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      It was a searing summer morning, and Eloise Hart sat on a battered camp chair, surveying the main street of Solace, Outback Australia.

      The verandah of Hardy’s opal shop sheltered her from the scorching rays of the sun as she sipped from a stainless-steel tumbler full of ice water and glared viciously at nothing in particular.

      Live in the Australian Outback, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. Who ‘they’ were was irrelevant. It was way too hot. Even her brain felt like it was melting, which made thinking hard.

      She supposed she had a choice—get back in her motorhome and keep driving—but whoever had sealed that ancient magic underneath the town probably hadn’t spared a thought about future generations and climate change. They probably hadn’t bargained on anyone finding it at all.

      Then there were the Exiles—the supernaturals who lived in Solace—who she’d found love and friendship amongst. They were the things she never thought she’d have until her motorhome broke down five kilometres out of town. She couldn’t just leave them and the responsibility of protecting the seal because it was hot enough to cook an egg on the highway.

      Trouble was everywhere, and no one was immune from encountering a little now and then.

      Eloise sighed at the thought and tightened her grip on her tumbler. Was a fight with a gang of biker dingo-shifters considered ‘little’? What about possessed witches and dark spirits?

      It’d been three months since the Nightshade had taken over Vera and terrorised Solace with an arcane tornado, and red dirt still kept showing up in the most unlikely spots. Like in the crevasses of the driver’s seat in Eloise’s van, inside her kitchen cabinets, in her shoes, in her underwear drawer. Somehow, it’d even made its way into her bellybutton. How it got in there of all places, was a mystery for the ages.

      It didn’t help that Kyne had taken it upon himself to stir up even more. He’d promised to build them a home, and he’d done just that.

      The coolest place to ride out the summer in the Red Centre was underground. At the right depth, it was a balmy twenty-five degrees Celsius all year round. That’s why everyone lived in dugouts—underground homes—if they wanted to remain uncooked. The only other option was to head towards the coast to ride out the season, but that wasn’t an option for the Exiles. Their watchful presence was always needed…so underground it was.

      They’d picked a spot on the ridge behind the pub and got to work.

      Being an elemental who loved rocks, Kyne had made short work of the excavations, carving out the hallways, rooms, and ventilation shafts inside a fortnight. With the help of Drew and Hardy, they’d hooked up electricity, plumbing, installed a bathroom and kitchen, and unveiled a hardcore air-conditioning unit that had made Eloise’s heart sing.

      Since Drew had forbidden Vera from decorating his dugout, the witch was excited to help Eloise and Kyne with theirs. Eloise suspected she was still trying to avoid her own remodelling—considering that Rosheen had destroyed her altar with dark magic—but they’d had a great deal of fun searching for furniture and homewares, most of which would arrive on the next delivery truck out of Lightning Ridge.

      Eloise’s van was parked underneath a newly built carport beside the front door. Kyne was making good on his promise that they weren’t really moving in together, even though they actually were. Things had moved so quickly between them, and her gaze kept moving towards the solitary freedom her van had provided. Kyne knew and understood, which was what made him so easy to be with, and after her tumultuous life, she really needed some easy.

      The distant rumble of an approaching vehicle drew Eloise’s gaze south. A white and yellow truck shimmered through the mirage on the horizon as it crawled along the asphalt.

      Kyne and Wally had gone on a mystery errand to Lightning Ridge for the day, and as she sipped her ice water, she hoped this wasn’t the fruits of their labour approaching.

      It looked like a crane, but as the truck drew closer, Eloise realised it was a drill—an enormous one at that.

      It drew to a lumbering stop outside the opal shop, and the air brakes hissed loudly as Kyne turned off the engine. The miner jumped out of the cab, slamming the driver’s side door closed, and crossed the highway. He had a huge smile on his face and a pep in his step that she hadn’t seen before.

      Eloise stared up at the bright yellow machinery. “What in the world is that?”

      “This,” Kyne said, spreading his arms wide, “is a giant drill.”

      “I can see that. What’s it for?”

      “It’s a Caldweld drill,” the miner explained. “It’ll help me sink a new shaft out at Black Hole Mine. See this?” He pointed to the drill bit on the back of the truck. “One metre in diameter. It’ll chew the ground up and spit it out. Add a little elemental juice, and I’ll be down to the level in no time.”

      “So, you’re going back out?” Eloise’s heart sank as she looked over the machinery. She was getting used to having him around every day, which was a feat for a solitary soul like herself.

      He nodded and leaned against the verandah post. “I thought I’d get things started while there was a lull in life-threatening situations.”

      She set down the icy tumbler and stood. “But isn’t it too hot?”

      “Yeah, but the season starts in March, and there’s only a four-month window before it gets hot again.”

      Eloise hesitated. “Only four months? I thought it was six?”

      “March through May, if the going’s good.” He looked over at the drill and grinned. “This beauty will get me going in no time. Still gotta get a tipper, though.”

      “Tipper?”

      “The hoist and bucket,” he replied. “You know, the one you crumpled with your mind?”

      Eloise groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Maybe you can un-crumple it?”

      Could she do that? She looked up at Kyne, who laughed at her hopeful expression.

      “Yeah, nah,” he said. “Just playing with you.”

      Eloise rolled her eyes as Wally’s ute zoomed into town and hurtled off the highway and into the yard behind the garage. The wheels kicked up a cloud of rust-coloured dirt, the cloud billowing into the still air.

      It was a reminder of what they’d been through, and not even the holidays had dulled the memory of the nightmare the Nightshade had risen amongst the wind—kadaitcha, the shadow spirits of vengeful souls.

      And the seal loomed, as it probably always would.

      “What?” Kyne asked, stepping into the shade beside her. “This is my job, Eloise. You gunna miss me that much?”

      “Well, the last time you were in a mine to work, it was with me…and it collapsed on us.”

      Kyne grimaced and rubbed his palm up and down her arm. “How could I forget?”

      “I know I never will.”

      “There’s more black opal in that lease,” he went on, “and I intend to get it out. Gotta give you something to polish, hey?”

      “What about our lessons?”

      “We’ve been working on your power for months now, and you’re good, Eloise. Really good.”

      “Are you sure?” She was starting to sound whiny, and she winced.

      “Elemental power is natural,” Kyne told her. “You’ve been doing it all your life, and now you know the difference, so there isn’t much to learn.”

      “You say it like it’s so easy,” she complained.

      “It is.” When she scowled, he wrapped an arm around her shoulder and rapped a finger on the brim of her hat, knocking the front down over her eyes. “I’m not leaving you, if that’s what this is all about.”

      Eloise scoffed and set her hat right. “No.”

      “Then what?”

      She sighed and looked away from him, shooting a filthy look at the drill. “The seal.”

      “What about the seal?”

      “Things are only going to get worse, and…” She shrugged. “I dunno, I guess I’m anxious about it.”

      “The seal will do what it’s always done. We’re all on the lookout, like we’ve always been.”

      “But—”

      “Eloise.” Kyne grasped her shoulders. “Life has to go on. We have to work and survive. The seal has a whole town full of supernaturals watching it. We’ve got it covered, trust me.”

      He was right, but she wasn’t fully admitting everything. She was anxious about him leaving to go back into that mine. He had magical powers that could melt rock, so she shouldn’t worry, but she couldn’t help it. After a lifetime of separation from people, Kyne was…well, he was important.

      “G’day,” Wally called as he strolled across the highway. “What a beaut!” He pointed to the drill. “The best money can rent in all the Ridge!”

      Eloise pursed her lips as Kyne attempted to wave him off.

      The old werewolf looked between the two elementals and pulled off his hat. Rubbing his temples, he grimaced. “I’ve a feeling I’ve stepped in something.”

      “No, not at all,” Eloise said, picking up the tumbler of water off the ground. “You boys have fun playing with your toys. I’m going back inside where there’s air conditioning.”

      She wrenched open the door and stepped into the cool showroom, the sounds of Hardy using the grinder in the workshop drifting out to meet her.

      “You didn’t discuss it with her?” She heard Wally say outside. “That’s the first rule in a relationship, mate.”

      Maybe that’s why it bothered me, she wondered. If that was a ‘rule,’ then she needed to order a copy of that book…for herself as much as Kyne.
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      Coen looked out over the vast expanse of the Australian outback, his starlit eyes taking in the layers of earth surrounding the iron ore deposit. It sat north of Solace, on a remote swathe of land once owned by no one but traveled by many mobs, which was now claimed by white fellas living in a place called ‘Walawala Station.’

      Walawala was a word in one of the many languages of the first peoples of Australia that meant ’storm.’ The iron ore gathered in the edges of the ancient coral reef was just that—a tempest of nature coiled into the ground like a snake warming itself in the sun.

      He looked to the sky, studying the blue, and acknowledged the omen. His own name meant ‘thunder,’ and Drew, the dingo-shifter, was the lightning, though his name didn’t bear the words.

      How Coen hadn’t seen the iron ore before now was a curious circumstance. He travelled the Dreaming and followed the trails woven by the songs of the Ancestors. Something had concealed this place from his sight.

      “It’s not meant to be here,” he said to the dusty brown kangaroo sitting beside him.

      Marlu looked up at him, her warm, chocolate eyes full of curiosity. Her joey stirred in her pouch, its gangly legs wriggling in the air. They baby would remain inside for eight months, then stay by her side for another three or four before it was time for him to brave the world on his own.

      And what a world he would see.

      Magic stirred in this isolated place. Magic like Coen had never seen before, and he’d travelled far and wide. He spoke to mobs in all corners, heard their stories, and listened to their memory. He felt magic all over, but not like here—not like Solace and not like this iron ore.

      “An ancient shadow looms over this place,” he murmured. “It wakes.”

      Coen thought of Solace and Eloise Hart with her shiny white van. And Vera, the witch with fire for hair who commanded water. They had been tested, but the iron ore would bring a shadow that stretched over the ages. Coen wasn’t sure he was supposed to be a part of this story.

      He thought of all the people in Solace and their task deep into the afternoon. He thought so long that the sun began to sink, casting the sky in amber flame.

      Stroking a finger over the marlu’s long silky ear, he sighed as the first stars of the coming night appeared through the sapphire flame of sunset. The planets emerged around the moon—Venus and Mars—and he looked to the dark places between.

      His task was to watch the Dreaming and follow his walkabout. He was stepping too far off the trail. He knew this world, but beyond it…? Those were places for others to walk.

      Marlu lounged beside him, her eyes drooping as sleep beckoned her. Coen said nothing, letting the kangaroo doze. Her joey was hard work, and their task was even harder. She must sleep if she could.

      Coen pressed a finger into the ochre dirt that was still warm from the day and drew. The lines were straight and the corners sharp, the strange language holding magic that was unknown to him or this world. Like others, she came from other places, other trails. Their songs were different from his but wove into the land with a comfortable harmony.

      With his drawing complete, Coen looked back to the iron ore and began to hum, his voice echoing softly down the rise.

      It was time for the Druid to wake.
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      Hardy sat at the bench in his workshop, tilting his latest polished opal back and forth.

      The light of the lamp bounced off the smooth surface and flashes of red, blue, green, and purple ignited in a kaleidoscope of brilliant colour. The black only emboldened the rainbow, the iron-rich earth deepening the hue of the potch—colourless opal—to create the most valuable opal in the world.

      As a vampire, he had an enhanced talent for seeing more than the average human. Things an otherwise experienced cutter would miss—the fleck of colour within a smoky piece of potch, or a streak of imperfection within the stone, or the gentle touch required to get the best cut.

      There’d been times he’d let the grinder buff off his fingertips rather than let go of a good piece. One long movement made for a spectacular stone, whereas two would have spoiled it. Pain was relative for a vampire—considering his fingers healed mere moments later—and the wound was always forgotten in the wake of the finished opal.

      The stone was exquisite, but as he set it down on the workbench, he realised something was missing. His wonder and joy had left him.

      Hardy had been in Solace longer than he’d settled anywhere as a vampire. It was the first and only pace he’d been accepted for who he truly was. He should be thankful, but his heart was heavy…and restless.

      It happened from time to time, and was to be expected given his long life, but a strange shadow loomed behind him. A shadow that he could never quite see, no matter how quickly he turned around.

      The showroom door opened, then slammed shut, and footsteps echoed through the shop. The familiar scent of vanilla and black tea proceeded Eloise Hart, and Hardy glanced up as the elemental barged into the workshop with a stainless-steel drink bottle in her hand.

      She sank into her usual chair and sighed a rather dramatic sigh, setting down the bottle.

      “What chaos has Solace dished up this afternoon?” the vampire asked. It must have something to do with the truck he’d heard pull up outside, because nothing else happened in Solace. Well, outside of dingo-shifter biker gangs and cursed tornado-summoning witches, that was.

      “Kyne and Wally went into Lightning Ridge to get a big arse drill and didn’t tell me about it.”

      “Ah, I see.” For a moment, Hardy’s sadness seemed to lull, and he was grateful for something else to worry about. Something normal.

      “I just…” She let out a frustrated groan. “Does he have to start right now? It’s still forty degrees outside!”

      “He is an elemental miner,” Hardy reminded her. “He’s at home underground, scratching for opal. Besides, he was an eternal bachelor until recently. Discussing things was never his forte, I’m afraid.”

      Eloise blinked. “Well, that was bland of you.”

      “Bland?”

      “Your tone,” she explained. “It was very…old world.”

      “No more than usual.” He chuckled, well aware he spoke much more formally that the other Exiles, despite his upbringing.

      She looked at him, her eyes narrowing. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “I’ll have more opal to cut in a few weeks.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      He was attempting to deflect, but Eloise was more preceptive than he’d expected. She’d likely prod him until he gave in. He’d give her an inch and hoped she wouldn’t take the whole mile.

      “It’s common for people to go through periods of melancholy,” he told her. “Especially in times of prolonged extreme weather, and even more so for vampires. I’ll be all right.”

      “Is that your overblown way of saying you don’t like the sun?”

      Hardy smirked. “I am a vampire.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t sound convinced by his explanation, but she turned to her work and began fussing with setting her latest cut onto a post.

      He watched her for a moment, then picked up his jewellers loupe and pressed it against his eye. Studying the opal he’d been working on, his vampire sight picked up on a small imperfection flecking through the red flashes. He weighed the pros and cons of buffing it out and decided to let it go. It was undetectable to human eyes, and he risked losing the trace if he fell into the trap of perfectionism. The value was in the colour of the opal, especially anything red on black.

      “Hardy?” Eloise’s voice rose again.

      He turned, sensing the irregularity in her heartbeat. “Hmm?”

      “Were you English before?”

      He chuckled and set down the loupe and slipped the opal into a small plastic bag.

      She wrung her hands together. “It’s just… Well, we work together every day, and we’ve fought some crazy stuff, but I hardly know anything about you. Not that it matters…” Her gaze lowered as she fussed with the opal in her palm. “I’m just being nosey, is all. I’d like to know more about you and be here to listen if there’re things you want to talk about. God knows you’re done that and more for me and I was a stranger…”

      Leaning back in his chair, Hardy smirked. He watched her as the words tumbled out of her mouth, the hole she was digging herself getting larger the more circles she turned herself in.

      “It’s just, you seem as solitary as I was, though you found yourself here in Solace. And I know how tough it can be on your own, and—”

      “Eloise,” he interrupted. “You’re rambling.”

      She blushed, the blood rushing to her cheeks. “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. When you first walked in here, it was difficult to get you to say an entire sentence. A whole monologue, no matter how rambling, is a remarkable achievement.”

      Her shoulders relaxed and she let out a thin laugh. “If you say so.”

      “And to answer your question, yes, I was born in England,” he went on. “I had a family like all people do. A younger brother and two sisters. As the eldest male, I was responsible for them.”

      “Your parents weren’t around?”

      “No. Times were difficult, and we were simple people. We had to make do.”

      “What happened to your brother and sisters?”

      Hardy’s heart twisted as regret pulled at what was left of the reanimated organ. His sister, Mary… Without him there, Tom would have had to take charge, but he was only thirteen. Still a child. And Elizabeth was sixteen with the prospect of marriage in her near future. He should have been there…

      “Hardy?”

      He looked up at and felt the warmth of Eloise’s gaze as her elemental power attempted to reach out to him. Whether she was conscious of it or not, was another matter. Her gift for the fifth element—spirit—was an intuitive one.

      “I don’t know,” he murmured.

      “You weren’t there?”

      He shook his head. “I was in Australia…when it happened.” He gestured to himself. “I couldn’t go back.”

      Eloise’s expression faded as her mind began to do the math. Depending on whose history books one read, Australia was ‘discovered’ by European nations in the mid-to-late-eighteenth century and first colonised a mere decade later. The British staked claim in 1788, to be precise, and that claim was for the nation’s first penal colony.

      “You had to leave them behind…” she murmured, “for their safety.”

      Pain, blood, and darkness. Hardy tried not to wince at the uncomfortable memories, more for Eloise’s sake than his own. “It’s rare for someone to choose to become a vampire, though I’m sure it happens.”

      “You didn’t…” She swallowed hard. “You didn’t choose?”

      “No.” He shook his head gently, turning his gaze back to the opal. “It’s never easy, and almost always tragic, but it’s the past…and the past should remain there. A memory scarcely thought about.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Hardy smiled, though his heart remained heavy. “It’s fine. I understand you’re curious. I know all about you, so it’s only fair.”

      “No,” she said, edging her chair closer. “It’s not fair. Your story is your own, and you don’t owe it to anyone. I won’t ask, but I’m here if you want to tell.”

      Hardy had always seen what Kyne and the others had in Eloise, but the more her powers began to emerge, the more empathetic and wise she seemed. Was it her elemental ability or her years of isolation that gave her such insight? Maybe it wasn’t for him to know.

      “How old are you?” she added. “Would you tell me that?”

      He exhaled long and slow, the years falling from his breath like ashes in the wind. He was young for a vampire, and had certainly known others who’d lived two, maybe three times longer than he had, and still, he didn’t understand how they could bear it. The constant need to adapt, reinvent, and remain hidden was exhausting. He was glad he’d found Solace.

      He didn’t see the harm in telling her. “211 years from the day I was born.”

      “You were born in…1810?”

      He turned back to his workbench and began sifting through the bag of rough-cut opal he’d bought from Kyne all those months ago.

      “The turn of a new century,” he murmured. “Or near enough. A Hanover king was on the throne, England had already become the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, the American Revolution had long ended, the Napoleonic wars were raging, and Britain was stretching its might across the world, colonising the far reaches with its iron fist.” No matter who got in their way.

      “And you came to the colonies?” Eloise asked, awestruck.

      Hardy selected a good piece of opal and held it up to the light. “One hundred and fifteen days aboard a tall ship.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Horrible,” he replied, turning on the grinder. “Absolutely horrible.”
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      Finn Oreah’anza sat beside a glowing campfire, a bottle of red wine in his hand. It was made in the Yarra Valley, in the southern part of Australia, a thousand kilometres south of the patched-together camp he now called home.

      A dozen fae lived here, all beholden to the seal, its magic the only thing keeping them from withering away and turning into monsters. They were tied to it, dependent on the ancient magic like they needed air to breathe.

      Finn tightened his grip on the bottle of wine. Were they any better than the creatures who had already attempted to claim it? A time would come when he would have to face his past—and his part in the despair—just as Vera had faced hers. Would this story be his, or would it belong to someone else?

      A presence loomed beside him, but he didn’t look up. It was probably another attempt at guilting him into sobriety.

      “Finn.”

      “E’dreha, Siora,” he said, lifting the bottle to his lips and drinking.

      “Addrei, Finn,” she said. “Don’t talk to me as if I was a stranger.”

      His gaze lifted and he acknowledged her, his magic greeting her as a friend. “Happy?”

      Siora sighed. Her long straight hair shimmered with threads of powder blue and sea green, marking her as an Unseelie fae like Finn. There were two kinds of magical fae that came from their world. The Seelie, those considered to be made of light and goodness, and the Unseelie, who were made of darkness and evil.

      They were part of the factions known as the Shri’danann, who were the Higher Fae…the elite or ruling class. The other faction was the De’ashlide, the non-magical fae, or better explained as the equivalent of humanity. Though, in his world, they had been squashed down by the Shri’danann until they were little more than working-class slaves, unable to rise or take titles, govern, or become wealthy. The fae who’d made it to Earth, however, were all Shri’danann.

      Finn narrowed his eyes as Siora sat beside him, her disapproval of his drinking habits clear.

      “I see you’ve begun on the red,” she stated.

      “That’s because I was finished with the white.” He offered her the bottle, but she pushed his hand away. It was a poor imitation of the wine—or aru’de in his language—found in his home world, but it was all they had. For a thousand years, they had to make do with the washed out colours of this Earth, unable to return.

      Siora looked to the sky, her silver gaze watching the stars. “The magic here is becoming unsettled.”

      Finn said nothing. He’d felt the flow of power from the seal. The Nightshade had forced him to be a conduit to it, feeding the leaking magic through his body. It was restless, eager to emerge from its prison.

      If he were asked, Finn would say that it was sentient and calling out to the weak-minded and the power hungry like a siren. It whispered promises it had no intention of keeping. It wanted to be set free…but no one had asked him.

      “Finn,” she went on. “You give so much for them and this isn’t even your world.”

      “You don’t even go into Solace,” he seethed. “Why do you care?”

      “Have they come to see how you are?”

      Finn scowled. She knew they hadn’t, but the other fae hadn’t made this a welcoming place, despite Kyne trying to unite them all. One too many rebuffs had forced the elemental to resign to the fact that the fae would not join the Exiles. He was the only fae who went into town, let alone speak to the other supernaturals.

      “You grow too close to them,” she murmured. “While they call to us for help, they leave you to carry the burden of their actions alone.”

      “That’s not true,” he hissed, turning on her. Eloise cared, and the only reason she hadn’t come here was because the others had made it clear that outsiders weren’t welcome. Siora’s heart had become clouded.

      “The danger the seal brings will only become worse,” the fae said, ignoring his tone. “With each attempt, death creeps closer…for all of us.”

      In that, she was right. First, it was the Dust Dogs, then it was the Nightshade. The fae’s story was deeply intertwined with that of the Irish witches, and Finn had learned the hard way that old hatreds weren’t so easily forgotten.

      “It’s been months and you still haven’t fully recovered,” she told him. “Think about that, Finn. Think of what you’re sacrificing for a world that is not our own.”

      “We have no world,” he hissed. “Or have you forgotten?”

      Her silver gaze met his. “No, I have not.”

      “But if you were given the chance to return, you and the others would leave me without a second thought.”

      Siora rose, her movements graceful as her powder blue hair fell about her shoulders. She looked down at him, her expression closed and cold.

      “Some things are greater than loyalty beyond blood, Finn,” she murmured. “You would do well to remember that.”

      He watched her walk away, the wine bottle heavy in his hand. “How Unseelie of you, Siora,” he whispered.

      Finn drank again, the alcohol dulling the pain from the fractured connection to his magic. Healing was slow, but Siora’s indifference wouldn’t be his problem.

      “Rir de’ash zalde,” he declared, waving a drunken hand in her wake. I set you free.
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      Drew sat behind the till at the Outpost, his face screwed up in thought.

      He flipped the page of the book he was reading and resisted the urge to hurl the bloody thing across the room. What in the world did auriferous mean? Vera’s shop had a lot of random junk for sale, but the one thing she didn’t order was a dictionary.

      Having a book at all was anomalous behaviour for the dingo-shifter, but one on mineral exploration and mining was off the charts.

      This was more Kyne’s department, so why was Drew the one recruited to watch over the iron ore deposit? Coen always had a reason for the bizarre things he did, but never cared to share why—that’s why they were bizarre.

      Coen was teaching him to ‘see,’ whatever that was supposed to mean. When he shifted, Drew’s senses were heightened and he noticed more than he would as a human, so he reckoned that’s what the Indigenous man was getting at. The guy had a habit of being airy, like a stiff breeze had blown away his thoughts before he could speak all of them.

      Drew flipped to the back of the book, found the unknown word in the glossary, and snorted.

      “Auriferous,” he read aloud. “Having gold content.”

      Dingoes and iron ore didn’t mix. He was made for wandering the outback, sniffing out dangers above ground, not beneath it. Still, the looming presence of the massive iron ore deposit north of Solace was a pressure point for their ongoing protection of the seal.

      The multi-billion-dollar mining conglomerate EarthBore was interested, but Hardy had already looked into it. Permits could take years, and the red tape for a project of the size they were projecting wouldn’t see them on site for years. Kyne said they’d have to test the ground first and that mean exploratory mining.

      If Coen wanted Drew to ‘see,’ he wanted to make sure he understood what he was looking at. As it turned out, exploratory mining was a lot more complicated than sticking a drill into the ground and seeing what would come out, especially for big companies that wanted to dig a ten-kilometre-square pit in the middle of Outback, Australia.

      The door opened and the bell rang as a customer walked in. Drew hadn’t noticed the car pulling up out front, but he saw it now. A silver sedan coated with a thick layer of red dust that reached the windows. It was a bit fancy for out here.

      A man stood just inside the door, and he looked around the Outpost, taking it all in.

      Drew took the opportunity to do a bit of looking himself. The guy was definitely not from around here. He wore a short-sleeved khaki shirt with pockets on both breasts, dark-coloured jeans, black boots with rusty toes—courtesy of the Outback—and a wide-brimmed brown fedora.

      Other than that, he just looked like a regular bloke. He was a little on the short side, though.

      The customer peeled off his aviator sunglasses and turned his attention to Drew, who wrinkled his nose.

      Who did this joker think he was? Indiana Jones? He was only missing a whip.

      “Hey,” the man said, approaching the counter.

      “Can I help you?” Drew eyed him, studying his chiseled features and green eyes, but didn’t ‘see’ anything special. Coen’s lessons hadn’t sunk in at all.

      “Just passing through, seeing the sights.” A tourist, then. Sounded a little British. “What’s north of here?”

      It was a loaded question for the supernatural, but Drew shrugged. “A lot of nothing until you hit Longreach. There’re a few small towns along the highway, but they’re low on amenities.”

      The man grimaced and looked down the aisle.

      “Solace is the last fuel stop for three hundred kilometres that way,” Drew added. “If you’re running low, then you better fill up. We also have bottled water if you’re interested. Three litre jugs.” He nodded to the stack at the end of aisle three. “It’s on special.”

      The water had a rough, hand-drawn notice sticky-taped on the front that said, ‘One for $5, two for $10.’

      The man raised his eyebrows. “What’s so special about it?”

      “It’s in stock.”

      He smirked and picked up the one shopping basket in the entire store, the one Vera had ‘borrowed’ from the supermarket in Lightning Ridge. “What’s the deal with this place? It seems so out of the way.”

      Drew narrowed his eyes and studied the stranger. He was asking a lot of questions for a tourist.

      “Solace started out as a gold mining settlement,” the shifter rattled off. “Some guy found a speck of gold in a dried-up creek and sparked a rush. Turned out to be a fluke, but then some other guy found opal. More people came, but they found out the hard way that opal mining is tough business. There’s a cemetery just past the windmill full of the crackpots.”

      The tourist’s gaze moved to the book on the counter. “People still mine out here?”

      “Yep.”

      “How many people live here?”

      The shifter’s hackles rose. “Enough that we get a postcode.”

      “That tree is impressive.”

      “It’s a boab tree,” Drew told him. “Don’t ask me about it. I’m not a botany, or whatever they’re called.”

      “Botanist,” the tourist said. “It’s called a botanist.”

      “Whatever.” Drew picked up his book and began to read. He hadn’t even been to school, and it was a miracle he could read, so how would he know what a botanist was? Like it was important information, anyway.

      The man walked down the first aisle and fussed around the shop while Drew continued reading.

      The shifter looked up now and then, checking on his progress, and had reached the chapter on core samples when the man returned.

      He set the basket on the counter and added a jug of water to his haul. “What’s the damage?”

      Drew rang up the items, picking up each from the red basket. A box of Band-Aids, a packet of salt and vinegar chips, a box of Tiny Teddy biscuits, vanilla air freshener, toothpaste, a high-vis work vest, and a packet of party poppers.

      “Forty-two-fifty,” the shifter said, with a raised eyebrow.

      The man handed over a yellow fifty dollar note with a low whistle. “Expensive living out here, eh?”

      “Party hard,” the shifter drawled, tossing the party poppers into a biodegradable plastic bag with the other stuff. Handing over the guy’s change, he smiled. “Have a nice day.”

      The man chuckled and turned towards the door just as Vera opened it. The witch stepped aside, smiling at the customer, but as the man brushed by her, she jerked back.

      The guy didn’t seem to notice and continued on his way.

      “What’s up your arse?” Drew asked.

      Vera let the door close and stared after the tourist.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve got the hots for him, too,” he went on, rolling his eyes.

      Drew still hadn’t gotten over his jealousy of the last guy who came in here, frothing at the mouth over the witch. Vera said it was just his alpha dingo trying to control a substitute pack since Eloise had made the Dust Dogs disappear. He was still adamant it was because he simply cared about her—not in a romantic way, but the brotherly kind. She’d taken him in when he was nothing but a ragged whelp on the run.

      “What are you on about?” Vera asked, blinking.

      Drew nodded to the window, where the man had gotten back into his car and was reversing onto the highway. “Aren’t you busy with Sergeant Clarke?”

      “This has got nothing to do with Andy,” the witch huffed. “You didn’t feel that?”

      “Feel what? Annoyed?”

      Vera sighed. “Sometimes you act like a teenage girl, Drew, you know that?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “That guy…” She looked out the window again, but the car had already driven away. “There was something about him…”

      Drew hesitated. “You think he was supernatural?”

      “Yeah. Other supernaturals have passed through before,” she explained. “Most don’t notice what we are, let alone what lies beneath. What did he say?”

      “He was asking a lot of questions about the town.”

      “And what did you tell him?”

      “The usual bland speech.”

      “What did he buy?”

      “Random shit.” He ticked off the list on his fingers. “Tiny Teddies, chips, a high-vis vest, party poppers, toothpaste… Oh, and Band-Aids.”

      Vera laughed. “Party poppers? Quit pulling my leg.”

      “At least he was smart enough to buy water.”

      “Well, random shit aside, keep an eye out for him,” the witch said, picking up the book from the counter. “He might come back, judging by what he bought.” She scanned the cover and her eyebrows rose. “What in the world are you reading?”

      “Hell if I know,” Drew told her. “I don’t understand half the words in it.”
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      That night Eloise ventured to the pub early, keen for a drink and some air conditioning.

      The short walk from Hardy’s was brutal. She dodged between each patch of shade, carving a zigzagging path across the yard. Sunburn was far from a picnic when there was little to no ozone layer.

      Once inside, she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “There she is,” Finn said.

      He’d chosen a seat at the Exile’s usual table instead of keeping to his perch at the bar. The change made her pause for a moment, but she decided not to bring it up, lest she scare him back to the corner.

      “On the wine already?” Eloise sat beside him and nodded to the red liquid in the only wine glass Blue seemed to own.

      The fae lifted it up. “McGuigan Black Label shiraz. Want some?”

      “I’m not into wine,” she replied. “It’s too bitter for my taste. I’ll stick to cider.”

      “Suit yourself. More for me.”

      Blue stuck his head out of the kitchen. “Did I hear you want cider?”

      She lifted a hand in a wave. “Please.”

      As Eloise settled and Blue got her a glass of sweet apple cider, Kyne and Wally wandered in, shortly followed by Vera.

      “How’s things with your cop?” Finn asked as the witch sat down. “Get some yet?”

      “Finn!” Vera exclaimed. “Can
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