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      Eloise Hart stepped out into the crisp morning air and breathed deeply.

      The four main buildings that comprised the small Australian outback town of Solace glinted in the first rays of sunlight. The highway that cut through the middle stretched from north to south in a straight black line that faded in and out of the green and grey scrub. Rusty red earth lay like a blanket underneath, the bold colours as beautiful as they were harsh.

      The days had been cooling ever so slightly, the harsh summer months fading into the promise of milder days and icy nights. Her lungs filled with crisp air, and when she breathed out, her breath billowed in plumes of white vapour.

      The temperature in the outback could drop into the negatives once the sun went down, which seemed like a juxtaposition to Eloise. The landscape around Solace could be so arid, it was easy to forget that frost—which always reminded her of microscopic quartz crystals—had a habit of clinging to the spiky stalks of the spinifex grass bunched along the roadsides and gather on eucalyptus leaves, only to melt once the sun began to creep its head over the flat horizon.

      It had been a dry summer. Despite the storms brewing on the coasts, rain was scarce, but finally, the sky was showing signs of incoming cloud cover.

      Kyne had told her about the storms that raced across the outback, though she hadn’t witnessed one yet. In this part of the world, El Niño—a rather unfortunate weather event—hit hard, causing severe droughts across much of the country. Droughts which could last years on end. Then, when the rains finally came, the threat of flooding was an all too real danger.

      The whole thing reminded Eloise of the sleeping menace that lay beneath Solace, and she shivered. The heart of the ocean.

      The far horizon carried splotches of greyish-purple, the storm clouds bruising the otherwise blue expanse.

      Behind her sat the opening to her new home, which she shared with fellow elemental and boyfriend, Kyne Brady. The dugout was buried into the ridge that reared up behind the town—the underground house not only an oddity, but a necessity. While the nights could be freezing, the summer months saw temperatures well above forty degrees Celsius—unbearable and nearly unlivable—but underground, it was always a moderate twenty-four.

      Donning her grey Akubra hat, she made her way down the hill towards town, relishing the cool, calm morning.

      A flock of green budgerigars soared overhead, squawking as they flew across the sky, away from the clouds on the horizon. They settled momentarily in the enormous, old growth gum tree outside Blue’s pub before shooting off again in search of a billabong.

      Since arriving in Solace, Eloise had apprenticed at the local opal shop, learning how to cut and polish the precious stones that were mined out this way. It helped that she was an elemental—her supernatural powers guiding her hand towards the best cuts and the best gems. It was a job that had never crossed her mind, not until her motorhome had broken down five K’s down the road and she needed some cash to pay for the repairs. But now she loved everything about it—cutting open potch to reveal the shards of colour within, buffing out the impurities to create something beautiful—and couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

      Jangling the keys to the opal workshop in her pocket, Eloise tried the handle and found it was already unlocked.

      Inside, Hardy had his nose buried in a newspaper and didn’t acknowledge her entrance, but she knew he’d already heard her. Frederick Marmaduke Hardy was a vampire, after all.

      Taking off her hat, she ran her gaze over him. He seemed a great deal happier in recent weeks, even though Joseph Cheapside—his vampire BFF—had left town on a new quest. With their maker, Darius, gone, their centuries-long struggle with identity was at the beginning of a new chapter.

      For Hardy, it was closure on his painful past and the promise of brighter things to come.

      For Joseph, it was anyone’s guess. He’d left soon after to figure it out.

      Eloise could definitely see the change in Hardy. He was way less broody than before—his man-bun had returned to its usual artful messiness, and there was a sparkle in his immortal, frozen in time, twenty-something-year-old eyes.

      “You’re in early,” the vampire said, looking up from the newspaper.

      “You know, they have this thing called the internet,” she told him. “That paper’s at least three days old.”

      He grinned. “That’s the drawback of living out in the middle of woop woop.”

      She chuckled and sat at the workbench.

      Solace was over two hundred kilometres from the nearest regional centre—Lightning Ridge—which was at least one hundred and fifty from the next. In the outback, things took a long time to arrive, including the replacement parts for her motorhome.

      Remembering the head gasket that had stranded her here almost a year ago, she smiled.

      “What’s that grin for?” Hardy asked.

      “Nothing.” She nodded towards the paper. “Anything exciting going on?”

      He tapped the paper with his index finger, looking thoughtful. “Not much,” he mused. “The usual human political squabbling. There’s a cyclone brewing in the east, though.”

      She thought about the clouds she’d seen outside. “You mean, we might finally get some rain?”

      The vampire shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Eloise let out a non-committal humph and turned towards the workbench.

      “We’re running out of opal,” she said, checking the ziplock bag that contained the last of the precious black Kyne had brought in from his claim. That’d been months ago, before things had kicked off with the seal. “The other miners will be coming back soon, right?”

      Hardy nodded. “In the next couple of weeks, I suppose. The weather’s been good, and the forecast is decent.”

      Eloise leaned back in her chair, her brow creasing. Supernatural events were only going to increase, and after everything they’d been through, she didn’t know how they could keep it from the seasonal workers who came into town for the annual opal mining season.

      Hardy folded the newspaper and slapped it down onto the workbench. “What’s that look for?”

      “Things were easy to hide with just us,” she replied. “How will we manage when the miners come back?”

      “We’ve made do until now,” the vampire told her. “And we’ll make do when the time comes.”

      “How do you hide a magical tornado, a pack of dingo bikies, and a fae weapon of mass destruction? They’re not exactly subtle.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      “Was there a plan for this kind of thing before I came?” she asked.

      “Honestly? No.”

      “No?”

      “The miners who do have claims out here tend to live on them and only come into town when they need supplies or have opal to sell. They’ll gather at the pub maybe once a week. Competition is fierce and theft is a real problem, especially if word gets out about a decent find. The guys who usually come out here stay put.”

      “Ratters,” Eloise muttered, using the slang term for the thieves that plagued opal fields all over the country.

      “If all else fails, I’ll change their memories,” Hardy went on. “And if it’s worse than that, I’ll compel them to stay away.”

      “I don’t like it,” she said, scowling. “I don’t like it at all.”

      Hardy grimaced and wheeled his chair around until he sat beside her. “Eloise, everything will be all right.”

      “Will it?” She bit her bottom lip, her anxiety rising. The threat of the Old Ones was a constant point of nausea ever since she’d found out about them.

      “The mountain can’t do anything unless it has you,” he murmured.

      Eloise let out a ragged sigh. “I know, but it still sucks.”

      “Of course, it does. Being the key to a prison holding back an ancient celestial tentacle monster would weigh heavily on anyone’s mind.”

      Eloise snorted out a laugh and slapped her hand over her mouth.

      “That’s better,” the vampire said. “No use worrying about what we can’t control…just yet.” He eyed her for a moment. “Have you said anything?”

      Eloise shook her head. She hadn’t had the heart to. The Exiles had been through so much, so dropping another bomb into their laps felt too cruel to comprehend.

      Hardy sighed. “You’re going to have to tell the others about it sooner or later.”

      “Yeah, nah…not just yet.”

      “Eloise—”

      “Have you heard from Joseph?”

      Hardy shot her a disapproving look. “No. I don’t expect to.”

      “Aren’t you worried?”

      “He’s a five-hundred-year-old vampire, give or take a few decades,” he replied. “Time has a different meaning to him.”

      Eloise frowned and sifted through the dregs of opal, trying to find a good piece to start cutting.

      “Eloise, you have to tell them.”

      Her frown turned into a scowl. “I will.”

      But not just yet. Not until she figured out what it all meant.
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      Finn Oreah’anza stared into the flames of the campfire he’d built and rubbed his temples.

      Ever since everything that’d happened in the pit with the vampires and the ash’strad—the fae weapon of mass destruction that’d almost torn him apart—he’d been feeling tired.

      The darkness curled around the makeshift camp he called home like a cool blanket, the temperature dipping with the changing seasons. Clear skies and low temperatures meant frost, so he tossed another log onto the fire. Sparks twisted upwards in a spiral, merging with the stars pin-pricked on the bluish-black overhead.

      This place was supposed to be forever, he thought. It’s not the same as home, but it’s better than nothing.

      Twelve years ago, six fae had made the journey from Ireland to Australia on a whim and a hope, finally settling near Solace and the place of power that helped them survive in a non-magical world. That place power was the seal, of course.

      Since Finn and the Exiles had discovered what lay underneath it, his uneasiness had only grown. The fae were feeding off the magic of a celestial being who was clamouring to be freed. No doubt it’d be angry at them if it ever did. No one liked to have the life sucked out of them, and he’d had first-hand experience to confirm it.

      Casting aside the memory of the witch Vera, the Nightshade who’d possessed her, and his time spent locked up in the water tank in town, he sighed.

      The camp had grown over the years, though the fae preferred to live alongside the land in tents and rudimentary shelters as opposed to the underground houses the Exiles favoured in Solace. The closer they could be to nature, the easier it was for them to remain fae.

      The comforts of a house, a warm bed, life-giving magic in the air, and all the trappings of society were a distant memory. Finn preferred this life to his old one, but it’d taken a long time for him to realise it.

      “Za’dreha.”

      Siora stood over him, her silver gaze fixed on his. She’d slicked her powder-blue- and turquoise-flecked hair back into a tight braid, making her angled features look more severe than usual. Tall, thin, and athletic, she was a classic picture of Unseelie beauty…but the cool air of superiority all Shri’danann fae seemed to possess was clearly present in her heart—the same airs Finn’d had in a past life.

      “Really?” he asked, bristling at her rude greeting. “We’re really going there?”

      She sat beside him, crossing her long legs before her. He knew she had something either prophetic or condescending to say, and he was going to hear it, even though he didn’t want to.

      Things had escalated around here for almost a year, and the fae had been on the receiving end of most of it. He was forgiving, but Siora…? She only knew the meaning of the word when it suited her, which wasn’t often.

      “It’s time to leave, Finn,” she told him without so much as a hello. “You know it as much as I do.”

      He shook his head. Whether it was stubbornness or something else, he didn’t know. Leaving was the furthest thing from his mind.

      “The ash’strad took a toll on all of us,” Siora added. “We felt every explosion…but you know that.”

      Of course, he knew it. He’d stood at the base of the pit and tried to stop the final discharge of magic, but he hadn’t been strong enough. If it wasn’t for the druidess Andante, he and the fae would be nothing but red mist on the wind…but he wouldn’t admit his weakness to Siora.

      “It was the vampire Darius,” Finn said. “It had nothing to do with the others.”

      “It’s all linked. One cannot exist without the other. Do you think they would be here if it wasn’t for the seal?”

      “It would cause problems with or without us and them being here,” he said.

      Siora narrowed her eyes and said nothing, but she had that look about her that he’d come to know meant trouble. She had a theory but wasn’t willing to share it.

      “Siora,” he murmured. “What is it?”

      Her gaze moved to his. “We’ve taken a vote.”

      “Without me?”

      Her lips thinned. “We’ve chosen to leave.”

      Of course they had. “Where will you go?”

      “I’ve heard talk about another place of power,” Siora replied, making it clear she’d leave with or without his blessing. “We will go find it.”

      He snorted. “You’ve heard? You’re leaving the one place that’s keeping us alive on hearsay?”

      “I have faith.” She looked around and sighed. “Which is more than I can say for this place. I would rather risk everything out there than stay here. Finn…you have to come with us.”

      “I can’t.” His jaw tensed. “They’re important to me.”

      Siora rolled her eyes. “Just say it, Finn.”

      “Say what?”

      “Stop being so obstinate,” she snapped.

      “I’m not,” he fired back. “You can’t see that nothing has changed.”

      Siora shook her head, her lips thinning with displeasure. “We were your family once.”

      “You still are.”

      “Have you forgotten so much that you would forsake the things you fought so fiercely for?”

      Finn scowled, fighting his volatile personality. He wanted to lash out, to tell her he hadn’t forgotten anything, but that was what she wanted.

      “I haven’t,” he managed to say. “But it was a long time ago… Things have changed.”

      “Yes…” Her gaze raked over him, her silver eyes full of resentment. “Yes, they most certainly have.” Reaching into her pocket, she took out the polished silver stone he remembered from their journey here—another artefact from their home world. “There’s almost enough magic for us to travel. It will get us to our destination.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “And what if you don’t find what you’re looking for?”

      “Don’t worry about us, Finn,” she said, standing. “Worry about yourself.”

      She began to walk away, leaving him alone by the fire. The other fae had gathered by her tent and watched their exchange with cool eyes. He’d find no sympathy with any of them.

      “So that’s it?” he demanded. He hated ultimatums, especially ones that challenged his authority…but he hadn’t had any around here for months now. It was her they looked to.

      Siora turned and stared down at him. “That’s it.”

      Finn watched her walk away, making no move to follow. When had things changed around here? He scarcely knew…but what did he know?

      Nothing, he thought. Nothing at all.
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      Drew sat on the top of the ridge, looking down over the long shadows creeping across the outback.

      The sunset had set the sky aflame, igniting the bruised clouds skidding inwards from the coast. A late summer cyclone was making landfall hundreds of kilometres away, but the very edges of the storm cell had reached all the way to Solace. Soon, it would rain for the first time in months.

      Drew’s dingo nose twitched as a fly settled on his snout. Lately, his animal shape felt more comfortable than his human one. He wasn’t that bright—he’d missed out on a lot of schooling as a kid—but as a dingo, he understood a lot of things others couldn’t, like the way the wind moved across the outback, the scents left behind by humans and animals, and the traces of magic that lay deep within everything.

      He saw the auras around the supernatural Exiles who called Solace home and knew their powers. Hardy the vampire, Kyne the earth elemental, Wally the werewolf, Vera the witch, and Eloise the elemental who could control the threads that bound their world to those beyond. Coen called it spirit, the rivers that flowed through the Dreaming.

      Drew glanced at the Indigenous man sitting beside him and studied the flowing aura which surrounded him. There was no doubt that Coen was supernatural himself, but what he was and what he could do was as ambiguous as the words he said. The man was a riddle within a riddle, one that Drew had no hope of understanding. Maybe that’s why he’d chosen the shifter for his mysterious lessons.

      Coen was teaching Drew to ‘see’.

      Right now, he saw the changing seasons overhead, the parched earth below, and the simmering power stirring underneath the town. It lingered like an oil slick on water, undulating through various colours as it saw fit. Purple, red, orange, blue, green…it seemed to cycle through them all like a rainbow with no rhyme or reason. To Drew’s eyes, the Old One seemed to be all things.

      He thought about what Andante had told Eloise and decided it was no use trying to understand something that was part of the fabric of the universe. Maybe it’d made the whole thing by setting off the Big Bang.

      Who was he to ask those questions, anyway? After all, he was just a dingo-shifter.

      “I have to leave,” Coen said, his voice breaking through the unsettled air.

      Drew lifted his head. “Leave? Where does he think he’s going?”

      The indigenous man raised an eyebrow. “I have to follow the trails of those who came before. There are many paths through the Dreaming. Many have gone walkabout to discover.”

      The shifter hesitated. “Did he just hear what I was thinking?”

      “Your mind is growing,” Coen said with a chuckle. “Good.”

      Drew whined softly and shook his head. “I’m telepathic now? How does that even work?”

      “Your thoughts are loud like thunder, but that’s my name. You are meant to be the lightning.”

      “Lightning. Pfft, whatever that means.”

      “With thunder comes the rain, and lightning soon follows.” Coen looked up at the cloud-streaked sky. “The rains are coming, see?” He pointed to the first stars of the night, peeking through the wisps. “The great emu has taken flight.”

      “Emus can’t fly.”

      “But they have wings, anyway.” The Indigenous man laughed. “In the Dreaming, up is down, the sky is the ground, and the flightless can walk in the sky.”

      “If you say so…”

      “I don’t say. The dark places between the stars do.”

      Drew snorted and rested his chin on his paws. “Why do you have to leave?”

      “The Old One is restless again.”

      That was all he said, and it irritated Drew more than it should have. Sometimes he wished Coen would be straightforward about things, but he always went off on rambling tangents that confused him even more.

      “What if someone else comes and tries to break open the seal?” he asked. “What then?”

      “You will see for me.”

      “But I don’t understand what you want me to see,” he argued.

      “You will when the time is right.”

      “But what if I’m too stupid?”

      Coen didn’t answer.

      Drew lifted his head and blinked at the empty place where the Indigenous man had been sitting. He sniffed the air, but there was no trace of him, not even a lingering scent.

      He stood and looked around, even though he knew he wasn’t going to find anything, let alone ‘see’.

      Coen was gone, and Drew didn’t know if he was coming back.
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      Vera Walsh stood in aisle two of her store, the Outpost, and angrily swatted her feather duster at the shelves.

      Ever since trouble had kicked off with the seal, the whole town had been coated with a healthy layer of fine, red dust. Even magic had trouble getting rid of it, but she knew it had a touch of its own arcane energy, thanks to the celestial spirit trapped underneath the highway outside.

      “Bloody hell,” she cursed, swiping the duster across a stack of soup cans.

      In the lull between all the supernatural chaos, her thoughts had firmly settled on a certain police officer, Sergeant Andrew Clarke.

      Things hadn’t been easy between them since Darius’s arrival. Clarke had found out the truth about her and Solace the hard way—again—and it was a lot for him to take in.

      He was a man of the law; he dealt with what was right before his eyes and magic…? Well, most of the time magic was an abstract concept. It wasn’t all explosions and colourful sparkly fireballs, even though she could do some of that if she put her mind to it.

      No, Clarke was a simple man, but that’s what she liked about him. To him, a shovel was a just shovel, nothing more. Not like the things the Exiles had to deal with. Old Ones and illusions and who knew what else.

      Clarke had left before the mess with Darius had come to a head, and he hadn’t been back since. Vera couldn’t deny she was hurt. He knew what they were up against, and he hadn’t called or sent a text to see if she was still alive. Solace had almost been blown off the map by that fae bomb, and he couldn’t pick up his stupid phone and call? He couldn’t say, Hey Siri, call Vera?

      A part of her couldn’t blame him, but the other was livid. Absolutely, one hundred percent, murderously livid.

      The flash of sunlight reflecting off glass caught her eye, and she looked out the window to the road beyond. Catching sight of a car pulling up out front, she wandered towards the till, swatting the feather duster as she went—not that it did anything worthwhile.

      The door opened and Vera came to a grinding halt as she saw Clarke step inside. He was wearing his usual crisp blue police uniform, though his hat was askew and his boots had a layer of rust-coloured dirt across the toes.

      Vera didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything. She took a step back towards the aisle, her heart thrumming a wild beat in her chest.

      Clarke took off his hat and set it on the counter, his gaze running over everything but her. He ran a fingertip along the shelf, leaving a clean streak in the ochre dust.

      “It’s…” she sighed, “it’s full of magical static.” Clarke didn’t say anything, so she added, “It sticks like a magnet. I haven’t been able to find a way to get rid of it yet. It was that stupid bomb—”

      His gaze flew to hers. “Bomb?”

      “Yeah,” she said, his startled question smashing open the floodgates. “A bomb. A magical fae bomb that almost tore Finn and the other fae apart…and almost cracked open the seal. Not to mention, there’s now a whole swathe of land on Walawala Station that no longer exists in our reality. Oh, and the bit where Darius almost killed us all.” Her glare intensified. “If it wasn’t for Hardy, Joseph, Eloise, and Finn, we’d all be dead. And by all, I mean the entire world would’ve been erased.” Vera was really selling the finer points of continuing their relationship, but she was hurt. “We’re all fine, by the way.”

      Clarke had turned pale while she let out her bottled-up anger. His skin had taken on a sickly grey sheen and his forehead prickled with sweat. He looked like he was about to keel over.

      “I know we agreed that you should stay away,” she went on, “but that was only until we’d dealt with Darius. And that was weeks ago.”

      “Vera, I—”

      “You told me you loved me…” Frustrated tears filled her eyes. “But you can’t love a witch, can you?”

      “Vera, it’s not about… It’s…” He turned away, striding a few paces across the front of the shop.

      “It’s about what?” she demanded, waving the feather duster wildly. “I’m a freak of nature, is that it?”

      “No.” Clarke ran his hand over his face, then turned. He met her gaze, his complexion turning crimson. “I-I can’t protect you…not against vampires and evil spirits. I—” He bit his lip. “I’m human.”

      Vera’s anger melted away, along with the scowl on her face. She’d gotten it all wrong. Badly.

      “Clarke, I…” She didn’t know the right words. Not about this. The duster slipped out of her numb fingers and landed on the floor.

      “Vera, it’s got nothing to do with you being a witch,” he told her. “Nothing at all.” He spread his arms wide. “Look at me. I’m a cop, a sergeant. I’m supposed to protect you. I took an oath, but… A gun won’t stop a vampire or a werewolf or…or a tentacle monster. I can’t call in the bloody bomb squad for a magical device from another world.”

      He didn’t feel like her equal, and while it didn’t matter to her, it obviously mattered to him. Clarke wasn’t just a cop; he was a man. An old-fashioned one it seemed, though it went both ways. She should be able to protect him, too.

      “We’re looking for a way to put an end to all of this,” she managed to say. “It won’t be like this forever.”

      The truth was painfully clear in Clarke’s face. “But it might be.”

      She sighed, her heart heavy. “And there’s the ultimatum.”

      A desolate rift opened between them, the silence sending her heart spiralling downwards.

      “If you want to leave, then leave,” she managed to say. “I won’t stop you. You’re free to choose whatever you want…but you won’t be able to come back.”

      Clarke shuffled from foot to foot. “You’ll have Hardy erase my memories, won’t you?”

      Vera nodded. “I wish it were different, but—”

      “The seal,” he interrupted.

      “The danger… It’s bigger than all of us.” She sighed, her throat burning as she tried to hold onto her tears. “Why does saving the world have to be so damn hard?”

      Before she could take another breath, Clarke had her in his arms. “Stuff it,” he declared. “Stuff it all to hell and back.”

      “What—” Her question was silenced by his kiss, and she melted against him, her heart on the verge of bursting.

      He pulled away with a heavy breath and cupped her cheeks in his rough hands. “Love’s worth the risk, right? No matter what crazy things life chucks at us, it’s worth it.”

      “Y-you’re not leaving?”

      He shook his head. “But there can’t be any more secrets between us, Vera. You have to be honest with me, no matter how crazy things get.”

      She clutched his shirt so tight, her knuckles had turned white, and she nodded. “You do realise things will keep happening, right?”

      “I know.”

      “With the way things have been going around here, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was this afternoon.”

      “Then let it,” he whispered, moving to kiss her again.

      As if on cue, the shop door was wrenched opened, and Drew strode in. The bell rang furiously as the shifter entered, but whatever he was worked up about seemed to dissolve the moment he laid eyes on Vera and Clarke.

      “Oh, you’ve decided to come back, have you?” the dingo declared, narrowing his eyes at the sergeant. “And oh-so conveniently after that vampire blew up half the outback. Suspicious, hey?”

      “Drew, leave it,” Vera snapped. “It’s none of your business.”

      “It’s entirely my business.” He looked Clarke over. “He’s a cop, and he knows all about us. How long do we have until the government trucks arrive to take us for our alien autopsies?”

      “Drew, calm down. I haven’t told anyone,” Clarke said, taking step towards the shifter. “And I haven’t told anyone about what you did to Craig Roth, either.”

      Drew’s face turned a deep shade of enraged as he turned his glare onto Vera. “You told him about Roth?”

      “I had to tell him everything, Drew,” Vera replied. “We owed Clarke the truth.”

      “We did?” he scoffed. “You didn’t ask my permission.”

      Clarke stepped between her and the shifter. “I think you better turn around and walk away, Drew.”

      “Never.” He shoved Clarke, forcing the sergeant to stumble back a few steps. “You keep breaking her heart, so I’ll start breaking something of yours.”

      Seeing things were headed south, Vera lunged between the two men. Letting out an annoyed cry, she raised her hand and swung. Her palm connected with Drew’s cheek with a piercing crack, the slap crackling with briny-coloured sparks.

      The shifter yelped and held his face, falling silent. He stared at her in shock, his eyes wide.

      “He’s with us, whether you like it or not,” she hissed. “Stop acting like a child.”

      Drew held up his hands in defence. He knew better than to rile up a witch like Vera unless he wanted to get zapped again.

      “He’s going to be sticking around, so you better get used to seeing him,” she went on. When she heard Clarke mutter behind her, she turned and jabbed a finger at the sergeant. “That goes for the both of you.”

      “Yes, Vera.” Drew scuffed the toe of his boot against the edge of the doormat, looking as sheepish as a schoolboy who’d been caught shooting slobbery spitballs across the classroom.

      When Clarke didn’t reply, she narrowed her eyes.

      “I’ve got no problem with the dingo,” he said. “But I will defend your honour.”

      Drew snorted. “Honour?”

      “Why are you here, anyway?” She turned to Drew with a huff. “It’s not because of Andy, so spit it out.” Boys. Can’t live with them…

      “It’s Coen,” the shifter replied, narrowing his eyes at Clarke.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s gone.”

      Vera’s scowl disappeared and she looked at Clarke. She knew they were going to be tested, just not so soon.

      “You weren’t joking about the whole ‘this afternoon thing,’ were you?” the sergeant muttered.

      “I was,” she replied. “I really was…”
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      Blue wiped the back of his arm across his sweaty forehead and sighed. This was impossible.

      Everything in the pub was coated with a fine layer of rust-coloured dirt and every time he swept, it tumbled back into place. He was convinced it had something to do with the iron ore deposit and the bomb Darius had set off, because iron was magnetic, but how it worked with magic was a mystery. Vera was having the same problem at the Outpost, and as far as he knew, she hadn’t found a fix for it yet.

      Sighing, Blue leaned the broom against the bar and pulled up a stool. If the bloke from the health and safety department came by right now, he’d lose his food safety accreditation. Luckily for him, Solace was hundreds of kilometres away from the nearest town…and at the bottom of any surprise inspection list.

      The outside door opened, letting in a shaft of afternoon sunlight.

      Blue expected to see one of the Exiles—usually it was his best mate Wally knocking off work early and coming in for a beer—but he blinked in surprise at the woman who’d wandered in.

      She had on one of those flowing, patterned skirts with the little bells tied to the waist, strappy sandals, and a loose-fitting blue blouse. Her long grey hair was pulled into a tight braid, and though her face was lined with wrinkles, her stride had all the hallmarks of youth.

      Blue smiled at her, her appearance reminding him of the hippy movement of his early twenties. He’d been more idealistic about the world then, less worn down by the way humans did things. It was all ‘free love,’ long days lounging by the beach, talking about politics, listening to his friend’s terrible poetry, dreaming of a better world…and a lot of time spent getting high.

      “G’day,” he said, taking her in. “Sorry about the dusty floor. We had a big blow the other day. The stuff’s impossible to get out once it’s in.”

      The woman stared at him, then glanced around the pub.

      Blue coughed nervously. “Can I get you a drink?” Even though he was used to the strangeness of the supernatural folk, not to mention the eccentric humans who ventured into the outback, there was something about the woman that felt a little off centre.

      “I’m Andante,” she said, ignoring his offer.

      Blue raised his eyebrows. “Ah, so you’re the druidess. I was wondering if you’d come and visit us.”

      “And you are…?”

      “Oh, right.” He slid off the stool and wiped his palms on his shirt before reaching a hand towards her. “I’m Blue.”

      Andante looked at his proffered hand and raised her eyebrows. “Blue?”

      He nodded. “I used to have red hair before it all turned grey.”

      She snorted and looked him over. “Quite.”

      “Quite what?”

      Andante ran a finger across the bar. “Quite the mess you have here.”

      Blue knew that’s not what she meant, and if he went by what Eloise told him, it was best he let her do the talking. He knew the druidess was several hundred years old, had traveled several parallel worlds, and possessed an unknown power that could rip whole chunks of land out of their reality with a flick of her wrist.

      “It settled after the business up north,” he told her.

      “Ah, the vampire.”

      “That’s the one.” Blue clicked his fingers. “Ever since, no amount of sweeping shifts the stuff.”

      “The earth is rich in iron and other minerals,” she stated. “The silver orb turned everything upside down. Now it all sticks.”

      “You mean it stuffed up the magnetic field?”

      Andante nodded. “Magically.”

      “Can it be, uh…magically unmagnetised?”

      “Yes, it will fade with time, however…” She looked around the pub and gestured towards the floor. “May I?”

      He nodded. “If you know how to fix it, by all means…”

      Andante stepped into the middle of the room and held out her hands, palms facing down. Blue waited, trying to figure out what she was doing, but he didn’t have any supernatural power so he couldn’t sense or see anything—not until the purplish-blue light began to gather in her downturned hands.

      Glowing, glittery threads grew outwards, reaching towards the floor, twisting and entwining into a mass that reminded him of tree roots growing outwards in search of water in parched earth.

      He held his breath as the threads touched the gritty linoleum and began to snake across the floor, creating patterns that reminded him of the shapes inside a kaleidoscope—all triangles, hexagons, octagons, and points and angles.

      The threads disconnected from Andante’s hands and completed the shapes, then they began to settle into the floor, shimmering with blues, purples, and touches of green that reminded him of the ocean.

      Blue’s eyes widened as he stared at the fading, glittery magic. “Wow, that’s really something.”

      “My people call it Colour,” Andante told him. “We weave the threads of reality into prisms…the sacred shapes that make up all things.”

      “Ah…” He didn’t quite understand her meaning, but it looked impressive—like little bluish laser beams.

      The druidess smiled at him. She knew everything she’d said had flown right over his old head but had the good manners not to tease him about it.

      “Try your broom,” she instructed.

      Blue grabbed the handle and positioned himself, hoping for a miracle. He was well and truly sick of the stuff.

      The bristles glided over the worn linoleum floor and the ochre dust cleared.

      “Strewth.” He swept again and chuckled. “Now that’s magic.”

      Andante lowered her hands and glanced at the floor, not meeting his gaze.

      “Did I say something wrong? I apologise.” When she didn’t reply, he rambled, “I’m just a human, you see, so every time I see something magical, I get a little silly. I’m just an old bloke in a pub in the middle of the outback. It doesn’t take much to tickle my fancy.” He felt his cheeks redden. “I didn’t mean— I— Oh, bloody hell.”

      Finally, she met his gaze. “I’ve never had that reaction before.”

      “Oh, well, I suppose it’s because I’ve never met a druid. I’ve met a witch, a vampire, a fae, a couple of elementals, a werewolf, a dingo-shifter…but none of them can do what you just did.” He wrung his hands, feeling like a silly old coot. “It was real…pretty, what you just did.”

      Andante sighed and stepped towards the bar, selecting the stool next to Finn’s usual place at the far end.

      Blue set the broom against the wall. It seemed she’d settled for the time being. For how long, he didn’t know, but he’d see to making her feel welcome—even if he felt like a damn teenager doing it.

      Andante could help Solace, but she’d also been alone for a long time. Maybe she just needed to know there were people out there who wanted to know her…people who cared.

      “Would you like to stay for dinner?” he asked. “Any special requests? I have a talent for cooking.”

      “I don’t eat meat,” Andante told him warily.

      “That’s fine, love.” He waved a hand at the empty stool beside her. “Finn doesn’t either, though I suspect you
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