
[image: cover]


PRAISE FOR THE LAST STORM

“A soaring near-future nightmare that breaks all the tired rules of apocalyptic fiction. The story’s ambition is only matched by the grim hope of Tim’s boundless, humane imagination. His best novel to date.”—Paul Tremblay, author of A Head Full of Ghosts and The Pallbearers Club

“Grim, dusty Americana, family drama, near-future horror. The best thing he’s ever done!”—Christopher Golden, bestselling author of Road of Bones

“Tim Lebbon is always good, but this time he’s outdone himself. Dry climate and wet hopes collide in a compelling novel of terror and outstanding originality.”—Joe R. Lansdale, author of the Hap and Leonard series

“This dust-choked, sun-baked, adrenaline-fueled quest through a nightmare future will thrill and move you while also sounding the alarm on the dangerous direction we’re spinning as a planet. Tim Lebbon is a prophet of a poet.”—Benjamin Percy, author of The Unfamiliar Garden, The Ninth Metal, and Red Moon

“Expertly crafted horror that resonates with emotion and the messy complications of family.”—Kelley Armstrong, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Rip Through Time

“Heartfelt, gripping horror from a master of the genre.”—Sarah Pinborough, Sunday Times #1 and New York Times bestselling author of Behind Her Eyes

“Lebbon’s near-future fable has a power and urgency all its own.”—M. R. Carey, bestselling author of The Girl With All the Gifts

“A wildly ambitious look at family ties, survival, and the magic of hope.”—Sarah Langan, author of Good Neighbors

“Tim Lebbon’s The Last Storm is apocalyptic horror at its very best. A scorched-earth nightmare that is all too believable, The Last Storm is Lebbon’s finest creation, and that’s saying something.”—Richard Chizmar, New York Times bestselling author of Chasing The Boogeyman

“Lebbon is a master of the cross-genre thriller, and The Last Storm is one of his absolute best!”—Tim Waggoner, author of We Will Rise

“I’ve loved Tim Lebbon’s writing since The Silence but this is next level stuff. A hyper-surreal look into a post-climate change future with rich characters, heart, action, terror, and a relentless voice that drags you out and won’t let you go. Tremendous.”—Adrian J. Walker, bestselling author of The End of the World Running Club

“Beautifully written, The Last Storm depicts a near future beset with the terrifying consequences of climate change. But out in the desert, one family has a peculiar talent that may begin to quell the fires… or unleash a new Armageddon. Another must-read from Tim Lebbon, this book grabs you by the throat with the first paragraph and doesn’t let up.”—A.J. Elwood, author of The Cottingley Cuckoo

“Lebbon is the undisputed master of the post-apocalyptic thriller.”—Michael Marshall Smith, bestselling author of The Straw Men

“With The Last Storm, Tim Lebbon brings unflinching apocalyptic terrors but infuses the storm with heart and relatable characters. A thinking person’s apocalyptic novel. Bravo!”—Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author of Kagen the Damned

“Tim Lebbon has long been Britain’s finest horror writer, but he has outdone himself with The Last Storm, a novel that paints its apocalyptic world so clearly you can feel the heat from the page. Like all the best horror fiction, it is the novel’s humanity, not its monstrosity, that will cling to the reader.”—Stuart Neville, author of The House of Ashes



[image: image]



ALSO BY TIM LEBBON AND AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS

Eden

Coldbrook

The Silence

THE RELICS TRILOGY

Relics

The Folded Land

The Edge

The Cabin in the Woods: The Official Movie Novelization
Alien: Out of the Shadows

THE RAGE WAR

Predator: Incursion

Alien: Invasion

Alien vs. Predator: Armageddon

Kong: Skull Island – The Official Movie Novelization
Firefly: Generations



[image: image]



LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.


The Last Storm

Print edition ISBN: 9781803360423

E-book edition ISBN: 9781803360508

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

First edition: July 2022

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

Tim Lebbon asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

Copyright © 2022 Tim Lebbon. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


This novel was written during the first Covid lockdown, so it is dedicated with love to my wonderful family, who kept me safe and sane. My wife, Tracey, my daughter Ellie, and my son Dan. The three best people I know.


TWENTY YEARS AGO

THE STORM BEFORE THE CALM



JESSE

The room was full of bad things. Three wooden crates stacked in one corner contained zip-locked bags of drugs. The lid had slipped from the top crate, and no one seemed concerned. There was nothing hidden here. The table pushed against the opposite wall was strewn with empty liquor bottles, overflowing ashtrays, a cracked mirror dusted with what looked like heroin, a fat roll of dollar bills stained with something that wasn’t water, and a handgun. Propped against the table was an AR15 with a bump stock. Jesse wondered if it was there to intimidate him. It was probably just there.

“So you’re sure you can do this?” the man asked. He was one of the bad things in the room. He sat on a plastic chair, right ankle resting on his left knee. He was heavily bearded, hair expensively cut, and a delicate ring glimmered in his left nostril. He’d said his name was Wolf. It was ridiculous, but Jesse didn’t feel like laughing. A man and a woman stood just behind Wolf. Neither of them had spoken, but they both watched Jesse with calm weariness. He did not know their names, and didn’t want to know. He thought of them as Snake—the tall white guy with a bald head and tattoo of a python eating his left ear—and Harley, the short, muscled black woman in a Harley Quinn T-shirt.

“Yes,” Jesse said.

“Only, we’ve let you in now,” Wolf said, glancing around the place as if it was anything other than a wretched fucking pit. But he didn’t mean the room. “Let you see. Let you know. And you can’t unsee and unknow.”

“I don’t see anything,” Jesse said. “And like I told you, it works best outside.”

“I don’t want you doing it outside,” Wolf said. “People might see.”

“Who?” Jesse asked. Perhaps there was too much challenge in his voice. Snake crossed his arms. Harley shifted from her left foot to her right and back again. Stay calm, Jesse thought, even though calm was the last thing he felt.

“People,” Wolf said, drawing the word out. “Eyes in the sky.”

The man’s alleged concern made no sense. It was absurd. The small blockwork building stood within acres of poppy plants, and if anyone saw Jesse out there doing his thing, they’d also see them. Maybe the guy’s own product was making him paranoid.

Jesse felt sweat running down his back. I’m such an idiot. He should have turned the other way when this opportunity arose, but when contact was first made he and Karina were too broke for him to accept what he was getting into—the secrecy, the guns, and the murdering thugs. And when he realised, he was already in too deep. When he tried to go back on his agreement, they threatened his family with violence. In the end, he had no choice.

The only positive was that he was doing this a thousand miles from home. Karina and his sweet little Ash didn’t even know where he was, and until this was over and he returned home with a wad of much-needed cash, that was how it would remain.

“Don’t worry, nobody knows me,” Jesse lied.

Wolf looked him up and down. Jesse let him, glancing instead at Snake and Harley. He wondered how many people they’d killed between them—and how—and cursed his vibrant imagination. They returned his gaze, expressionless.

He had to stay calm, level, unruffled. It wouldn’t work otherwise.

But he looked at the AR15, and the dusting of heroin, and the roll of stained cash that was probably meant for him, and realised again what a total idiot he’d been.

“Outside, then,” Wolf said, standing from his chair. He clapped his hands together and grinned. “But not for long.”

“It’ll be quick,” Jesse said. Another potential lie. He never really knew how long it would take, and that piled on more pressure. Once, in Omaha, he sat on his own in a dry riverbed for almost five hours before the first patter of light rain speckled the dusty ground.

Snake picked up the AR15 and handgun and left the hut. Harley inclined her head at the door to indicate Jesse should go next, and she and Wolf followed him out. Over his shoulder, Jesse carried a small wooden case on a leather strap. The strap was worn and darkened from years of use. The case was inlaid with an intricate design of a large tree, canopy and roots mirroring each other. Different types of wood had been used to create the design, and over the years some of it had shrunk and fallen out, leaving only a shadowy memory. He had no idea who had made the case or where it came from. It had called to him from an old antique store. It had been empty, and he had filled it with his apparatus.

Wolf had not told his minions to search inside the case. He knew what it contained.

Outside, the heat struck Jesse a physical blow. He squinted, dropping the sunglasses from his forehead back down over his eyes. He plucked the cap from his back pocket and pulled it tight onto his head.

Everything was dust. It coated his damp skin, scratched its way into his eyes and ears, his nostrils, and the cracked creases of his lips. He felt it inside his clothing, settling into the contours of his body and chafing when he walked. It was the dust of dead things. Jesse looked down as he walked and kicked up dry, sterile grit, the ground begging for water to bring it back to life. The sun beat at the back of his neck, seeking to dry him out, leach from him the waters of life. Everything he did was to prevent that from happening, and to stop it from happening to others. He told himself that, time and again. He told Karina and thought she believed him, hoped she did. He needed her to believe. Jesse needed the firm understanding that everything he did was from a position of control. That was the only way it would work. Confusion, stress, tension, fear: all were the enemy of his gift.

Stretching in every direction were row upon row of sickening poppy plants. Suspended above them on a grid of bamboo struts and wires, just above head height, were other creeping plants. He didn’t know their species, only that they too were almost dead. There were irrigation channels and a network of flexible hoses trailing beneath the loose planting structures, but many of the hoses were old and desiccated in the intense, unrelenting sunlight. Wolf had told him that for many years they’d been tapping into the nearby river: then, when that dried up, the reservoir six miles away in the hills. Last year, that had also gone dry. The shrubs used to camouflage the crop had dried and died first, leaving the poppy fields exposed to aerial surveillance. It was only a matter of time before they were found out.

That was why Jesse was here, with his apparatus in the wooden case slung over his shoulder. He had come to make rain to save the crop and fill their water storage facilities. For that, Wolf had promised him sixty thousand dollars.

The art of his gift was what drove him, but there was also the money. And there was also his unspoken certainty that, whether his attempt worked or not, this crop was doomed. If he could not bring rain, the plants would not last another month. If he could usher in a downpour, it would not only be a mere shower. That was not how it worked. His level of control was not quite as refined as he had claimed to Wolf. If and when his rains fell, they would do so in a storm that might wash away the loose, dried soil, flood the fields, strip away and drown many of these illicit crops.

Jesse knew he was an idiot. He only hoped he could take the money and run before the full deluge arrived and Wolf realised what he had done.

“Where?” Wolf asked.

“Here is fine,” Jesse said.

“You’re sure?” The drug farmer was eager and excited to see what Jesse could do. It was a normal reaction, but Jesse didn’t regard Wolf as a normal man.

Snake and Harley moved away, giving him distance and space as he stood looking around. The suspended camouflage crop was mostly pale, a sandy colour with occasional wan green patches where some plants clung to life. It was a familiar scene. The drought was deep and long; the world continued to change and, however much Jesse tried to help, he was little more than a speck of sand on a vast beach.

“So, what happens now?” Wolf asked.

“I set up,” Jesse said. He paused, looking directly at Wolf. “I need peace. And quiet. And solitude.”

Wolf gazed at the wooden box hanging from Jesse’s shoulder.

“Is it true you have to stick needles in your arms?” Wolf asked.

“It’s nothing like that,” Jesse said, trying to keep the disgust from his voice. But as Wolf shrugged, turned, and walked away, he had to wonder whether it was more similar than he’d care to admit.

Jesse breathed deeply a few times and turned his face to the sky. It was clear and pale blue, scorched almost cloudless by the unrelenting sun. He remembered his mother doing the same, and he had a rich, living memory of the first time he’d asked what she was doing. He’d been maybe five years old then, and she had been five years away from the flames that would consume her.

I’m wishing upon a cloud, she’d said, laughing as Jesse assumed the same position. See that one, son? It looks like an elephant.

He saw no elephants now. There were a few scattered cirrus clouds so high up that they were barely smudges against deep blue infinity. Other than that, the sky offered no signs of rain.

Jesse shrugged the box from his shoulder and opened the metal fastenings. Placing it carefully on the dusty ground, he knelt before it and opened the lid. The lid’s underside was still vibrant with the inlaid tree design, as if only the outside had been weathered and worn away by time. He sometimes wondered whether he was also like that. He was approaching forty, but sometimes it felt as though he’d already lived two lifetimes.

Continuing his deep breathing, he took out the apparatus. It was light and small, the length of his forearm, comprised of a series of tubes and bulbs, electrical components and brass casings, and other pieces gathered and gleaned from many sources. He’d built it as a teenager, hearing his mother’s whispered encouragement in his mind with each element he added, the turn of every screw. At one end was the focus, and he turned the dial that extruded the small, pointed horn that would aim at the sky.

Closing the lid of the box, he placed the locator pins in their corresponding holes, and then he was almost ready.

Almost.

He took two long wires and unspooled them, ensuring that both ends were connected correctly to the apparatus. Then he extracted two sterile needles from their lined container on one edge of the device and fitted them to the ends of the wires.

He glanced up to see Wolf watching from twenty metres away.

“I need to be on my own,” Jesse said.

“Right. On your own.” Wolf scuffed the dried soil with one of his boots, kicked at a plant stem. It crumbled beneath his foot, showering crumpled stem and leaves to the ground. “Just fix my place,” he said, and he turned away.

It was a strange turn of phrase. It almost left Jesse feeling sorry for him.

He pumped his fist, pushed one needle into his right forearm and stuck it there with surgical tape, then did the same with the other. A tingle of anticipation made him shiver, even in the heat. Twin droplets of blood ran around his arms and dripped to the dusty ground, and were sucked down into the parched land. He wondered how much blood had been spilled into this arid soil, then he closed his eyes and shut away the idea. That was not his business. He dealt not in drugs, but in rain, and his rush was not balanced with pain.

Feeling the sun stretching the skin on his face, sweat running down his neck and torso, and the dusty, gritty reality of this dying land, Jesse closed his eyes and brought himself inward.

Soon, he heard the inner tides of his own personal storms as the thrilling flow began to build. He drifted with those tides. He let them carry him, knowing that he would always remain afloat, comfortable. Sometimes, he believed it was the only safe place. Even when he was with Karina he felt exposed and in danger. Everywhere he looked he saw the world stealing back control from humanity, punishment for so many years of abuse.

Jesse opened his inner eye to view the vague, dark pebbly beach he could not feel beneath his feet, the sea he would never smell, and the distant shadow of tall cliffs to his right. He felt himself balanced perfectly between them all. This was his place. He called it The Shore.

At some distance he heard the soft whirl of his apparatus starting to spin, turn and cycle, and smelled the faintly familiar tang of ozone on the air.

Eyes still closed, he waited for the first drops of rain to fall.

*   *   *

When Jesse opened his eyes, Harley was crouched before him, pointing a pistol at his face.

“I call bullshit,” she said. “I don’t know how you were ever taken in by this.”

“Have faith, Lucy-Anne,” Wolf said from somewhere behind Jesse.

The name didn’t suit her. It was too nice. She didn’t look nice.

Harley tilted her head slightly. “He’s awake.”

“I don’t sleep,” Jesse said.

“We’ve been calling your name,” Harley said.

“And like I told your boss—”

“His name’s Wolf.”

“Like I told Wolf, I need peace and silence, otherwise it might not work.”

“You’ve had over an hour of peace and silence.”

Jesse was shocked at how long had passed, but he could see that she was right. The sun was dipping towards the western hills. Shadows were longer, the heat was heavy and old as a memory, and he shivered as a bead of sweat ran down his back.

“Have faith,” Wolf said again, this time from just behind him. Jesse heard the man kneeling in the dust. “But how long, Jesse?”

Jesse glanced down at the apparatus. Dials turned lazy revolutions, a bulb emitted a low illumination. The needles in his arms tingled as they transmitted low power from him into the device and back again, an arcane symbiosis.

“Soon,” he said.

“Make it sooner,” Wolf said. “Lucy-Anne, don’t be an asshole.”

Harley lowered the gun but remained squatting close in front of him. There was an ugliness in her eyes that was reflected in Wolf’s and Snake’s. Maybe violence left its mark in your soul, like blood on dirty money.

“Let me—” Jesse began.

“Just fucking do it!” Wolf’s shout was so loud, close and unexpected that Jesse fell forward, almost sprawling across the apparatus. One of the wires tautened and tugged at the needle in his right forearm, and he yelped as a trickle of blood emerged from beneath the tape.

“Okay!” Jesse said. He straightened himself, trying to ease his beating heart. The bulb glowed brighter. The dial span faster. A noise came from the apparatus, like an engine grinding on dirty oil, parts wearing and corroding.

“That mean it’s working?” Wolf asked.

“Yes,” Jesse said, because to answer any other way would buy him pain—or worse. He looked up to the sky where a grey sheen dulled the deep blue, and the first hint of clouds had begun to form.

How could he tell Wolf the truth?

Did he even want to?

Jesse craved the rains as much as anyone else. This was his art, his living, and each time he attempted to make rain it felt like a treat. Even when he wasn’t sure it would work. It didn’t always. His was a fickle talent.

“Faster!” Wolf said, flicking the back of Jesse’s head.

“Look, boss!” Snake said. Standing off to Jesse’s left, surrounded by dead and dying plants, he was looking up at the sky like a kid watching plane trails.

“I see,” Wolf said. “Faster! It’s working!”

Jesse tried to ignore the pain where the needle entered his right arm, and the fear growing inside at what he had begun here. It was something different from before, something wrong, and the knowledge that there was no going back sat in the pit of his stomach, a hot knot growing, eating. Getting worse.

“Yes!” Harley said. She’d holstered her gun and was also looking up. “It’s good, boss. Gonna be good!”

Gonna be good, Jesse thought, and the apparatus ground as its components spun and spat. I should stop. Sparks tickled his forearm, dancing from the needles and along the wires. He smelled hair singeing across his skin. This all feels wrong. His ears rang with distant thunder, and he knew that it only sounded inside, rolling along The Shore as if announcing something bad.

It had been like this several times before—a feeling of dread, an unknown danger looming from The Shore—and he’d always been able to stop. If he stopped now, he’d end up feeding the poppies with a bullet in his skull.

The first spot of rain struck his forehead and ran down beside his nose.

“You asked for this,” Jesse whispered, and he didn’t know what this was, and wasn’t sure that any of them even heard beneath the sudden, sweet sound of falling rain.

Snake started jumping up and down and whooping. Harley stood with her head back and tongue out. Wolf was more restrained, talking on his phone and instructing someone to prepare the rain catchers, ensure the irrigation controls were set, oversee the storage of as much water as they could catch and save.

Jesse waited. The fear, the sickness, had not abated at all, and he knew the storm he had seeded was far from over, and far more than a simple storm. The Shore remained distant but something about it was altered.

Jesse closed his eyes and let his apparatus spin and grind and whirl him back to that place. Until now, anything he’d sensed of The Shore had been a part of him—the soft hush of the sea was his pulse in his ears; the tang of that distant beach was the fresh hint of rain on the air. Now, though, he was more there than he had ever been before. The thick, oily seawater surged, dipping and rising as if something huge was striving to thrust through the thick surface. Where it broke on The Shore the water seemed to become pebbles, rolling black beads washing up the beach. To his right the cliffs loomed, a solid wall that seemed to tug on the whole scene with their gravity. Creatures flitted through the air and scampered across the ground, but they were as vague as memories, so fast and fleeting that he couldn’t focus on them.

Far along the beach, in a hazy distance where reality faded to dream, several groups of huddled shapes stretched taller and turned grey faces his way.

He had never noticed The Shore noticing him before. And it was terrible.

As Jesse exerted a huge effort to pull himself back and away from The Shore, Wolf grabbed his shoulder and squeezed, as if they were friends or colleagues. Jesse leaned to the left and vomited, making sure to miss the apparatus where raindrops spattered across its hot surface. Wolf seemed unconcerned. Perhaps he thought puking was just part of the show.

“What the hell?” Snake asked.

Jesse looked to where the man danced between dying plants, scratching at his back with both hands.

“It’s rain, you idiot!” Harley called, her voice high with delight.

Something squirmed on the ground in front of Jesse. It scrambled in the dirt before righting itself. A scorpion.

Woken in the dust? Brought up by the rain?

Its legs scraped at the damp, loose soil as if it had never felt ground beneath its feet before, then it darted towards him.

He was shocked, and at the same time not shocked at all.

He lifted the box and apparatus and brought them down on the creature. The needle was tugged from his right arm with a spurt of blood that mixed with the rain, feeding the ground. He vomited again. His head thudded, thunder rolled, and this time he wasn’t sure whether it was within or without.

“Woo-hoo!” Harley shouted, splashing in puddles like an excited child. The rain was a deluge now, sheeting down and soaking the ground, the poppy plants, and the climbing shrubs suspended above to camouflage their existence. Some leaves and stems came apart beneath the battering downpour, too dry and decayed to survive. Others seemed to shiver and shimmer in the rain. Dust was washed from leaves, revealing pale green tints that might grow lush once more.

“Ouch!” Snake said. “Motherfucker! What the fuck—?” He slipped and fell. Jesse saw several scampering shapes converging on the fallen man through pooling water.

“Mike?” Harley asked. “Mike?”

Mike screamed.

Jesse stood and unplugged his other arm from the apparatus. Something bounced from his right shoulder, and he saw the scorpion hit the ground. He stepped on it, crushing it into the mud. He snatched up the apparatus and box, wincing as it burned his hands but knowing he could never let go.

Harley was dashing through rows of plants towards her fallen companion.

“What have you done?” Wolf asked behind him.

Jesse turned, bringing the apparatus up before him to fend off any attack. But Wolf was beyond violence. His left hand was fisted around the remains of a scorpion, its sting curled into his knuckles. Another was tangled in his beard. His bottom lip was already swollen, and his eyes were glassy and wet, reflecting the rainy dream he had been living for so long.

“I brought rain,” Jesse said.

Wolf took a step forward, right hand raised as if ready to grab him. Jesse stood back as he groaned and fell, then stepped over the twitching man to head back towards the relative safety of the building. Lightning thrashed and thunder rolled.

Between rows of plants he saw a hint of movement, a pale face, and then shadows fell again.

He ran. Water washed dust and sweat from his skin, but some of it was slick and warm, like blood. His forearms bled. Sickness rose in him again, a reaction to what he had done, mourning what he had wanted to do. He’d only ever wished to bring rain. Not anything else. Not this.

Ten metres from the building, as he splashed through mud and saw a pinkish hue to the flowing water, a shape burst from the plant rows beside him. Harley stumbled closer, hand pressed against her neck. She could barely stand.

“Bastard,” she said, voice slurred and almost lost to the storm.

“You should have let me do it my way. I told you. I warned you.”

“Bastard…”

Jesse lifted the wooden box ready to swing at her, but paused with it raised over his shoulder. If he struck her, broke the box and apparatus apart, he might never be able to do this again.

Harley lifted the gun in her other hand and shot him in the face.

Lightning. Thunder.

Darkness.


PART ONE

THE EYE



ASH

In the eye, in the silence, I am almost myself again. I don’t know how long I’ve been lost in the tumult—three days? A week?—and I’m not really sure where I am. A small town, somewhere. A sad, tired place with sad, tired people. A few of them glance at me as I walk along the street, probably because I’m a stranger. I hope it’s nothing more. One time, on emerging from the tumult, my face, clothes and knuckles were covered in blood and one of my teeth was loose.

I pause in front of a store window and examine my reflection. I have to shift left and right so that I can see. No blood on my face, at least. My short hair is dirty and heavy with dust. My eyes are deep-set and surrounded by wrinkles from the heat, thirst and hunger, but rarely from laughter. My appearance doesn’t seem too bad. Wherever I’ve been, however long has passed, I’ve been looking after myself. I’ve even been applying sunscreen. Soon I’ll start to recall some of the recent past as scenes and voices, feelings and thoughts that might not even feel like my own. I’ll grab on to what I can and make as much sense of those moments as possible, but there’s always a miasma of chaos about the memories that come to me while I’m in the eye. Of course there is. They’re tales of my time in the storm.

Reflected in the store window, I watch the street. A few people walk here and there, some of them using umbrellas to shield against the merciless sun. One elderly couple hold hands, and when they pass behind me I see the woman glance at me, frowning. I wonder what she’s thinking. Maybe she feels pity. I’d rather that than her be afraid. Many of the towns and farming communities scattered across the dying plains of the Desert are visited by drifters, those looking for work or something to steal, or simply somewhere to live for a while. I’ve met these wanderers. I’m one of them. None of them hide secrets like mine.

“Hello,” I say, turning to the old couple. They pause. The man smiles, the woman’s frown remains. “My name’s Ash.”

“Morning, Ash,” the man says. He’s tall and gaunt, with folds of skin round his eyes and heavy jowls that hint at a past as a more portly man. “Can we help you?”

“What brings you to Three Rocks?” the woman asks. “Work or charity?”

“Work,” I say. I have no idea how long I’ll remain in the eye. The shortest time I can recall is mere days; the longest several months, a more settled period when I’d tried to put down roots. But the storms returned, as they always do, and hauled me down into the tumult once again. I work when I can and sometimes, even in those dark times I hardly remember, I manage to hold down a job.

“What’re you good at?” the man asks.

“Anything manual.”

“You don’t look strong,” the woman says.

“I’m wiry.” I try to smile. I can tell by her reaction that it doesn’t work.

“Where’re you from?” the man asks. He’s kind. I can see that in his eyes, hear it in his voice, and I think his wife must be too. I’ve experienced many moments of kindness on the road, and the opposite as well. I’m not lying about being wiry and strong, and I can look after myself. One time, in Farzon Gap, I stabbed a man in the arm and shoulder when he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I left that place without waiting to see if he’d bleed to death, hiding in the back of a Soaker’s wagon for two days while they drove me into darkness. By the time I was in the eye again I was afraid to look online for news of the stabbing. I didn’t see my face on any screens. That was good enough for me.

“Massachusetts originally,” I said. “But here and there, mostly.”

“You got family?” the woman asks.

“No.” The lie is quick and easy.

“Poor kid,” the man says. “We used to run a farm, me and June. Small, only a couple hundred acres. Our two sons took it over, what now… twenty years back?”

“Twenty-three,” June says. She smiles at me at last, thinking of her sons.

“It was bad back then, but nowhere near what it is now,” the man says.

“No work on your farm, then?” I ask.

“The boys went west,” June says. “Can’t blame them. Farm’s just a ruin now.”

“Fields’re a desert,” the man says.

“Bruce, friend of ours, runs the store downtown.” June nods along the street. “Moore’s. Try there. He might not pay much, but he’s decent, and lets workers stay in the cabin in his backyard. I hear his last helper left three days back.”

“And his wife’s a great cook,” the man says. June glares at him but he doesn’t seem to notice. His gaze has shifted over my shoulder, into the window and a reflection of easier times. I wonder at the story behind his stare, her glare, but it’s not my place to ask.

I’m tired and in need. I’ve got a hundred bucks in my pocket, a phone with a dead battery, and a backpack full of my worldly belongings.

“Thanks, I’ll drop by,” I say.

“Good luck,” the man says. June only nods at me as she leads him away.

In the distance, past the low buildings at the edge of town, a dust devil dances left and right, sucking up dying plants and spitting them out again, as if taking pleasure at mixing up the past. I watch it for a couple of minutes in case it develops into something more ferocious, but no one seems concerned. The dust falls, and drifts, and the thermal and breeze that formed the tornado breathes its last.

I turn back to the store window, trying to see the old man’s past. Looking deeper, through the sheen of sun on grimy glass, I see an old guitar case propped on a stand. There are many other objects around it. They look like the orphans of homes that have been boarded up and cleared out by people like the old couple’s sons, eager to move on, to try to find something better. But it’s the guitar case that draws my eye.

I catch my breath. An image plays across my mind, sepia and blurred, and I blink rapidly as if to make it move, because I can tell it’s a memory of something recent. I’m viewing it through the haze of my recent tumult. The guitar case has inspired it, and my blood turns cold.

The case reminds me so much of the one I used to keep my apparatus in.

Something happened, I think, and between my rapid blinks a series of memories plays like a flipbook.

The small town market, tables shaded beneath huge awnings, families trading unwanted items or selling homemade food and drink.

The table belonging to two young women, loaded down with a selection of strange contraptions.

The odd, old machine that catches my attention.

It wasn’t what I thought, and of course that was right. But back then I was in the tumult, confused and adrift. Vulnerable.

Grabbing the trailing wires of the machine and trying to plunge them through the skin of my forearms.

As if it was an old apparatus I could use. But even if it had been an old Rainmaker’s device, it could never have been mine.

Me, shouting about rain and drawing attention. People around me flinching back in shock, or watching with interest, and a few of them laughing at this strange woman kneeling in the dust and muttering confused words about storms, and rain, and a place only I knew called Skunksville.

“Oh, no,” I say, and my voice echoes back at me from the store window. At least I must have moved on quickly, because this place is not where that happened.

But something about that almost-forgotten experience from days or weeks before has planted a seed, and now seeing the old guitar case has urged it to take root. In the eye for a while, I’m safe to let it bloom.

I wonder if I can build it again. I wonder if I can get it all back, and the storms inside me will abate and allow me to reconstruct, reimagine, and bring back to life the device I saw crushed beneath my father’s boots.

I wonder if I can remain in the eye long enough to make it work, or even if I can stretch that eye forever so that I am all it sees. I feel the storm’s potential inside me all the time—soul torn by violent winds, memories diluted and scattered by downfalls the likes of which I never imagined before—and it’s always flexing and straining to burst from me, flooding me with madness once more. Always inside instead of outside, because of what my father did.

In these rarest of moments, when the tumult is held at bay and I view the world with my eyes of old, I wonder.

Usually the darkness floods me again and washes my wonder away, but I won’t let that happen this time. I fucking won’t. Something has taken hold. Skunksville is calling with a louder voice than I have heard in nine years, and I’m going to answer.

*   *   *

The moment I set eyes on the storeowner, I don’t like him. I’ve seen his like before. There are always those willing and eager to prey on the misfortune of others to benefit themselves.

He doesn’t speak as I enter the store. He eyes me up and down. He’s short, overweight. I shouldn’t hold that against him, but with swathes of the country suffering famine, he’s not ashamed of his obvious food wealth.

I consider turning around and leaving, finding Moore’s to ask for a job. It’s only a guitar case.

It might have been my case.

The voice is mine, an echo from my past. It’s smooth and firm, echoing the confident young woman I’d been before my father poisoned me. Hearing that voice is like listening to an old, supportive friend.

“How much for the guitar case in the window?”

He’s obviously been watching me looking in at it. I should have walked away first and come back later.

“Guitar’s in it.”

“I only want the case.”

“You already own a guitar without a case?” He glances at my dusty, dirty clothes. I hate his eyes on me. The knife is in my right jeans pocket, and I rest my thumb on the pocket’s edge, feigning being relaxed, but ready.

“Just the case,” I say. “Forty bucks?”

“Two hundred. Guitar as well. Comes with the case.” He’s standing behind the counter, and there’s a dirty plate beside him and a can of cool beer. I can smell the cooked chicken, see the moisture beading on the outside of the can.

“I’ve got a job at Moore’s,” I say. “I can give you fifty now, fifty at the end of the week.”

“Bruce Moore’s a prick,” he says. From this man I take that as a positive character reference.

I look around the store. “How’s business?”

“Up and down.”

When I turn back to him I see his eyes flicker up from my body. My heart stutters and I feel the thud of something deep inside, a flash of lightning in dark places.

Not now, my inner voice says. Don’t let him force you away from the eye. Be calm. Take this moment of peace. And… there’s that case.

“You get all this stuff from people moving on,” I say. It’s not a question.

“Some folks can’t take the heat,” he says. He’s sweating, shirt stuck to his distended belly, even though there are three fans on full blast around his jumbled shop. “I give them good money when they decide to move on. Seed money, so they can start somewhere new. Somewhere it fucking rains, every now and then.”

“Nowhere’s good,” I say.

He shrugs. “So my staying here makes sense.”

“I’ve got eighty here, now, just for the case.”

“Eighty and what else?”

I let out a deep, fast sigh. It’s almost a snort. I put my hand in my pocket and hold the knife. I don’t bring it out, not yet, but he sees the movement. I guess he’s been threatened before, and probably over the same thing.

“I’ve been on the road for years,” I say. “There are good people doing their best to get by and help others. I’ve been to towns where it’s all dried up, the mains are cracked and broken, and they’ll still spare a glass of water for a stranger.”

“Nice if you can get it,” he says.

“There are also lots of assholes out there. Scumbags who want to profit from what the world’s become.” I look around the store at pieces of peoples’ lives bought and sold for a song. “Some places, I’ve seen those people end up dead. In a little place south of Elk City, I saw a man hanged for stealing water from a disabled kid. The mother was dead. Father looked after the girl on his own, doing everything for her, caring for her. The guy’s body was left up for three days in that heat. Some places, that’s what’s left of the law now.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” His left hand has dropped out of sight behind the counter. I’m not sure whether he has a gun or not. It’s a risk, but my whole life is a roll of the dice.

“You’re one of the assholes.”

He freezes, staring at me. Maybe he’s caught a glimpse of the tumult in my eyes.

“Eighty,” I say.

He nods.

Without letting go of the knife in my right hand, I reach into my left pocket and pull out all the cash I have. I dump it on the counter and tuck a twenty back in my pocket.

Three minutes later I am walking along the sidewalk towards a large red sign that reads ‘Moore’s’. The guy in the shop didn’t say another thing, and I’m grateful. I feel sick and thirsty, and I sense the storm flickering at my edges like a steer at a gate.

With a room and some food inside me, hopefully I can tease the eye to remain for a little while longer.

I haven’t examined the guitar case yet, but carrying it brings alive something inside me. I’m more aware of my surroundings, perhaps because for the first time in a long while I’m thinking of the future, and what it might bring.

Maybe I can build it again.

The weight of the case is a comfort, and an invitation to make it heavier.

I’ll start looking for components. Very soon.

Electric cars pass back and forth along the street, and I remember something my dad said when production of gas-powered private vehicles ceased. Shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted. I don’t like remembering him; it makes me sick and sad and angry all at once. He made me like this when he tried to kill me.

I walk faster. There are gasoline vehicles on the road too, more than usual, mostly trucks. Their engines are loud compared to the soft whisper of electric cars, and the noise inspires a surprising nostalgia in me, for a time when I was a child and more than half the vehicles on the roads still belted out fumes, rattles and growls. That’s how a car’s supposed to sound, my dad said, and he told me about when he was a kid and the whole idea of all cars being electric was still mostly science fiction. I wonder if my nostalgia is really for the cars, or for my dad. I hated those times close to the end when he stopped loving and trusting me. Earlier memories, with him and my mom planting and tending our smallholding, surviving on homegrown food, were mostly good.

There are horses here, too. They’re a familiar sight, and most people in small towns like Three Rocks know how to ride. They’re easy to master, cheap to keep—if you have the land, and can afford feed for the years when the grasses die right back—and at the worst of times, they can feed a family for weeks.

Three Rocks is trying its best. As many stores are boarded up as remain open, maybe more, and I’m guessing the houses behind and beyond the main street are the same. But those who remain to weather the ongoing years-long storm of heat, drought and famine are trying hard.

I reach Moore’s at last and discover the old couple were right. Bruce Moore is a good guy, and he takes me on for an initial four weeks. I’m grateful, though uncertain that the eye will last that long. He gives me a cot in the cabin in his yard behind the store, and though he can’t pay me much, he feeds and waters me, and I have daily access to his shower. The water is just a trickle, and it’s recycled and filtered again and again, but he has soap to mask the slightly oily smell.

Each night I return to the cabin and spend a while examining the guitar case. It’s unremarkable, battered, scarred, yet the empty space within thrums with potential.

I scratch at the knots of scar tissue on my forearms.

I look for components in Moore’s store, and find none, but I’ll know them when I do. I remember the first apparatus I built, and how the components called to me. I haven’t heard that calling yet, other than the case. When I’m working, it calls to me still. Back to the cabin. Back to stare at it, and imagine it filling up.

One morning I hear the patter of rain on the cabin roof. Excited, I scramble to the door and fling it open. Outside it’s as dry and arid as ever, and the sun scorches the cloudless sky and hurts my eyes.

That afternoon I feel the eye starting to disappear, and so I decide to move on as the storms swell to smother me once more.

This is my fate. I’m always chasing the eye. This time, though, it’s with more purpose than ever before.

*   *   *

When the storm consumes me, it smothers my senses, and my perception of time, and it takes away most of what makes me Ash. Afterwards, in the eye, I can look back and pick out random memories of my time in the tumult. Sometimes they confuse me, other times they come as a shock. I retain enough of myself to push through, and it’s like being deeply drunk—basic instincts remain, but memories are washed away.

There was a farmstead, deserted for years and home now to a small group of stragglers abandoned by the world. They were wary of me from the moment I arrived, but one woman took an interest in my guitar case. I carried it everywhere, slept with it, and she must have assumed it contained something precious. When she tried to take it, I swung it at her head. Next thing I recall is slipping down a dusty bank, tripping over rocks, and crawling into a dry culvert in a cracked riverbed beneath a road. I remember blood on my hands. I remember the rattle of a snake warning me away.

Another moment is like one verse of a long song. There was a group of Soakers parked in a circle. I appeared among them, an apparition from the dark, lit by camp fires and walking from the shadows of my memory. One of them asked me to play my guitar for them. I asked for water. They laughed. Whether their wagons were full or empty, they could have spared me a drink. You’ll never meet a poor Soaker, my mom used to say. I showed one of them my knife and she laughed in my face, and then that verse ended and the song finished without me.

There are other snippets of memory, all of them framed by darkness and upheaval, and the pain of not being able to release the storms that churn me up inside.

A man offering me a floor to sleep on for the night, and I can’t remember whether I took it.

A woman showing me an image on her phone of a town in the Midwest destroyed by tornadoes.

A couple dragging their children away from the mad woman in the street.

My life has become a flip-book of images with most of the pages removed.

*   *   *

In the eye once more, the peace, the quiet, comes as a shock. My heart still races as if trying to catch up, and I have a whole new collection of mysteries—a split lip that does not want to heal, a new jacket with a collection of old baseball cards in one pocket, and an ache in my heart. I don’t know whether it’s cause by grief, loss, or love.

And there’s something else. Somewhere in my travels I have found a base board for my new apparatus.

I sit in the shadow of an abandoned truck in a field filled with similar vehicles. The tyres are flat and melted into the ground, cabs have smashed windows and rusted patches blurring old company names. Scrub has grown around and between them, a bramble that has become common in drought-dried areas across the Desert. It’s straggly and sharp and is known as devil grass. It grows in places where it hasn’t rained for years, and when an occasional storm comes, the devil grass flourishes. It’s like a manifestation of nature mocking what we have done to the land, and to ourselves.

The truck graveyard is silent but for the scampering of lizards and the mournful songs of a few lonely birds. Heat haze hangs above the acre of abandoned metal, blurring the world. It’s a good place to gather myself, and to examine the board I’ve found. It’s a sheet of hardwood maybe two centimetres thick. Two-thirds of a metre long, as wide as my splayed hand, it’s heavily polished and deeply scratched in places. The scratches form dark lines in the wood, filled with dirt compounded over time. Screw holes are bored into the wood at irregular spacings, but none of them go the whole way through. There’s a sunken square at one end with a small screw hole at each corner where a metal plaque might once have been affixed. It’s a piece of old wood that has forgotten its purpose. I’ll give it a new one.

I can’t remember where or when I came across the board, but even in my lessened state I recognise it for what it is: the base and foundation of a whole new apparatus.

Touching the wood—turning it in my hands, feeling its contours and tiny terrains—between each blink I see my father’s boot crushing the old apparatus I once used. That was the device of a child still finding her way. Now I have lived, and I am no longer a child.

This new creation will be the true tool of a Rainmaker.

*   *   *

“This is my apparatus,” my dad said.

“Can I touch it?”

“Of course. But be careful.”

“Will it hurt me?”

He offered a strained smile but did not reply. Even though I was barely ten years old, I understood what that meant. No, but you might hurt it.

I reached out and touched the shining brass tube on top of the apparatus. It was cold, smooth, somehow mysterious, and one of many separate elements that made up the device. I ran my hand along the surface to the cogged wheels fixed at one end, the bolts holding them there, the rusted washers beneath the bolt heads, the metal frame that was screwed down onto the blocky wooden base, then along to the first of the dials. Its glass cover was missing, and I heard my father’s indrawn breath as I delicately touched the dial’s white face, its finely embossed Roman numerals, and the hair-fine needle that pointed, sprung and coiled, at the zero.
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