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      It was five kilometres outside of a small town in outback Australia, when Eloise Hart’s 2005 Fiat Ducato motorhome broke down.

      The engine sputtered, the whole van shuddered—dislodging several piles of clothing and kitchen necessities that spilled out over the floor—then steam began to billow from underneath the bonnet.

      Pulling off to the side of the road, she killed the engine. She swore and thumped the steering wheel in frustration. Just her luck.

      Overhead, the sky was a brilliant blue without a trace clouds. Either side of the black bitumen was red dirt—the kind of red that reminded her of rust—and patchy green and brown scrub twisted with barbed spinifex grass. The odd squat tree dotted here and there, and a few low hills rose gently from the lonely landscape.

      Jumping out the van, she shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun and looked up and down the lonely stretch of highway. There was no sign of life in either direction. No cars, no caravans, no road trains—enormous trucks with three or more trailers that wove up and down the isolated highways.

      The only thing that greeted her was the small rectangular slice of shade cast by a large green road sign. It read, ‘Solace - 5kms,’ and underneath that, it said, ‘Lightning Ridge - 224kms’.

      Opening the hood, Eloise peered at the engine, which had seemed to stop smoking. She knew how to check the oil, the radiator, the battery, and fill the thingy that squirted water onto the windscreen, but that was it. Whatever was wrong was a frustrating mystery.

      It could be worse, she thought. At least there’s life five Ks up the road. But what kind of life was another story entirely.

      Eloise slammed the hood closed, the hot metal scalding her palms. She’d have to keep driving, fire or no fire, until she reached Solace. Hopefully, it’d live up to its name.

      Before she could turn, a bush rustled, frightening the life out of her, and a kangaroo leapt out of the scrub. It stood up on its legs and peered at her with big brown eyes.

      Eloise froze, staring at the animal in fascination. Its scruffy brown fur, big ears, and long tail were iconic, but she never tired of seeing them in the wild. An understanding seemed to pass between them, and her fingers twitched, the simple crossing of paths speaking to the thing she’d hidden inside her.

      The spirits knew. They always did.

      A long moment passed, then the kangaroo let out a snort. It bounded away, jumping across the red dirt until it disappeared in the distance, leaving Eloise standing beside the road, alone with her steaming van and boatload of problems.

      The horizon shimmered, the highway leading into a mirage that sparkled like a rainbow-coloured oil slick on water. It was an omen, but it was the only way open to her.

      Piece of shit, she thought, kicking the front tyre for good measure.

      Climbing back into the driver’s seat, she turned the key in the ignition and began the slow limp into Solace, outback New South Wales.
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        * * *

      

      Eloise watched in frustration as the mechanic tinkered under the hood of her van. Swatting away several persistent blowflies, her scowl only deepened as the guy muttered to himself.

      The mechanic was a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair, grease-stained hands, and a fluro yellow polo shirt that’d seen better days…much like the arse crack of a town she now found herself in.

      Solace turned out to be nothing but a two-horse town made up of a handful of mismatched buildings and a squat water tower with a matching windmill. There was a pub with cracked and faded tables outside nestled underneath a large gum tree, a general store—named The Outpost—with a lonely red postbox out the front, an opal buyer who had signs outside saying ‘opal bought and sold’, and the garage, with its twin petrol bowers, where she now stood. The whole place was patched with rusted corrugated iron; even the water tank had seen better days. At least the main road was sealed.

      There wasn’t much going for it and Eloise knew if her van hadn’t broken down, she would’ve kept driving.

      The garage smelled like dirt and oil, but the concrete made the place cooler than standing in the radiant heat outside. Every available space was littered with various tools and spare parts, and the yard outside was in much the same state of disarray. It seemed like they repurposed everything out here, but logic told her that they had to since the town was so remote. It was a long way to go to get some bread and milk.

      The man hummed and ahhed, his wrench tapping against various parts of the engine. It seemed like he had all the time in the world.

      “Well?” she asked when she couldn’t take it any longer. “Can you fix it?”

      “Well…” The man straightened up and wiped his hands on his shirt. “What you have here is a blown head gasket.”

      Her eyebrows rose. Was that even a thing?

      “That smoke was from leaking coolant,” he went on. “You can drive it, but you won’t get far before the whole thing goes, then it’s one problem after the other. Out here…” He clucked his tongue and shrugged.

      The outback was an unforgiving place, and it seemed one turn too many had led Eloise the farthest away from civilisation she’d ever been. Not that it was a bad thing—she liked to avoid people as much as she could—but there was a line and right now, she was on the other side of the ‘do not go’ zone.

      “Can you replace it?” she asked, dreading how much it was going to cost. “The gasket?”

      The mechanic shrugged. “Na, yeah… It depends.”

      “On?”

      “How much time do you have?” He sighed and glanced out of the garage. “These vans aren’t that common out here, you see. They don’t like taking anything other than what was made for ‘em.  I’ll have to order the parts from the big smoke. Could take a while.”

      Eloise’s heart sank. If she decided to leave and find a mechanic in a bigger town, there was the chance she’d do more damage to the engine or breakdown somewhere even more remote. Being lost in the outback, unprepared, was trouble.

      She had no choice. “How much?”

      The mechanic screwed up his face, the wrinkles in his forehead deepening. “Oh, it’s probably a good two to three grand.”

      Eloise felt her expression fall and grew dizzy, and it wasn’t from the heat. “Two to three…”

      “It’s the labour, see,” the man went on. “Sorry to say, replacing a head gasket ain’t easy.”

      Her hands began to shake. She didn’t have that kind of money to slap down on repairs. Well, she did, but it was all the money she had in the world. The logistics of waiting who knew how many weeks for the van to be fixed made her head spin.

      “Is there somewhere I can park until it comes?” She glanced at the van and wrung her hands. “It’s my home, you see… I was travelling… And… It’s my home.”

      The mechanic’s expression softened.

      “I’ll pay,” she went on. “I don’t need much. I have solar panels…” Tears threatened, but there was no way she was going to cry in front of a stranger, least of all, a mechanic. They had a reputation for overcharging clueless women, didn’t they? Three thousand might become four if she wasn’t careful.

      The man nodded. “There’s a spot out back,” he said. “It won’t hurt to drive her around there.”

      The relief Eloise felt in that moment almost made her knees buckle. “Are you sure? How much?”

      “Nothing, darlin’. The repairs are going to cost you more than enough.”

      She fought back tears and the mechanic pulled out a stained handkerchief. He went to offer it to her but thought better of it and shoved it back where it came from.

      “The name’s Wally,” he said. “Wally O’Brian.” Thankfully, he didn’t reach out for a handshake.

      “Eloise.”

      He led her outside and pointed to the large yard at the rear of the garage. The ground was nothing but hard red dirt and scrub, but there were several trees that created a bit of natural shade. It was almost big enough for her entire van to fit under.

      “You can back up there,” Wally said, pointing to the trees. “There’s a tap here at the back of the garage, but it’s bore water. Good for washing, but not drinking.”

      Bore water was ground water pulled from underground water tables through bore holes. It was full of dirt and other impurities, but in the outback, any liquid was precious. She supposed she’d have to get bottled stuff from the store. It was another cost that began to eat away at her already taxed anxiety.

      “You settle yourself in, darlin’,” Wally told her. “I’ll come see you when I get that part sorted. Let you know the damage.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If you’re looking for some grub, head over to the pub. Most of the locals eat there every night. It’s good tucker.”

      Eloise nodded, but she was still thinking about her bank balance.

      Wally let her be, and she hopped into her van and started the engine. Head over to the pub? Maybe that wasn’t such a great idea. People, questions, handshakes.

      Touching someone was the last thing she wanted to do.
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        * * *

      

      The tip of Kyne Brady’s pick tinkled against the wall of rock as it struck potch.

      Scratching at the wall, he uncovered the first glimpse of the seam of opal he’d been trailing over the past week. It stood out from the claystone layer like shining obsidian. He was on the black for sure this time.

      Dropping the pick, he placed his hands on the wall and closed his eyes.

      He wasn’t that far underground, but his claim was remote and away from the noise of Solace and the highway beyond. All that lingered out here was him and the spirits.

      The Earth spoke to him, whispering its secrets, and he followed the echoes as they led him towards the glittering stone deep within the clay. The opal seam split through the layer and deeper into the wall, spreading out like tree roots. There was colour there, and a lot of it.

      Glancing down at his pick, Kyne sighed. He was going to need something bigger.

      Heading back down the tunnel, he found the drive and hopped up onto the ladder to the surface. Taking one rung at a time, the wobbly metal bashed against the rock face as he climbed the twenty-four feet back to the surface.

      He’d dubbed his claim, Black Hole, not after the space sucking anomalies in outer space but after the rare black opal that Solace was known for. A single ounce was worth thousands in the open market, and the more colour that shone through the black, the more it was worth.

      The midday sun was blazing when he reached topside. Six months out of the year it was too hot to mine, but all bets were off during the other six. Today was unseasonably warm, which always meant something was in the air.

      For Kyne, that something was opal. Finally.

      Casting a wary look around, he double and triple-checked the locks and traps Vera had made him. If he was onto black, then he had to be careful. He secured the grate over the drive and bumped the toe of his steel-capped boot against it. Electricity crackled.

      Ratters hadn’t bothered him for quite some time, but he knew they were still out there, waiting and watching. The thieves would come in the middle of the night, break into mines, and dig out any opal they could find, often rendering the places they destroyed dangerous. They’d dig out columns of rock, making the roof unstable, but they didn’t care—all they wanted was the opal.

      Miners could go entire seasons without finding any trace, let alone colour, and to have some bastard nick it before it could come out of the wall was a kick in the guts.

      Kyne didn’t have to worry. If someone ventured into Black Hole Mine, it’d live up to its name—that’s if they managed to find it in the first place.

      He tossed his hard hat into the tray of his ute and jumped into the driver’s seat. Putting on his hat—a dusty, black cowboy number he was rarely without—he revved the engine and peeled away from his claim, leaving a cloud of red dust in his wake.

      Solace was just as sleepy as it’d been since he last saw it. Nothing had changed, but it rarely did this far from civilisation.

      Pulling up outside the garage, he spotted Wally sitting inside. The old dog had his glasses on, squinting at his ancient, duct-taped laptop. Shaking his head, Kyne got out and went inside.

      “Hey, Wally,” he said, tipping the brim of his hat.

      Wally lifted his head from his ancient laptop. “G’day, mate. Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes. I almost forgot what your mug looked like.”

      “I’ve caught a scent,” he told the old mechanic.

      Wally snapped the lid of the laptop closed. “About time. I was starting to think you’d died down that hole.”

      Kyne wiped his brow. “Something’s changed. I can hear—”

      The mechanic coughed loudly and shook his head. That’s when Kyne noticed the white van parked out behind the shop. He could see it through the window, the sun shining off the exterior.

      “Blown head gasket,” Wally said with a shake of his head. “A Fiat. One of them motorhomes.”

      Kyne didn’t have to ask. A blown gasket was bad enough, but the nearest Fiat service centre was a thousand kilometres away. At least. It also meant an outsider was here.

      “Came in this morning,” Wally explained. “Poor girl. I think she’s living hand-to-mouth out of that thing. The whole van has certainly had its fair share of knocks.”

      Kyne wasn’t listening. If there was one thing he disliked more than ratters, it was outsiders.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he told Wally. “I’m just stopping by to see if you have a jackhammer. Mine carked it a few days back.”

      “Finally broke the old thing, eh?” Wally stood and crossed the garage. “I’ve got one you can use. Glad to lend it now that you’ve got your,” he waved his hands in the air, “mojo back.”

      Kyne clapped his hand on the old guy’s shoulder. “I’m on the black, Wally. A good piece, too.”

      “You don’t say?” He took off his glasses. “Hardy will be jumping for joy.”

      Kyne pressed his finger to his lips. “Not a word.”

      Wally snorted and polished his glasses on his greasy shirt. “You going to see Vera before you go?” Kyne’s expression faded into a scowl. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “I’m just here for the jackhammer,” Kyne told him.

      “She could do with your help, you know.”

      “Nothing happens here. She’s doing just fine.”

      Wally glanced at the van out back.

      “What?” Kyne asked.

      “I’ve got a feeling…”

      “About?”

      “A feeling, Kyne.”

      He snorted and looked out the window at the motorhome. Whoever this woman was, she was nowhere in sight. If she was something to worry about, Kyne would’ve already felt it, sight unseen.

      “Talk to Vera about it,” he told the mechanic. “I’ve got opal to dig.”

      “Elementals,” he heard Wally mutter as he went off to find the jackhammer. “More temperamental than a bloody bull ant.”

      “No more than an old dog on a full moon.”
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      The sun was setting in a burst of orange and red when Eloise emerged from her van.

      She paused, watching the colours as they stretched across the outback, turning the dust into a mirage of liquid flame. The first stars were beginning to emerge as pinpoints of white light, and the brightest were the planets. Tonight, it was Venus that chased the sunset. Mars hung next to the crescent moon, flashing a dull shade of red.

      A red planet. Red dust.

      Eloise shivered and looked towards the road. She could see the pub across the street. It was lit up with yellowish bulbs and the sound of music ebbed out into the stillness. Beside her, the garage was dark. Wally must have gone out.

      Her stomach gurgled, but she hesitated. There was food in the little twelve-volt fridge in her van and instant noodles in the cupboard, but after the day she’d had it just didn’t sound appetising.

      Locking the van, she made her way towards the pub, her scuffed combat boots making no sound on the powdery red dirt. She didn’t bother looking for traffic when she came to the road; she simply stepped out onto the bitumen, the silence eerie.

      The moment her right boot came into contact with the white line in the centre of the highway, a tremor rippled up her leg and into her body.

      Eloise stood there as confusion settled in. In all her travels, she’d never felt anything like it. She’d climbed mountains, swum in bottomless lagoons, waded through the surf at the northern and southern most tips of the country, slept under the stars, and walked barefoot in ancient forests. All searching for an answer to a question she was beginning to think had none.

      What was she?

      Looking up at the pub, she huddled into her grey tartan shirt, pulling the collar back up over her shoulders. The air was warm, but she suddenly felt cold. It was nothing, just her imagination. Stress. Yeah, that’s it. Stress.

      Determined to ignore her uneasiness, she kept walking but came to a stop just outside the ring of light surrounding the pub.

      Should she go in? Her anxiety began to rear its ugly head, taunting her with a barrage of home truths. Why try when one accidental touch will make them hate you? Why try when they’ll just forget you?

      Eloise snorted and shook her head. It wasn’t like she was staying here. A couple of weeks and she’d be gone. Broke, but gone.

      A low, moaning sound echoed from behind the pub, then someone swore, and the corrugated iron nailed onto the walls rattled as something heavy bashed against it.

      Edging around the corner of the building, Eloise hesitated when she caught sight of a man on the ground, slumped against the wall, naked. Completely and utterly naked.

      At first, she didn’t know what to do. Leaves were stuck in his ratty blond hair and sweat and dirt smeared his skin. He had to be near her age, somewhere in his twenties. Lean, tanned, muscles, the whole bit…but he was naked.

      Eloise stared at him and wrinkled her nose as the man looked up at her.

      His blue eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “You’re naked,” she replied.

      He lifted his hands, exposing more than she wanted to see and smirked. “So?”

      “Indecent exposure is against the law, you know.”

      The man sat up and gestured to the dark expanse of nothing. “Who you gunna call, sweetheart?”

      Before she could retort, he slumped back against the wall and was out like a light. He definitely had issues.

      Sighing, she went inside the pub.

      The sound of some classic Aussie rock song washed over her as she pushed the door open.

      A huge man stood behind the bar with a tea towel thrown over one shoulder. He was broad-shouldered and built, with short greying hair and a matching handlebar moustache. He wore a faded blue T-shirt underneath a blue and white flannel shirt with rolled sleeves.

      Immediately, Eloise felt intimidated and almost backed out the door, but the man looked up and smiled. The gesture made his whole face soften and she let the door close behind her.

      “G’day,” he said, waving her over.

      The bar was made of corrugated iron and patched up wood. The top was lined with various mats promoting beer companies—bright green Victoria Bitter, yellow XXXX Gold, maroon Carlton Draught—and looked sticky to the touch. Stools made of natural polished wood spread out across the front, and the rest of the room was dotted with mismatched tables and chairs. It looked more like someone’s kitchen from the 1980s than a pub.

      A door behind the bar led out to a kitchen where the smell of cooking wafted out, mingling with the pungent scent of stale beer.

      As Eloise moved towards the bar, she caught the eye of a man sitting on a stool at the far end, who was nursing a pint and a bowl of hot chips.

      He didn’t seem to be much older than she was—mid-twenties—but he had a strange aura about him that made her pause. His eyes were a slate grey, his skin unblemished, and his shoulder-length, dreadlocked hair was so black, it almost appeared midnight blue beneath the artificial lights.

      He smirked at her and shoved a chip into his mouth.

      “You must be Eloise,” the beefy man behind the bar said. “I’m Blue, the owner of this fine establishment.”

      Did everyone already know who she was? She supposed it was a small town. If her van breaking down was the biggest news of the day, then they had problems.

      “Blue?”

      “They call me that because I used to have flaming red hair,” he replied with a chuckle.

      “Oh…”

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “Uh, there’s a naked man outside,” she told him.

      “Ah, that’d be Drew,” Blue said with a sigh, taking the tea towel off his shoulder. “Boy’s got problems, but he’s harmless.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “I was actually hoping for some food.”

      “Ah, yes. Dinner is on at six. One flat fee, dish of the day, all the sides you can handle.” She glanced at the clock behind the counter; it was a quarter to six. “You want a drink while you wait? First one’s on the house.”

      “Sure…”

      Blue didn’t wait for her order, he picked up a pint glass and pulled a beer from the tap. “So, you’ll be staying with us for a few weeks, eh? There ain’t much going for a young’un out here, I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t mind,” she told him. “I prefer the quiet.”

      He put the beer down in front of her. “Well, you’re going to get a lot of that out here.”

      She thought about her financial predicament. If she was going to ask anyone about earning some extra cash, it’d be the local publican. “Is there any work around here?” she asked. “Labour, bar work, kitchen hand…”

      Blue shrugged. “The place takes care of itself.”

      “But there are a heap of mines out here, right? I can shift rock.”

      He gave her a look that said she was either mad or simply didn’t understand what she was asking.

      She glanced at the man sitting at the bar, but he was enthralled with his bowl of hot chips. “What? Head gaskets don’t pay for themselves.”

      “Mining is backbreaking work,” Blue told her. “Besides, most miners don’t like taking on outsiders. They’re a secretive lot. There’s a lot of money in opal, and they’ll guard their claims with a shotgun in hand. It’s no place for a woman with no experience.”

      “Oh, experience,” she drawled. “Here I was thinking it was just because I have a pair of tits.”

      The man at the end of the bar laughed, his grey eyes sparkling with amusement.

      Eloise’s cheeks heated and she jerked away from the bar. “This was a mistake. I’m sorry to waste your time.”

      “Now hold up there,” Blue began, but she wasn’t listening.

      Mortified, Eloise turned only to come face to face with a woman with long, flaming, curly red hair. Brilliant green eyes stared at her and she almost fell backwards.

      “Don’t listen to those dimwits,” the woman said, her accent unmistakably Irish. “They don’t know their mouths from their arseholes. Their balls certainly don’t house extra brain cells, either.”

      Eloise stared, her anxiety rising. It was so long since she had a friend—or a conversation lasting longer than two minutes—that she wasn’t sure how to ‘people’ anymore.

      “You’re the woman with the motorhome,” the newcomer said. “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course, she is,” the man with the chips called out. “There isn’t any other new face here.”

      She scowled and looked over Eloise’s shoulder. “Oh, shut your gob, Finn.” To Eloise, she said, “The sound of his voice makes me want to throw up on a daily basis.”

      Finn snorted and turned back to his beer.

      “Eloise, isn’t it?” the woman asked. “I’m Vera. Wally told me to look out for you. With the exception of Finn and his sour attitude, we do like to help each other in Solace.” She picked up Eloise’s beer from the bar. “Come and sit with me.”

      It didn’t seem like she had much choice, so she slid into a chair opposite Vera. She was already beginning to envy her ease and confidence…along with her fashion sense.

      Vera wore a flowing khaki peasant blouse with cream-coloured embroidery around the edges, short denim cutoffs, Blundstone boots, and about a million silver rings. Some glittered with different stones, but most were unadorned and bent into different shapes—a triangle, a circle, points—and underneath, Eloise spied some tattoos etched along each long finger.

      Vera didn’t seem to notice her staring. She just leaned close like she was about to tell her some scandalous secret. “Since you’ll be here for a while, let me tell you about Solace,” she began. “Blue, you know. He’s owned the pub for thirty years.” She shot a filthy look at Finn. “Finn… There’s no love lost there. Who else…? There’s Hardy, the opal buyer. Cuts and polishes the most beautiful stones you’ve ever seen. Definitely go into his shop and see. You know Wally, of course. There’s a few miners who come and go—Kyne, Trapper, Gunno, Nigel. Most of them live out on their claims or in the dugouts. A rough bunch, but mostly good blokes.”

      “Dugouts?”

      “Houses made out of old mines,” Vera explained. “It gets so hot in the summer and the only place that’s bearable is underground. They’re pretty solid homes. Painted walls, polished floors, electricity, and plumbing, all at a constant twenty-four degrees Celsius. Best air-conditioning around.”

      “What do you do?” Eloise asked. “It seems to be a man’s world out here.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Vera sighed. “I run the Outpost. Someone’s gotta keep these gobshites watered and fed with more than beer and chicken parmigiana.”

      “I heard that,” Blue called out.

      “We have all kinds of stuff at the shop,” she went on, ignoring the publican. “We double as the post office, bank, hardware store, chemist, supermarket, newsagent, and anything else you can think of. If you need it, I’ve got it. If I don’t, I can get it.”

      “She’s also the local fortune teller,” Finn called out. “She can tell your future by looking at the wrinkles on your arse cheeks.”

      Vera scowled and let out a lengthy sigh.

      “Finn, give it a rest, mate,” Blue growled. “We don’t need that in here. Not tonight.”

      Eloise snuck a glance at Finn, wondering what his problem was. She’d obviously stepped into some toxic dynamic between him and Vera. She wondered what it was. Maybe they used to be romantic and it’d turned sour.

      “He is telling the truth, though,” Vera said. “Not about the arse cheeks, but I have experience with palmistry…tarot, too.”

      As if an Irish woman living in the middle of the Australian outback, running a general store wasn’t unusual enough, she had to throw in fortune telling, too.

      “Here, I can read yours.” Vera reached out for her hand and Eloise jerked away so sharply she almost tipped her chair backwards.

      For what felt like an eternity, everyone stared at her as she pulled her hands into the sleeves of her shirt.

      Embarrassment flooded her cheeks and she felt tears of frustration begin to cloud her vision.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I’m—” She rose and began to tremble. “I’m sorry.”

      “El—” Vera began, but she was out the door before she could finish.
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        * * *

      

      Vera stared after Eloise in shock.

      “That was unexpected,” she said.

      “So much for Wally’s feeling,” Finn drawled, turning back to his chips.

      “You’re supposed to know these things,” Blue said. “Didn’t you get a vision?”

      “How can I get a vision if I can’t touch her?” Vera asked with a scowl.

      “I’m a mere mortal,” he replied. “I don’t know how any of this stuff works.”

      Of course, he didn’t. Blue was a regular human, but Vera was a witch. A witch without a coven, but a witch, nonetheless. Her magic should’ve told her if Wally’s ‘feeling’ had any merit, and she’d gotten a faint vibe that might be something. Without touching her, it was just an educated guess at best.

      “Maybe she melts people from the inside out,” Finn declared. “If you turned into a glob of melted flesh, I’d be sad, Vera.”

      Wally chose that moment to walk in. “I just saw Eloise fly out of here and disappear up the road,” he said. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing,” Vera snapped. “Nothing at all.”

      “You tried to touch her,” Finn drawled like she’d committed the ultimate crime.

      “I didn’t see you doing anything but sneer at her,” Vera cried. “I thought fae were supposed to be empathetic creatures.”

      “We don’t like to lie,” he drawled. “It has nothing to do with caring. I’d like to see you try to have an optimistic outlook when you’ve spent a thousand years as a withered husk.” He picked up another hot chip and screwed up his nose. “Great. Now my chips are cold. I loathe cold chips.”

      Blue sighed and snatched the bowl off the bar. “I’ll reheat them.”

      “Don’t bother. The microwave makes them all rubbery.”

      “Stop complaining. I’ll stick them in the fryer.”

      As they continued to argue about fried slices of potato, Vera frowned, her thoughts firmly on the outsider Eloise.

      “She must be an Exile,” she mused. “There’s no other reason for her to be here.”

      “It could be a coincidence,” Wally said, beginning to doubt himself. “They do happen. That road out there is open to anyone. There’s nothing there to stop them from rolling in and rolling out.”

      “Supernaturals don’t come here unless they’re driven to,” the witch told him. “If you had a feeling, it’s worth investigating. We can’t be too careful.”

      “She’s driving around in a motorhome,” Wally murmured, his brow creasing. “Travelling on her own.”

      “It’s a bit far to come for sightseeing,” Finn drawled. “Especially alone…especially considering what we’re sitting on top of.”

      Vera frowned, remembering how Eloise had pulled away. It felt like she was afraid of being touched, not the other way around. There was something about her, something she was doing everything in her power to hide.

      “She’s squashed it down so much, it’s barely detectable,” she mused. “Whatever it is, she’s either unaware or—”

      “Or it’s dangerous,” Finn snapped. “We’ve got enough of that already.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Vera told him, trying to hold her temper. “She’s here until Wally can fix her van. We should use that time to get to know her.”

      “Since when did the witch become the leader?” Finn asked with a roll of his eyes.

      “Since Kyne decided to live full-time down his black hole,” Vera drawled. “He’s too busy sulking to care about the seal, so someone has to take charge.”

      “Be nice about it, will ya?” Wally stated. “I get the feeling she’s all alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the sun had set.

      Eloise walked along the road into the shadows, unafraid of whatever was lurking in the darkness. Snakes, lizards, dingoes…she didn’t care a single iota. One bite of her and they’d be toast anyway. What use was it to worry?

      Past the Outpost, she discovered a massive boab tree growing amongst the scrub. Its base was swollen and the top narrow, giving it the appearance of a bottle with branches growing out of the neck. It was unusual and beautiful, the moonlit outline a strange spectre in the darkness.

      As she approached, a dark figure ducked out from behind the bloated trunk. She yelped and stumbled back a step—it was a man.

      “Oh, pardon me, miss,” the stranger said in an earthy accent. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      She blinked as he stepped into the moonlight. He was an Indigenous man, young, dark-skinned, with curly brownish-black hair that touched his shoulders. Hazel eyes stared at her from underneath impossibly long lashes and she blushed. It seemed as if he could see right through her, even in the dark.

      Her gaze flicked to the boab tree behind him. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “I’m called Coen,” he told her. “The boab is a good place to rest.”

      “I’m Eloise,” she said, her voice wavering.

      “You’re the woman with the van.”

      She shook her head and scoffed, “Word travels fast around here.”

      “I saw you this morning. The marlu, he show me.”

      “Marlu?” She didn’t understand what he meant.

      “The kangaroo.” When he saw the look on her face, he laughed. “The spirits are strong. This place is full of the magic of the Dreaming.”

      Her interest ignited and she took a step closer. “The Dreaming?” she asked. “I’ve heard of it, but what is it?”

      “The Dreaming is the beginning of the world,” Coen told her. “But it is also the past, present, and future. It is the ancient time where spirits and animals were full of magic.” He swept a hand across the sky and the stars seemed to glimmer all the brighter. “There is this world and the world beyond, where magical things happen. The spirits speak through the sky and the animals.”

      A shiver ran down her spine as she recalled the image of the mountain that lived in her dreams. “Who are the spirits?”

      “Ancestors,” he told her. “Animals, creatures.” He pointed to the sky again. “Those that come from above, sealed below.”

      “How do you know these things?”

      Coen beamed. “I’ve been many places. Faraway places. Places where mobs speak many different words. I travel the Dreaming.”

      She didn’t understand how she felt it, but she could sense magic around him—tingling, shaking, vibrating, warmth. In all her travels, she’d never found anyone like him. Her heart leapt and she stepped closer.

      “How?” she asked. “Can you find answers there?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Depends on what you ask.”

      Her throat tightened. How could she ask the one thing she desperately wanted to know? Where could she find the truth?

      “I don’t know where to go,” she said, hardly understanding why she was opening up to a stranger, in the dark and the middle of the outback, no less.

      “Make paths by walking.” Coen pointed to the scrub. “Walk and you’ll find your mob.”

      “Is it really that simple?”

      “You already walkabout.” He laughed, a long, comical cackle that split his sides, then he backed away, melting into the shadows.

      “Wait!” she called, but he didn’t reply. “Coen?”

      It made no difference how loud she called. Like a spirit, he’d disappeared into the ether.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Eloise dreamed about the mountain again that night.

      It rose high above her, the outline of the black magma-infused peak dull against the midnight blue sky. The air was still, the usual noisy nocturnal animals of the outback silent in the dark.

      As she stood there, her heart hammered so loudly in her ears, she was sure the ghosts could hear it. They were out there, lingering just out of view, in this world or the next, she was never sure.

      But they were there. Calling.

      The distinct sound of stone against stone echoed in the distance. It knocked three times. Knock, knock, knock.

      Eloise woke with a start.

      A knock sounded at the sliding door of her van and she swore. It must have filtered into her dreams.

      She peered behind the curtain and saw a man lingering outside. What was it with all the guys in this place?

      Rubbing her eyes, she slipped out of bed and padded the three steps to the sliding door. She slid it open, the metal whizzing over the runners, and squinted out into the early morning sun.

      “Hey,” he said. “Sorry to wake you.”

      Eloise sniffed and looked him over. He seemed to be in his early thirties and a rugged sort of handsome. Chiseled jaw with a coat of stubble, longish, wavy brown hair that was tied back in a low man bun, bright hazel eyes. He had the whole outback stockman vibe going with his dusty jeans, boots, and khaki shirt that was open at the collar. He was pale though, like he’d never seen more than five minutes’ worth of sun in his whole life. It was a juxtaposition if she ever saw one.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, now blindingly aware she was wearing her purple unicorn pyjamas and was lacking a bra. Scratch the bit about the bra, she thought. Guys are into that kind of thing.

      “I’m Hardy,” the man said. He pointed over his shoulder towards the road. “I’m the opal buyer.”

      She blinked. “Okay…”

      “Blue said you were looking for work,” he added. “I might have something for you, if you’re interested.”

      “How much does it pay?”

      Hardy laughed, flashing his perfect, white teeth. Eloise was beginning to see there were two types of people who lived in Solace—old dusty men or oddly beautiful young people. The ratio of women to men was alarmingly low, though.

      “You’ll go far in a place like this with that attitude,” he told her. “But you have to be prepared to negotiate. Miners will try to squeeze every last cent out of you.”

      “What are we talking here? Minimum wage? Is there a finder’s fee?”

      Hardy shook his head and laughed. “Maybe you want to get dressed first, eh? I’ll wait for you in the shop. Hop on over when you’re ready. I ain’t going nowhere.”

      Eloise looked down at her faded unicorn T-shirt and shrugged. “Cool.”

      Hardy gave her a wave and walked away, disappearing around the corner of the garage.

      There was nothing else going for her, so Eloise dressed, pulling on a pair of denim shorts, a T-shirt, and her boots. Locking the van, she ventured out into the heat of the morning and went over to Hardy’s shop, curious to see what this mysterious job entailed.

      A bell tinkled as she opened the door and a relieving blast of cool air hit her in the face. Closing out the heat behind her, Hardy emerged from a door behind a glass counter that ran the entire width of the shop. There were seats to one side and some posters and framed photographs on the wall, but there wasn’t much else to see.

      “Couldn’t keep away, huh?” Hardy asked as she peered into the display cases under the counter.

      She smiled and looked at the array of polished opal. They glittered with various colour combinations and shapes, but it was the price tags that made her eyes water.

      “How’s Solace treating you?” Hardy prodded when she didn’t reply.

      Eloise thought about the pub and grimaced. After she’d left, she’d met Coen, which had been another strange encounter, but it had left her feeling so dreamy and whimsical that she’d sat outside under the stars eating her instant noodles, contemplating the meaning of her existence like she never had before.

      “I met a man last night,” she began
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