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The frown between Mrs Lombardi’s eyes spells trouble.

“There will be no going anywhere without me or your father, Jonathan. It is far too dangerous for young boys to be wandering along an inhospitable river.”

Jonathan stares at his mother in disbelief.

“The Vaal River isn’t inhospitable, Mum.”

Mrs Lombardi gives a slight cough, the sort that usually means an argument is about to end before it has even begun. “Jonathan, you’re still a child. You boys don’t yet understand all the dangers of life. Just read the newspapers! Every day there is another report of someone drowning, getting lost, or being attacked. And you expect me to let you disappear into the countryside for days on end?”

“We’re not disappearing, Mum,” Jonathan protests. “We’re going camping with James Caldwell. We know where we’re going, and we know how to look after ourselves.”

“That is precisely what every foolish person says before something goes wrong.”

Jonathan turns towards his father, hoping for support. His father sits back in his chair, stroking his bushy moustache.

A faint smile plays around his mouth.  “Leave the boys alone. The fresh air and the outdoors are good for them. It will make men of them.”

Mrs Lombardi turns slowly towards him. “Oh, really? And who will be responsible if one of them breaks a leg, gets bitten by a snake, or falls into the river?”

“Hopefully, the snake will have the good sense to leave them alone,” Mr Lombardi replies. The look on Mrs Lombardi’s face shows that she is not amused.

Jonathan struggles to suppress a grin. His father has a remarkable talent for making matters worse whenever he tries to help.

“Nothing good can come of it without parental supervision,” she insists. “You ought to know that!”

Jonathan sinks deeper into his chair. He knows that tone. He has heard it often enough to recognise the beginning of a battle his father is unlikely to win. His mother is a formidable opponent, especially when she believes she is protecting her children.

He sighs softly. There goes the holiday.

He can already imagine Tufty’s reaction when he hears the news. Worse still, he can picture James Caldwell laughing at them when they explain that their mother has forbidden them to go camping. James will never let them forget it.

Outside, the last light of the day bleeds across the horizon. Red-orange clouds hang above the distant mine dumps, and the setting sun turns the industrial skyline into a strange landscape of shadows and fire.

Packed buses rumble along the road. Long lines of cars head home, their headlights beginning to pierce the gathering dusk. 

Somewhere in the distance, the deep whistle of a mine locomotive rises above the traffic.

Another working day in Johannesburg has come to an end.

Mr Lombardi shakes his head.

“Janet, you want to mollycoddle the twins for no good reason. When I was their age, I used to walk barefoot through the frost behind the donkeys. We never had half the luxuries children have today.”

“And look at you now,” his wife replies. “Old, stiff, and full of aches and pains.”

“That has nothing to do with walking behind donkeys in the frost.”

“Of course it does.”

Jonathan glances at Tufty, who is standing near the doorway. His twin brother has been unusually quiet, but Jonathan knows that silence never lasts long when Tufty has something to say.

Sure enough, Tufty steps forward.

“Perhaps Jonathan and I should stay home and read a geography book, Mum. That way we can broaden our knowledge without risking our precious little lives.”

Mrs Lombardi fixes him with a stare.

“Do not become clever with me, young man.”

Tufty closes his mouth.

Jonathan bites the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.

His mother returns to the subject of their proposed camping trip.

“Jonathan, Tufty and James would be much better off spending their holidays doing something useful. They could read, study, or learn something about the world instead of wandering about the countryside.”

Disappointment washes over Jonathan. He has been looking forward to the trip for weeks. There is something wonderful about sleeping beneath the stars, cooking over a fire and waking to the sound of birds instead of an alarm clock. But it is not only the camping that matters. It is the freedom. He wants to prove that he and Tufty are old enough to be trusted. He wants to return home with stories of their adventures instead of having to listen to James describe everything they missed.

“Mum,” Tufty says suddenly, “do you want to bring us up like a bunch of little girls?”

The silence that follows is absolute.

Mrs Lombardi turns her head.

“Tufty Lombardi!”

Tufty immediately discovers something fascinating about the pattern on the carpet.

Mr Lombardi clears his throat, hiding a smile behind his hand.

“You’re not going to turn the boys into weaklings, woman,” he says. “The new South Africa needs leaders if this country is going to survive! Let the boys go. It will do them more good than harm.”

Mrs Lombardi throws up her hands.

“You can easily talk. It is not you who has to nurse the twins when they get chilblains or catch a cold. And I suppose you will be the one who stays awake all night worrying about them?”

Mr Lombardi opens his mouth, then closes it again.

Jonathan is beginning to enjoy the argument. At least someone is fighting his corner.

Then a knock sounds at the front door. Three sharp raps. Everyone looks towards the passage.

Mrs Lombardi frowns.

“Who could that be at this time of night?”

The knock comes again. This time it is louder.

“Go and see who’s at the door, Tufty, Jonathan.”

Tufty gives his brother a questioning look.

Jonathan shrugs. They cross the passage together. As Tufty reaches for the handle, Jonathan notices something through the narrow pane of glass beside the door.

A man is standing on the front step. The light above the entrance is too dim to reveal his expression clearly, but his broad shoulders and upright posture are unmistakable.

Tufty opens the door.

“Good evening, Tufty,” the visitor says. “May I come in?”

Tufty blinks in surprise. It is their geography teacher, Mr Albertyn.

“Of course, sir.”

Jonathan steps forward.

“Good evening, sir.”

Their teacher enters, brushing a few specks of dust from his jacket. His dark hair is slightly disheveled, and there is a crease between his eyebrows that Jonathan has never noticed before.

Mr Albertyn is not an ordinary teacher. He is young, strongly built and energetic, with an engaging personality and fiery dark eyes. He has a reputation for turning even the dullest geography lesson into an adventure.

But tonight, he seems distracted. His gaze travels briefly down the passage before settling on the boys.

“Are your parents at home?”

“They’re in the sitting room, sir.”

“Good. Then let us join them.”

Jonathan exchanges a glance with Tufty. A teacher visiting at this time of night can mean only one thing: trouble—serious trouble.

Perhaps Mr Albertyn has discovered that their latest homework assignment is missing. Or perhaps he has heard about the unfortunate incident involving a compass, a school map, and a certain bucket of water.

Tufty follows the teacher into the sitting room with the expression of a condemned man walking to the gallows.

Suddenly, he stops.

“Good grief,” he mutters.

Jonathan looks at him.

“What now?”

“I bet you Mr Albertyn has marked our exam papers!”

Jonathan feels his stomach tighten.

Geography. Of all the subjects in the school curriculum, geography is their greatest enemy. The twins can remember the names of rivers, mountains, and distant countries when it suits them, but when faced with a question about contour lines or climatic regions, their minds sometimes resemble a desert.

They exchange gloomy looks. Mr Albertyn notices immediately.

“The Grade 8 examination papers won’t be marked until later, Tufty,” he says.

Tufty releases a breath of relief. Then the teacher adds, “The day of reckoning will come.”

Tufty’s relief vanishes. Mr Albertyn’s day of reckoning is well known. He has an uncanny ability to remember every unfinished assignment, every careless mistake, and every excuse a pupil has ever made.

The boys follow him into the sitting room.

Mr and Mrs Lombardi rise to greet their visitor warmly.

“Mr Albertyn! What a pleasant surprise,” Mr Lombardi says, shaking his hand. “Come in, man. Sit down.”

Mrs Lombardi frowns. “Would you like some tea, Mr Albertyn?”

“Thank you, Mrs Lombardi. That would be lovely.”

They settle into the neatly furnished sitting room. For a few minutes, the conversation is ordinary enough. They exchange polite enquiries about one another’s well-being, discuss the weather, and talk about the economic downturn in the Far East and the continuing violence in the country.

Yet Jonathan cannot shake the feeling that something is wrong. Mr Albertyn keeps glancing at a small leather bag beside his chair. Twice, he reaches towards it, only to withdraw his hand again. Whatever has brought him here, it is not an examination paper.

Jonathan leans towards Tufty.

“Something’s going on,” he whispers.

Tufty nods almost imperceptibly.

For once, his brother agrees without making a joke.

After a while, Mr Albertyn turns towards them.

“Tell me, boys. Who among you knows what the San Andreas Fault is?”

The sudden question catches Jonathan off guard.

“The San Andreas Fault, sir?” he repeats. “Hasn’t it got something to do with earthquakes?”

Mr Albertyn nods. “Very good. It is a major fault in the Earth’s crust where two tectonic plates move past one another along the west coast of North America. Their movement can trigger powerful earthquakes.”

Outside, a motorbike roars past the house. Jonathan glances towards the window.

Its headlight sweeps across the glass, scattering a pale reflection over the sitting room wall before disappearing around the corner.

For a moment, the room falls into shadow. Then the light from the ceiling lamp steadies, and Jonathan turns back to his teacher.

“You know about the earthquake that nearly destroyed San Francisco on 18 April 1906?” Mr Albertyn asks.

The boys nod. They have seen photographs of the ruined city in a school textbook. Buildings have collapsed, streets were torn apart, and fires raged through the ruins.

“It was one of the most destructive earthquakes in American history,” the teacher continues. “But what interests me is the way the Earth's crust stores enormous forces over many years. Sometimes those forces are released in a matter of seconds.”

He pauses. “Sometimes the consequences are felt hundreds of kilometres away.”

Jonathan notices that Mr Albertyn is no longer smiling.

“But did you know that South Africa also has active geological faults?” he asks. “The southwestern Cape has experienced some significant earthquakes. One of the best-known was the earthquake of 29 September 1969, which caused serious damage in and around Tulbagh and other parts of the Boland.”

“The one that damaged all those historic houses?” Tufty asks.

“Exactly.”

The teacher leans forward. “Some buildings were badly damaged, and rockfalls occurred in the surrounding mountains. The disaster led to extensive restoration work in Tulbagh, preserving many of its historic Cape Dutch buildings for future generations.”

“The houses with the fancy gables in Church Street?” Jonathan asks.

“That’s right. You boys have been paying attention after all.”

Mr Lombardi chuckles. “Perhaps there is hope for them yet.”

Jonathan ignores him. Mr Albertyn continues. “But earthquakes can also alter the landscape in less obvious ways. Rockfalls may expose hidden openings in hillsides. Erosion can uncover old deposits, and places that have been concealed for centuries may suddenly become accessible.”

Jonathan sits up straighter.

“Caves?”

“Caves, rock shelters, and archaeological sites.”

“And treasure!”

The words escape before Jonathan can stop himself.

Mr Albertyn laughs. “Ah, I thought that would get your attention. Unfortunately, archaeology is not always a matter of discovering gold coins and jewels. Sometimes the greatest treasures are a few stone tools, a fragment of pottery, or a painting on a rock wall.”

“A painting?” Tufty asks.

“An ancient one. Perhaps thousands of years old.”

Jonathan imagines a dark cave high in the mountains, its walls covered with mysterious figures painted by people who lived long before the first European settlers arrived in South Africa.

Who were they? What did they believe? And why had they painted those particular images?

Mr Albertyn seems to read his thoughts.

“Some of the rock paintings left by the San people provide remarkable glimpses into their world. They can depict animals, human figures, and scenes that may have carried spiritual or cultural meaning. But we must be careful not to assume that we understand every image simply because we can see it.” He pauses and looks from Jonathan to Tufty. “Sometimes, boys, the more you discover, the more questions you have.”

The words settle over the room. Then Mr Albertyn reaches for the leather bag.

“There is a reason I have come to see you tonight.”

The twins exchange another glance. At last. Jonathan has a feeling that their holiday plans may not be entirely ruined after all.

“An old university friend of mine, Hunter Scott, recently invited me to visit a site in the Slanghoek Mountains near Rawsonville in the Western Cape,” Mr Albertyn explains. “He had become interested in some rock paintings discovered in a cave high above the surrounding valleys. He wanted me to help record them on film.”

“Why you, sir?” Tufty asks respectfully.

“Because I have some experience with photographic equipment and fieldwork,” he answers, “and because Hunter knows that I am interested in archaeology.”

“Have you been to the cave before?” Jonathan asks.

“No.”

“Then how do you know the paintings are there?”

“Hunter sent me a few photographs.”

Mr Albertyn opens the leather bag and removes a big envelope. He studies it for a moment before placing it on the table.

“The cave has only recently come to his attention. The entrance is difficult to reach, and the terrain is steep. According to Hunter, the paintings appear to be in remarkably good condition.”

The teacher’s expression darkens. “Unfortunately, Hunter was involved in a serious motor accident, and our expedition had to be cancelled.”

“That's terrible,” Mrs Lombardi says.

Mr Albertyn nods. “Yes. I was very disappointed, naturally, but then I received an email from him.”

Mr Albertyn taps the envelope. “And a strange WhatsApp message.”

Jonathan looks at his twin. Curiosity burns in his eyes.

“I intentionally did not play the message for you yet.”

“Why not, sir?” Jonathan asks.

“Because I want to speak to you and your parents first.”

The answer is unexpected.

Mr Albertyn gets to his feet and walks towards the window. Outside, the last of the traffic is thinning, and the evening has settled over the city. The few remaining mine dumps stand like enormous dark shapes against the fading sky.

He turns back to the room.

“I need two or three reliable boys who can follow instructions and keep their heads when things become difficult. The cave lies high up in the mountains. The climb will be demanding, and we shall have a fair amount of photographic equipment to carry. Daniell Ashton, a medical student, has agreed to accompany me, but we shall need additional help.”

“Daniell Ashton?” Jonathan asks. “The medical student who sometimes treats the school’s rugby injuries?”

Mr Albertyn nods.

Tufty sits forward. “And you want us to go with you?”

“I am considering it.”

“Considering it?” Tufty repeats. “Sir, we can carry equipment. We can climb hills. We can—”

“First, I need to know whether you can listen carefully and follow instructions,” Mr Albertyn interrupts. “This is not a school picnic. If we go, there will be no wandering off, no foolish stunts, and no pretending to be heroes.”

Tufty closes his mouth. Jonathan tries to contain his excitement. A real expedition. A cave high in the mountains. Ancient paintings that might have remained hidden for centuries. And perhaps, if they were lucky, a discovery that would make their names known beyond their school.

Mr Lombardi looks at Jonathan. “There you are, son. Perhaps this is the solution that will satisfy your mother too.”

Mrs Lombardi's expression softens. “At least you would be under adult supervision.”

She turns to Mr Albertyn. “The boys were planning to go camping along the Vaal River with James Caldwell. I put a stop to that idea immediately.”

Mr Albertyn shakes his head slowly but wisely decides to say nothing.

“I know what is best for the children,” Mrs Lombardi continues. Her gaze challenges anyone to contradict her. “Life is dangerous enough as it is.”

Mr Albertyn does not argue with her. Instead, he reaches into his bag and takes out his cell phone.

“I understand your concern, Mrs Lombardi. But before anyone makes a decision, I think you should all hear what Hunter has to say.”

He places the cell phone on the table. Jonathan stares at it. It looks ordinary enough. 

“Hunter sent me an email from the hospital shortly after the accident. He followed it up with a voicemail.”

“Why didn't he simply telephone you?” Mr Lombardi asks.

“He tried. The connection was poor, and he was in considerable pain. He said there were things he needed to explain properly.”

“What things?” Jonathan asks.

Mr Albertyn looks at him.

“That is precisely what I want you to hear.”

Mrs Lombardi rises. “I'll make the tea. Then we can listen.”

She leaves the room, and the boys hear her footsteps fade along the passage.

For several seconds, nobody speaks. Then Jonathan notices something. Mr Albertyn is staring at the cell phone  as though he wishes he had never received it.

“Sir?” Jonathan asks quietly. “Is there something wrong?”

The teacher looks up.

“I don't know, Jonathan. That is what troubles me.”

He picks up the cell phone and turns it over in his hands.

“When Hunter first told me about the cave, he was excited. He spoke about the paintings, the difficult climb, and the photographs he hoped to take. It sounded like an ordinary archaeological expedition.”

“And now?” Tufty asks.

“Now I am not so sure.”

The twins exchange a look.

“What changed?” Jonathan asks.

Mr Albertyn draws a slow breath.

“His email.”

He reaches into the envelope and removes a folded sheet of paper. The edges are creased, and several lines have been underlined in dark ink.

“I have read it several times,” he says. “At first, I thought the medication might have affected his judgement, but Hunter is an intelligent man. He knows the difference between a fact and fear.”

He unfolds the letter. “There is one sentence he wrote that I cannot get out of my mind.”

Jonathan leans forward. “What does it say?”

Mr Albertyn hesitates. Then he reads aloud.

“Pete, if you still intend to visit that cave, do not go there after sunset. And whatever you do, do not enter the passage behind the painted wall.”

The sitting room seems suddenly colder. Tufty lets out a nervous laugh. “Perhaps he discovered a colony of bats, sir.”

But Mr Albertyn’s expression does not change. Jonathan looks up. “Why do you think he doesn’t want you to investigate behind the wall?”

Mr Albertyn does not answer immediately. “That is what I intend to find out,” he says eventually.

A floorboard creaks somewhere in the passage. Jonathan turns sharply. “What's that?”

“Just a floorboard,” Mr Lombardi says. “Stop being a scaredy-cat.”

But when they listen, there are no footsteps. Only silence. Then, from outside, comes a faint, wavering sound. It is so distant that Jonathan cannot immediately identify it. It rises and falls once, like a long, mournful wolf howl carried on the evening breeze.

Tufty turns towards the window. “Did you hear that?”

Mr Lombardi frowns.

“Hear what?”

“The sound outside.”

They all listen.

Nothing follows.

Mr Albertyn slowly places the email back on the table.

“Now,” he says, his voice quieter than before, “I think it is time we listen to the WhatsApp voice message.”

Mrs Lombardi returns with the tea tray. She stops when she sees their faces.

“What is it? Has something happened?”

Mr Albertyn shakes his head. 

His expression does little to reassure her. He fiddles with the cell phone and presses the play button.

A hiss of static fills the sitting room. A click follows. Then a man's voice emerges from the speaker, faint and strained.

“Pete ... If you are listening to this, I suppose you have received my email.”

There is a pause. A rustling sound follows, as though the speaker is shifting in his hospital bed.

“I don't have much time, so listen carefully. The cave is not what I thought it was. The paintings are only part of the story. There is something else in there ... something I cannot explain.”

The recording crackles. Jonathan holds his breath.

Hunter Scott’s voice continues. “I went back to the entrance after taking the photographs. I thought I had missed something. There was a strange sign on the wall that I hadn’t noticed before. At first, I thought it was a shadow. Then I saw that it was a symbol of a wolf.”

Another burst of static swallows his next words. Mr Albertyn adjusts the volume. The voice returns, weaker now. “I should never have touched or spoken about it.”

A sharp click comes from the cell phone. No voice follows.

“What's happened?” Tufty whispers.

Mr Albertyn presses Stop, then Play again. Only static.

“He forwards the message. Suddenly, the speaker crackles, and a faint voice whispers a few indistinct words.”

Jonathan leans closer. “What did he say?”

Mr Albertyn does not answer. The voice comes again, clearer this time.

The message stops abruptly with a loud click. Nobody moves. Outside, the wind stirs the trees along the street. Somewhere in the distance, a dog begins barking furiously.

Mrs Lombardi slowly puts down the teapot.

“Wolves?” she asks. “What wolves?”

Mr Albertyn picks up the cell phone and puts it in his pocket.

Jonathan feels a strange excitement rising inside him, mixed with something he cannot quite identify. Fear, perhaps.

Or the thrilling sensation that comes when an ordinary day suddenly opens into something extraordinary.

A hidden cave. Ancient paintings. A mysterious symbol. A warning about a passage behind a painted wall. And now, wolves.

He looks at Tufty. His brother's eyes are bright, and the earlier disappointment about the camping trip has vanished. Whatever happens next, Jonathan knows one thing. They are going to want to hear the rest of that story.

Mr Albertyn seems to read their thoughts. “But remember what I said, boys. An adventure is not the same as a game. If we go to the Slanghoek Mountains, you must obey every instruction I give you.”

He looks directly at Jonathan, then at Tufty.

“And if Hunter's warning is genuine, we may find ourselves facing something far more dangerous than a difficult climb.”

The twins sit motionless. Their mother looks thoughtful, ready to forbid the expedition before it has even begun. Their father, however, has a determined expression on his face.

Far away, beyond the lights of the town, the Slanghoek Mountains rise into the darkness. Somewhere among their steep ridges and rocky ravines lies a cave that has remained hidden for generations.

And behind its painted wall, something is waiting—something Hunter Scott has seen. Something he is afraid to describe. Something that may already know they are coming. Could Hunter Scott’s car accident have been staged? And why was it so important to keep Hunter Scott away from the Slanghoek Mountains?
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Mr Albertyn turns his attention back to the email. For a moment, he stares at the printed pages without speaking. The light from the floor lamp casts a pale glow across his face, emphasising the deep lines of concentration around his eyes. Then he begins to read aloud.

“Pete,

It was a bitter disappointment that we could not visit the Bat Cave together. But the strange story I am about to tell you is not the rambling of a man who has fallen on his head or wandered about in the scorching Boland sunshine without a hat. I assure you, my old friend, that I am perfectly sane. At least, I think I am.

“The story begins on the night of 29 September 1969, when an earthquake measuring 6.5 on the Richter scale struck the Boland. You know about the aftershocks, the panic, and the millions of rand in damage caused by that terrible event.

“But the destruction was not confined to Ceres, Wolseley and Tulbagh. We suffered damage here in the Worcester and Rawsonville districts as well. Boreholes suddenly ran dry, and workers’ houses built from unfired mud bricks collapsed like houses of cards.

“My parents were among those who suffered heavy losses. The stone farmhouse and an outbuilding on our farm, Mossy Creek, were badly damaged.

“Walls cracked, roof tiles came tumbling down, and several sections of the old outbuilding collapsed completely. 

“Everyone had to lend a hand. There was so much work to do, and my subsequent years at the University of Stellenbosch left me with little time to explore the farm properly.

Years passed before I could venture into the Slanghoek Mountains again. It was only a few weeks ago that I finally made the climb.

“Pete, everything looked different. The mountains seemed strangely altered. Familiar rock formations had shifted, gullies had deepened, and the slopes were covered with vegetation far more luxuriant than I remembered.

“Bushes grew where I could have sworn there had once been bare rock. Ferns crowded the damp hollows, and green moss covered stones that had been dry and dusty during my childhood.

“At first, I paid little attention to these changes. I assumed my memory had played tricks on me. Childhood recollections fade, after all, and perhaps the years had changed the landscape more than I realised.

“But I was wrong.

“It was not nearly so simple.

“In a narrow ravine, almost concealed between two enormous projecting boulders, I discovered a pool of water.

“I was exhausted from the climb. The sun had beaten down mercilessly, and sweat ran into my eyes. The thought of plunging into that inviting pool was irresistible. I was about to strip off my clothes and jump in when something made me hesitate. The water was steaming faintly.

“At first, I thought the effect was caused by sunlight striking the surface. Then I noticed that the air above the pool shimmered, although the surrounding rocks were cool to the touch.

“Curiosity overcame my fatigue. I crouched beside the water and dipped my fingers into it. I snatched my hand back.

“The water was warm. Not merely warmed by the sun, but unmistakably hot beneath the surface. I tested it again, more cautiously this time. Then I touched a wet finger to my tongue. The water was brackish, with an unpleasant mineral taste. A sharp smell of sulfur hung in the air, strong enough to make my eyes water.

“Suddenly, the lush vegetation around the pool made sense. The water contained minerals that might explain why the plants flourished so vigorously in this otherwise rugged landscape.

“I had stumbled upon a natural hot spring, one that appeared to be unknown to almost everyone in the district.

“Imagine it, Pete! A hot spring hidden high in the Slanghoek Mountains, concealed among rocks that few people ever visited.

“I should have turned back and reported my discovery. Instead, curiosity got the better of me.

“I stripped off my clothes and eased myself into the pool. The water was pleasantly warm. I could feel the tension leaving my muscles as I sank deeper, until the water reached my shoulders. For several minutes, I simply sat there, listening to the faint trickle of water and the distant cries of birds. Then I noticed something else. The water was moving. Not in the gentle ripples caused by my movements, but in a steady current that flowed towards the rocks at the far end of the pool. The surface trembled around a narrow gap between two boulders, and small bubbles rose from somewhere below.

“Perhaps, I thought, the earthquake had shifted the rocks and blocked the course of an underground stream. The water might have collected here before finding another way through the mountain.

“There was only one way to find out. Without thinking twice, I waded deeper into the pool and carefully squeezed between the projecting rocks. What I discovered took my breath away.

“Beyond the boulders, above the waterline, was an opening large enough for a man to crawl through. I had found a cave. The entrance was almost completely hidden. From the ravine, nobody would have suspected that anything lay behind the rocks. Thick vegetation screened the opening, and a curtain of damp moss hung over its upper edge.

“I hesitated. The darkness beyond the entrance seemed unusually deep. I could hear the water trickling somewhere inside, but the sound was difficult to locate. It seemed to come from ahead of me and, at the same time, from far beneath my feet.

“I told myself that it was merely an echo. Then I crawled inside.

“The air was cold and damp. My bare hands brushed against rough stone, and the smell of wet earth filled my nostrils. Patches of moss clung to the walls, and here and there, delicate stalactites hung from the ceiling like the teeth of some enormous creature.

“Thin shafts of daylight filtered through cracks high above, illuminating drifting specks of dust and moisture. Beyond those pale beams, the passage disappeared into shadow. I moved forward cautiously, feeling my way along the wall.

“Then I saw the paintings. They covered sections of the rock face, their faded outlines emerging from the darkness as my eyes adjusted. There were animals, human figures and strange shapes whose meanings I could not begin to guess. Some were painted in reddish ochre; others in pale white or dark brown.

“I stood motionless, scarcely daring to breathe. These were not modern decorations. They were ancient San rock paintings, preserved in the sheltered darkness of a cave that might have remained undisturbed for generations.

“Figures painted in rusty red, ochre, brown, and pale white seemed to move across the uneven sandstone. There were hunters carrying bows, slender human figures with outstretched arms, and animals with curved horns and powerful bodies. Among them stood several eland, their graceful shapes captured with astonishing skill.

“Some of the paintings were little more than faint shadows, their outlines softened by centuries of wind, moisture, and mineral deposits. Others remained surprisingly clear, as though the artists had only recently put down their brushes.

“The paintings could be thousands of years old. They were silent witnesses to a vanished world, preserving fragments of the lives and beliefs of the people who had once sheltered in these mountains.

“For a moment, I felt like an explorer from another age, a David Livingstone stumbling upon a forgotten world. Then the smell struck me: bat droppings.

“The stench was overpowering. It hung in the
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