a ghost know when it’s night?” Daniell shoots back. “Does someone give it a bedtime reminder?”

The boys burst out laughing.

A little farther along, Jonathan slows. The track disappears between two rocky outcrops.

“Here we are.”

In front of a wooden hut, he calls a halt and takes a key from his inside pocket.

“We’re sleeping here tonight!” he announces. “It’s not that far to the farm anymore.”

“And we’re having a barbecue!” Daniell cries excitedly. “My stomach already feels like an orphan.”

The boys prop their bicycles against the wooden hut’s veranda railing, unlock the door and look around.

The wooden hut is comfortably furnished with four bunk beds, a washbasin and a small table. 

A small ablution block stands nearby, along with a brick barbecue pit where the boys can cook their meals.

In the far corner of the hut stands a gas stove and a few mismatched pieces of crockery and cooking utensils.

Jonathan’s eyes wander through the open door across the bush towards the mountains.

What a beautiful part of the world this is. The wooden hut is surrounded on three sides by a solid wall of pine trees and sky-high eucalyptus trees. Monkey ropes and tree ferns grow wild, while along the steep mountain pass the Marlotti aloes stand like sentries keeping watch over the surroundings.

In the distance, the Crocodile River flows. 

Here the farmers pump water to their orange and lemon orchards, which are visible in the dusk in neat rows. Some of the irrigation pumps are still running, and a hazy mist hangs like a spiderweb blanket over the patches of sugar cane.

Dusk falls quickly, bringing a biting little wind with it. The cliffs turn pale and grey, and for the last time the faint light of the sun clings to the highest mountain peak. Near the river, the francolins, small ground-dwelling game birds, call out as they search for food. High up along the mountain pass, the lights of a heavy vehicle disappear around a bend.

The rumble echoes through the ravines and slowly dies away. A few hadeda ibises shriek through the evening silence. Down in the ravines, a troop of baboons curses and bellows at one another. Then they too fall silent. Only the sentinel cuckoo announces its dominion over the dusk.

The evening air is cool.

Goosebumps rise on the boys’ bare arms, but they are so excited that they barely notice.

Jonathan looks towards the mountains again. For a moment he thinks he sees something moving among the shadows. He blinks. Nothing.

“First we collect firewood,” Jonathan orders, “then we make coffee!”

The boys get to work.

Large logs are dragged to the fireplace, and before long each of them is sitting with a huge mug of strong, black coffee.

Hungry eyes watch the wind-dried lamb ribs and spicy South African sausage sizzling over the hot coals.

Daniell turns one of the ribs carefully with the tongs.

“Don’t burn the meat!”

“I know what I’m doing,” Daniell retorts. He gives the rib another careful turn. The fat drips onto the glowing coals, sending up a burst of flame and a cloud of delicious-smelling smoke.

“Now that,” he says proudly, “is what I call cooking!”

The smell of roasting meat fills the cool evening air, and all four boys suddenly realise just how hungry they are. André adds a few braaibroodjies—grilled cheese-and-onion sandwiches—to the hot grill.

Then they hear an engine. The boys look up as a furniture truck rumbles towards them in low gear.

Its horn gives a shrill greeting, and the boys wave enthusiastically back.

“Hectorspruit Transport Contractors,” André reads in the fading light.

“It’s not far to Kaapmuiden now,” says Jonathan. “Then it’s a hop, skip and a jump to the farm!” Uncle Adrian was worried that they might get lost on the farm road in the dark. That’s why he arranged for them to spend the night in the mountain hut.

The truck’s rear lights disappear around the bend, and the headlights of the furniture truck sweep higher up the cliffs.

The boys watch until the lights disappear. For several seconds there is complete silence. Then Daniell turns back to the fire.

“Right. Who wants ribs?”

The fat sizzles on the coals, and Daniell bends forward to turn the ribs over on the grill, bone-side down.

His mouth waters.

“Bring out the pocketknives, lads,” he says. “We’ll eat straight off the grill.”

The knives are brought out, and for the next few minutes the boys are very busy indeed.

Daniell leans back and rubs his stomach contentedly.

“This is the life, lads,” he sighs. “A juicy lamb rib on the coals ... No teachers around to drive you mad.”

“Or mathematics,” Tufty adds.

“Especially mathematics.”

On the coals, the water sings and bubbles for a second mug of coffee. The boys settle back. The fire crackles. Somewhere in the darkness a night bird calls.

Jonathan looks towards the mountains.

“This is where Uncle Adrian said the ghost light appears at night.”

Daniell groans. “Please don't start.” 

It will be awful to run away from a ghost with an over-full tummy!

“I’m just saying.”

André looks towards the pass. “What time did he say it appears?”

Jonathan shrugs. “When it feels like appearing, I suppose.”

Daniell picks up a braaibroodjie. “Excellent. Very scientific.”

The boys laugh.

Then Tufty stops chewing.

“Wait. Look!”

He points towards the mountain.

At first Jonathan sees nothing.

Then—

A bright light flashes high up against the cliff. It moves. Not like a torch, not like a car. For one strange second it seems to glide across the darkness. Then it disappears.

The boys stare at the mountain. Nobody speaks.

“Did you see that?” Tufty whispers.

Jonathan slowly gets to his feet.

“Yes.”

Daniell puts down his half-eaten braaibroodjie. “Maybe ... maybe it was a reflection,” he whispers.

“From what?” André asks.

Nobody answers.

The silence suddenly feels different. The mountains seem closer, the wind seems colder. Jonathan takes a step towards the edge of the clearing.

“Maybe Uncle Adrian was right.”

“Don't say that,” André mutters.

Jonathan is about to answer when a deep rumble comes from high above them. The boys look up. Headlights appear on the mountain road. A heavy vehicle is moving along the pass. The lights grow brighter as it approaches a bend. Then, suddenly, another bright glow flashes across the cliff.

Tufty stares in surprise.

“Good grief, you guys ...”

His mouth falls open in astonishment and shock. His knees buckle, and his eyes grow as large as saucers.

Something is terribly wrong. The furniture truck high up on the pass suddenly swerves. For a moment it seems to hang there against the darkness. Then it smashes through the safety barrier.

The boys hear the terrible sound of twisting metal. The truck plunges down into the gorge.

“Look out!”

The dry scrub becomes a flaming nightmare of burning diesel cascading down the mountainside ...
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The boys race helplessly down the mountainside. Loose stones skid beneath their shoes, and dry branches slap against their faces as they scramble through the thick bush. Their hearts hammer wildly in their chests. Behind them, the night is suddenly lit by an angry orange glow.

A burning furniture truck lies wedged against an exposed rock in a densely overgrown ravine. Flames roar from beneath the vehicle, and burning diesel pours from the shattered fuel tank, spreading across the dry grass. The smell of smoke and petrol fills the air.

Jonathan stops for a split second. Then he runs forward again. In the glow of the fire, the bold black letters on the bodywork are clearly visible: Hectorspruit Transport Contractors.

Jonathan runs his tongue over his dry lips.

“The driver is trapped in the cab,” he gasps. “We have to get him out!”

The boys rush towards the wreck. Willing hands grab hold, but the wind drives the flames high against the bodywork and forces them back.

“Move away!” André shouts.

A sheet of fire races along the ground. The flames crackle and shoot upwards, dancing wildly like witches among the bushes. Sparks whirl through the darkness like a swarm of tiny red insects.

Jonathan stares helplessly at the scene before him. The heat from the fire is so intense that it makes the boys recoil. They raise their arms to protect their faces.

Thick smoke from the dry bush burns their eyes.

Jonathan coughs.

“Can you see him?”

“No
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