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Ghost Song in the Baviaanskloof

The first time Rana Zhaba heard the call, the kloof was holding its breath.

Night pressed close around her, thick as velvet, the sky above choked with cloud. Only the faintest sliver of moonlight filtered through the steep canyon walls, painting the stream in broken silver. Water rushed over stone in cold, restless ribbons, the kind of sound that could swallow a person whole if they weren’t careful. But Rana had come here because the kloof swallowed things. Frogs. Footsteps. Hope. Fear. Secrets.

She knelt beside the torrent, her recorder carefully angled toward the darkness, every muscle braced. The air was wet enough to bead on her eyelashes, the kind of humidity that made equipment fussy and hair wild. It was perfect ghost frog weather.

If he was here at all.

Behind her, the fynbos rustled. A Cape robin-chat gave a sleepy trill. Then silence. The deep, ancient kind. The kind that felt... inhabited.

Rana checked the humidity gauge: 92%.

Temperature: 11°C.

Stream flow: strong, fast, clean.

Exactly what Heleophryne hewitti preferred.

She knew the facts by heart:

A frog last seen with their own eyes by no one.

Known from only a handful of Eastern Cape streams.

Ancient, secretive, fragile.

A species that clung to life, literally, with its sucker-mouthed tadpoles gripping rocks against floods.

She had studied ghost frogs for twenty years, but nothing prepared her for this place. The Baviaanskloof had a way of leaning in close, of listening with you, as if God Himself wrapped the mountains around their conversation. She wasn’t a mystical person, not really, but tonight she felt watched, not with fear, but with an old, holy expectation.

A drop of mist slid down her cheek.

She pressed “record.”

And then, it came.

A single note. Soft. Unearthly.

A click-click-trill that lifted the hairs on her arms.

Her breath caught.

Again.

Closer.

Male advertisement call. Heleophryne. No mistake.

The sound echoed off the canyon walls like something ancient waking, as if the kloof itself had a heartbeat and she was finally hearing it for the first time. Rana clapped a hand over her mouth, tears blurring the rocks, the stream, the world.

She’d done it.

She’d found him.

Not with her eyes, the ghost frog remained unseen, but in the truest language a male frog could give: his song.

“Thank You,” she whispered, barely audible above the current. She didn’t know if she was thanking the frog, the mountain, or the God who crafted them both.

The call faded.

One soft tremolo swallowed by the roar of water.

Rana waited, praying for another.

None came.

But she had enough.

A record. A whisper. A beginning.

And she knew, with a certainty that outshone every doubt in her career, that she would return.

With a team.

With resources.

With purpose.

Because where there was one call, there might be another.

A mate.

A female.

A life cycle completing itself in the hidden places.

And somewhere in this wild, echoing valley, unseen tadpoles clung to rocks in the currents, holding on the way she held on to faith.

Rana stood, breath trembling, and looked upstream into the darkness.

The ghost song had called her home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


The Weight of a Single Call

Rana Zhaba had listened to the recording so many times that the waveform felt like part of her heartbeat. She sat hunched over her laptop in her small office at the institute, the hum of fluorescent lights overhead doing nothing to calm the tension blooming at the base of her skull.

There it was again, the soft, delicate click-trill that had changed everything. A whisper of life hidden somewhere deep in the Baviaanskloof. Her Baviaanskloof. The first time she’d heard it, she’d cried. Now she felt something different. Not disbelief. Not awe. Something sharper. Urgent.

A knock sounded on her half-open office door.

“You’re staring at that thing like it’s going to sprout legs and hop out,” said Dr. Webb, leaning against the frame. He was her supervisor in title, her sceptic in practice. Forty years in amphibian research had turned him into a man who trusted only proof he could hold, weigh, or pin.

Rana didn’t turn. “If it did hop out, you’d finally believe me.”

He sighed, the long-suffering kind she’d grown used to. “We all want Hewitt’s Ghost Frog to be there. But one ambiguous recording—”

“It’s not ambiguous.” Her voice cracked sharper than she intended. She took a steadying breath. “Male advertisement call. Right frequency range. Same envelope as the Elandsberg recordings.”

“You think it matches—”

“I know it does.”

He stepped inside, closing the door softly. “Rana... you’re the best herpetologist we’ve got. But this frog...” He hesitated, searching for a gentle way to wound her. “It has broken better scientists than you.”

She finally met his eyes. “It hasn’t broken me. It called to me.”

The moment the words left her mouth, she regretted them. Too spiritual. Too strange. But she couldn’t take them back.

Webb frowned. “You’re letting your heart get ahead of your head.”

“My heart is attached to a very well-trained head,” she said stiffly.

A pause stretched between them.

“You submitted your grant proposal,” he said at last. “The board meets today.”

Rana’s stomach tightened. She had submitted it. A full-scale return expedition to the Baviaanskloof. Acoustic loggers. eDNA analysis. Geological mapping of tributaries. Tadpole surveys. A team of five. Enough equipment to prove, once and for all, that Heleophryne hewitti wasn’t a ghost, but a survivor.

“It’s a long shot,” Webb added. “The institute has limited funds this year.”

“I know.”

“And some people say your last paper—”

“The editor rejected it because they wanted visual evidence,” she interrupted. “But we don’t demand sighting photos of cryptic cave invertebrates. Or deep-sea fish. Or nocturnal snakes that hide in rock fissures. Why are ghost frogs different?”

“Because they’re politically important, that’s why,” Webb said quietly. “If we confirm they’re in the Baviaanskloof, forestry gets pressure. Water extraction gets audited. Local landowners get nervous. And when politics get involved... people become strangely blind to evidence.”

Rana closed her eyes for a moment. She knew all that. She also knew she didn’t care. A species didn’t vanish just because funding committees lacked imagination.

Her phone buzzed. An email notification flashed across the screen.

GRANT DECISION: EXPEDITION 2024, ZHABA

Her pulse leapt.

Webb waited, arms crossed, as she opened it.

Her eyes skimmed the lines.

Then widened.

“They approved it,” she breathed. “Full funding. Full team. Three weeks in the kloof.”

Webb blinked. “They... approved it?”

“Every rand I asked for.”

He gave a short laugh, the stunned kind. “Well... I’ll be damned.”

Rana almost corrected him, but she swallowed the thought. The only thing she could think of was the stream. The canyon. That single call echoing against rock.

The door swung open without warning.

“Rana!” A familiar voice burst in. Cassidy, her chosen field technician if she ever got funded, leaned into the office with a grin so wide it threatened to split her face. “Tell me it’s true. Tell me we’re actually going.”

“We’re going,” Rana said, unable to stop smiling.

Cassidy whooped, pumping her fist. “YES! I knew it! I knew someone up there loves amphibians!”

Rana chuckled. “Someone up there loves all creatures.”

Cassidy pointed upward. “Amen to that.”

Webb shook his head, muttering, “You two are going to give me heart palpitations.”

He left the office shaking his head, more amused than annoyed.

Cassidy dropped into the chair opposite Rana, still glowing. “I’ve already
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