
For Shaun,

whose steady heart and gentle hand

are the calm within every storm.

Thank you for grounding my world

and inspiring every page.
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The First Storm
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The Karoo sky had never looked so heavy.

A thick, bruise-coloured swell of clouds pushed down over the plains like an omen, the kind that made sheep go silent and dogs tuck their tails. In the distance, the red-dust road that led to the Van Aswegen farm shimmered under the weight of the gathering storm. Willowmore folk would later say there was no lightning forecast that day. No sign of a front. No meteorological reason for what happened.

But Lena Mouton had known better.

She stood alone in the veld, hair pinned in a loose bun, hands at her sides, her long black skirt brushing dry grass. She was fifty-seven years old, lined from the sun and wind, with eyes like winter rain — soft, blue, and carrying a deep, old sadness. She had brought no weapon. She didn’t need one.

Her daughter, Alida, had begged her not to go.

“Ma, please. Let it go. We’ll tell the police again. Someone will listen this time.”

Lena had only shaken her head. “Die donder luister nie vir papier nie. Thunder doesn’t listen to paper.”

Now she waited in the open, a lone figure beneath a yawning sky, and whispered the names of the girls. One by one. Four names, like flint struck against stone.

She remembered each of their faces. Their silences. Their bruises.

The clouds trembled.

At that very moment, a white bakkie kicked up dust along the ridge. Dirk Van Aswegen. Coming home early. He hadn’t seen her yet. But she’d seen him.

Her fingers curled.

It had been a quiet rumour at first. Unspoken things that hung in the air like the scent of rot. Then it had become clear: the workers’ daughters were not safe. Not in the house. Not near the barn. Not with him.

And the law? The law had been kind to the Van Aswegens. Too kind. Money talks, and small towns learn to whisper.

But thunder, Lena knew, never whispered.

She knelt and pressed her palm to the earth. The wind shifted, whistling through the aloes like breath through teeth. The first pulse shuddered under her skin — an old, ancestral rhythm. It moved through the soles of her feet and up her spine, past memories of her own mother doing this once, only once, under a darker sky.

“Ek vra nie vir wraak nie,” she whispered. “Net vir geregtigheid.” I ask not for revenge. Only for justice.

The bakkie rolled closer. She could see his sunglasses now, the glint off the windscreen, the arrogant set of his shoulders.

She didn’t flinch.

Lightning split the sky with a sound like the world tearing at the seams. A jagged bolt struck the gravel just meters in front of his vehicle. The bakkie skidded, swerved, crashed into a camelthorn tree.

He stumbled out, cursing, clutching his side.

And then he saw her.

She stood, eyes locked on his.

He opened his mouth — to yell, to threaten, to mock — she’d never know. Because the second bolt came, and this time, it found its mark.

Right through his chest.

There was no flame, no lingering smoke. Just a thunderclap that knocked birds from the air and left the earth humming like a tuning fork. When it cleared, Dirk Van Aswegen was a blackened ruin on the ground, his belt buckle melted, his boots scorched.

Lena lowered her head. Her pulse slowed. The sky exhaled.

Behind her, hidden in the long grass, Alida had watched everything.

She would never forget the way her mother’s silhouette looked against the storm, like a prophet of old. And she would never forget her words that night as they sat in the kitchen, the storm still grumbling over the plains.

“One day, it will come to you, child. And you will know what to do.”

Alida had shaken her head. “I don’t want it.”

“You won’t have a choice. Our blood sings to the storm.”

That was thirty years ago.

Lena Mouton died that winter, quiet and untroubled, her duty fulfilled.

Alida kept the secret until it came for her. And when she passed, too soon, it passed again — into the hands of her daughter.

Into Leora.

And as the wind began to rise again over Willowmore, and clouds crept once more across the Karoo sky, the storm remembered her name.
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The Girl Who Calls Thunder
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The old people in Willowmore said the wind carried memories.

It certainly felt that way to Leora Mouton as she stood barefoot in the backyard, staring up at the sky that never quite behaved around her. The storm had passed three nights ago — one of those rare summer tempests that blew in from nowhere and cracked the heavens wide open — but still the clouds lingered. They hung low and grey above the veld like an unfinished sentence.

Leora tilted her face upward and closed her eyes.

Something stirred.

It was always like this in the days after. She could feel it in her bones — an ache behind the ribs, a prickling on her scalp, a heaviness in her palms. It wasn’t pain. It was presence. A quiet reminder that her blood hummed with something old and restless.

“Not today,” she whispered. “Let the sky sleep.”

A dog barked down the road. A child laughed, far away. Life in Willowmore continued, dusty and slow, as if thunder had never walked its streets.

But Leora knew better.

She lived alone in the house her grandmother had once kept. The old stone cottage sat on the edge of town, near the riverbed that only flowed when the mountains cried. The yard was overgrown with wild herbs, spekboom, and the stubborn remnants of Lena’s old vegetable patch. No one visited much, and that suited Leora fine.

Most people in town thought of her as “the quiet Mouton girl” — pretty in a sharp sort of way, dark eyes, clever mouth, and a tendency to vanish when gatherings got too loud. They didn’t know her secret. Not really. But people had instincts. And instincts made them cautious.

Especially after what happened to Stefan Dreyer.

Stefan, the butcher’s son, had been found in the mountains last week — dead. Burnt. But not in a way anyone could explain.

“There wasn’t a storm,” the police officer had said, frowning at the scene. “There were no lightning strikes recorded anywhere.”

But the body told a different story. Charred flesh. Hair singed at the root. The earth blackened around him.

They called it a freak accident.

Leora had called it something else.

She hadn’t meant to. Not really. But she’d seen him at the service station — grabbing the arm of a girl too hard, whispering something that made her cry, then laughing about it. She’d seen him before, too, stalking the edges of town at night, prowling behind the high school, leaning too close to girls who wouldn’t meet his gaze.

And something in her blood had answered.

The clouds had gathered. A flash. A death. A town spooked.

Now, standing in her yard, Leora breathed deeply. She needed to be careful. No more accidents. No more...judgment. At least not yet.

She went inside, boots crunching over dry stone. Her home was dim, the way she liked it. Books lined the shelves. Herbs hung drying from rafters. On the mantle, a photo of her mother, Alida — smiling, eyes guarded. Next to it, the only existing photo of her grandmother Lena, stiff-backed in a faded polaroid, hands clasped like a prayer.

Leora sat at the kitchen table, pulled out her leather-bound journal, and began to write.

Entry 86: The hunger is stronger after a death. Like the sky expects more. I need to resist. For now. But Stefan deserved it. I felt no guilt. That scares me more than the power.

She closed the book gently.

Then her phone buzzed.

A message from Nella, her childhood friend.

Did you hear? That guy from the old mill — Frans something — got arrested. But they let him go again. Apparently no evidence. But everyone knows he hurt those girls.

Leora’s hands went cold.

Everyone knew.

But no one could prove.

And when that happened... the sky had its own ideas.
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Whispers on the Wind
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The Willowmore café was busy for a Monday.

Leora sat alone at the corner table, stirring a lukewarm rooibos tea she had no intention of drinking. From this spot, she could watch the entire room: the gossiping pensioners by the window, the young couple sharing a toasted sandwich, and the man who had just walked in — tall, bearded, too clean-cut to be local.

He caught her eye and nodded politely. Leora blinked, then looked away.

The wind outside howled and danced dust devils across the street. The waitress — Gertie’s niece — shut the windows with a muttered curse.

“Wind’s gone mad again. Like something’s stirring.”

People chuckled nervously. Leora didn’t.

She’d spent the morning researching Frans Engelbrecht. The man had a history. No formal charges, but whispers in Graaff-Reinet, Klipplaat, even Willowmore itself. The same pattern: teenage girls, missing time, terrified eyes. Always nothing proven. Always walking free.

The café bell jingled again.

This time, the bearded man approached her table.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked, gesturing to the empty chair.

Leora’s gaze narrowed. “Do I know you?”

“No,” he said easily, “but I know of you. Leora Mouton. You’re hard to find.”

She stiffened. Her palms tingled.

“Relax,” he added. “I’m not a threat. Name’s Jethro Koen. Investigative journalist. I write for The Outline — mostly corruption and crime pieces. But I’m working on something... stranger now.”

She said nothing.

Jethro leaned forward. “Stefan Dreyer. Frans Engelbrecht. Both with a history of abuse. One dead under suspicious circumstances. One nearly exposed, then suddenly let go. Willowmore’s got a pattern. And something tells me you know more than you let on.”

“You should leave,” Leora said flatly. “This town doesn’t like outsiders asking questions.”

“Neither do guilty men,” he replied. “But I’m not here to expose you. Not yet.”

She flinched.

“I saw the storm footage,” he said. “There was no warning. No clouds. Yet Stefan’s body was burned as if by lightning. And I’ve been digging into your family. Lena Mouton. Alida. Deaths that followed strange weather. A legacy, maybe.”

Her breath hitched. The café faded into silence behind her ears.

“You think I kill people?” she whispered.

“I think you judge them,” he said softly. “And maybe they deserve it. That’s the terrifying part.”

She stood abruptly. “This conversation is over.”

Jethro didn’t follow her. But he didn’t look surprised either.

Outside, the wind lifted her hair like ghost fingers. The sky was still clear — but she felt the pressure building.

Something had shifted.

Back at home, she opened the old wooden chest beneath her bed. Inside: a bundle of faded letters, a stone carved with her grandmother’s initials, and a leather pouch containing a small vial of stormwater — collected during Lena’s final judgment.

She touched the stone.

You’re the last now. The storm answers to you.

Her fingers trembled.

If Frans Engelbrecht wouldn
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