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The rain hammered Collins Street like it had a grudge against the pavement. I watched it from my office window, fourth floor of a building that had seen better decades, nursing a coffee that had gone cold. Melbourne in June—grey sky, grey rain, grey mood.

The woman who walked through my door looked like she might be in her late thirties, dark hair pulled back tight, wearing a navy coat that was too expensive for my usual clientele. Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry. She'd done her crying before she came to see me.

"Mr. Calder?" Her voice was steady, controlled.

"Jack, I said, please,” gesturing to the chair across from my desk. "Nobody calls me Mr. Calder except bill collectors and Insurance salesman. You don't look like either."

She didn't smile. Didn't sit down right away either. Instead, she looked around my office like she was reassessing her decision to come here. I couldn't blame her. The place wasn't much—scratched desk, filing cabinet with a broken drawer, a coat rack leaning at an angle that suggested it was as tired as I felt most days.

"I'm sorry," she said finally, settling into the chair. "I'm not sure how this works."

"You tell me what's wrong. I tell you if I can help. We agree on a price. I help. Usually in that order."

She opened her handbag—expensive leather, same quality as the coat—and pulled out her phone. "My brother, Daniel. Daniel Porter. He lives in Coober Pedy."

"South Australia," I said. "Opal town."

"Yes.”

"Drove through once, years ago. Middle of nowhere, half the town lives underground, hotter than hell."

"He's been there three years," she said. "Works in the opal mines. Not as a miner, exactly—he does administrative work for one of the mining operations. MineralAus Solutions."

She said the company name like it tasted bad.

"You two close?"

"We talk twice a week. Every Tuesday and Friday evening, without fail. Text, email, sometimes a call. For three years, Jack. Three years, never missed once."

I could see where this was going. "Until now."

"Two weeks ago Friday. Nothing. I texted him that night, the next morning. Called. Emailed. Nothing. Tuesday came—nothing. I called the company, they said he was fine, just busy. I called the police up there, they said he's an adult, probably just taking some time for himself."

"Adults do that sometimes," I said gently.

Her jaw tightened. "Not Daniel. Not without telling me. Our parents died when we were young—car accident. We're all each other has. He wouldn't just stop talking to me. Something's wrong."

I'd heard variations of this before. Usually, "something wrong" turned out to be a new girlfriend, a drinking problem, or just a person deciding they needed space from family. But sometimes—sometimes it was worse.

"You think it has to do with his work?"

"The last time we spoke, two weeks ago Friday, he said something odd." She scrolled through her phone, found what she was looking for. "Here. Read this."

She handed me the phone. The message was short:

*Working late again. The numbers aren't adding up. I’m working for crooks. Talk Friday. Love you, Em.”

"Em?"

"Emily. I'm Emily Porter."

"And you never got to talk to him on Friday."

"No."

I studied her face. She met my eyes without flinching. Whatever else was going on, she believed what she was telling me.

"What do you think he found?"

"I don't know. He didn't tell me specifics about his work, said it was boring administrative stuff mostly. But he mentioned once that there had been some tension between the company and some of the independent miners. MineralAus owns several claims, but they also process stones for smaller operators. He said some of those operators felt they weren't getting fair prices."

"Enough to make someone disappear?"

"In Coober Pedy? I've never been there, but from what Daniel told me..." She paused. "It's not like Melbourne, Jack. It's rough country. Rough people. Money at stake. And opals—they're not like other minerals. One stone can be worth nothing or worth a hundred thousand dollars. It makes people desperate. Daniel said you could feel it sometimes, the desperation."

I turned her brother's message over in my mind. *The numbers aren't adding up. Could mean anything. Could mean nothing. But combined with “I’m working for crooks” and two weeks of silence from a man who'd never missed a check-in before...

"I charge five hundred a day plus expenses," I said. "Coober Pedy's a long way from Melbourne. We're talking flights, accommodation, probably a week minimum, maybe more. Call it five thousand to start, and we'll settle up when I'm done."

She didn't blink. "Done."

"I'll need information. Everything you have on your brother. His address up there, his employer contacts, friends if he mentioned any, habits, haunts. Phone records if you can get them."

"I’ll send you everything."

"One more thing, Emily. Sometimes when people go looking for answers, they don't like what they find. Your brother might be fine and just not want to be found right now. Or he might be in trouble. Or he might be the trouble. You prepared for any of those outcomes?"

"I just need to know he's safe," she said. "That's all. If he wants space from me after that, fine. But I need to know."

I nodded. I'd heard that before too. Usually people meant it less than they thought they did, but Emily Porter had that look—the one that said she'd live with whatever truth came out, as long as she knew what it was.

"Alright," I said. "Give me until Monday to get things arranged. I'll head up there Tuesday, start asking around."

She relaxed a fraction, the first real ease I'd seen in her posture since she walked in. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. I haven't found him."

"But you'll try."

"Yeah," I said, looking back out at the rain. "I'll try."
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I spent the weekend doing what I always did before a job: research and regret. The research was about Coober Pedy. The regret was about taking a case that would drag me into the South Australian desert.

It was winter but seasons did not matter much up there. Coober Pedy had two seasons: hot and hotter. June was supposedly the cooler period, which meant daytime temperatures in the low thirties instead of the forties. Small mercies.

Emily had been efficient. By Saturday morning, I had a thick digital file on Daniel Porter. Thirty-four years old, degree in accounting from RMIT, worked in Melbourne for a mining consultancy firm before taking the job with MineralAus Solutions three years ago. The move had surprised Emily—Daniel was a city person, she said, liked his cafes and his footy matches. But the money had been good, and he'd told her he wanted a change, wanted to see what life was like somewhere completely different.

He'd gotten that, at least.

The photos Emily sent showed a lean man with dark hair like his sister's, wearing glasses, usually smiling. In most of them he was outdoors—the desert, the underground tunnels, standing next to mining equipment. He looked happy. That was worth noting. People who are planning to disappear don't usually look happy in their recent photos.

MineralAus Solutions was registered in Adelaide, operations in Coober Pedy and Andamooka. South Australia’s two opal settlements.  Mid-sized company, established enough to have been around for fifteen years. Their website was professional but generic—stock photos of mines, copy about sustainable extraction and community partnership. The kind of language that meant nothing and covered everything.

The CEO was a man named Graham Ashfield. His bio described him as a "veteran of the mining industry with over thirty years of experience." His photo showed a red-faced man in his sixties, squinting at the camera like it owed him money.

Daniel's last known address was on Hutchison Street, one of the underground dugout streets that Coober Pedy was famous for. Made sense—living underground was the only way to survive the summer heat without air conditioning running twenty-four hours a day.

The Overland rail service would get me to Adelaide in around 10 hours. I booked a flight for Tuesday evening, Adelaide to Coober Pedy, and a rental car. The town had a motel above ground called the Desert Cave, and I reserved a room there. Not underground—I'd sleep in a hole in the ground if I had to, but I wasn't going to pay for the privilege.

Sunday I called an old contact in the South Australia Police, a detective named Marion Holt. We'd crossed paths on a case five years back, stayed in touch the way you do with people you respect even if you don't particularly like each other.

"Jack Calder," she said when she picked up. "Still digging through other people's dirt for money?"

"Still putting people in cages for a pension?"

She laughed. "What
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