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      I love a sunburnt country,

      A land of sweeping plains,

      Of ragged mountain ranges,

      Of droughts and flooding rains.

      

      ‘My Country’ by Dorothea Mackellar

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Coen lounged underneath the great boab tree, watching the dusting of stars that made up the single long arm of the Milky Way.

      A large, grey kangaroo sat beside him, her whiskers twitching as she pawed at the joey in her pouch. Long, spindly legs peeking out the top was the only glimpse Coen had of the baby, but he didn’t mind. The joey was warm inside, nestled close to his mother’s belly.

      Just underneath the Southern Cross constellation was the head of the emu—a dark cloud of stars at the tip of the Milky Way. He stretched all the way across the horizon, his body forming through the dust lanes of the great arm of the galaxy. It was already summer, so the emu had faded with the Earth’s rotation, but he would reappear soon enough. The sky spoke to Coen, so he knew.

      The kangaroo and the crocodile lived in the Milky Way too, and many other things besides. The whirlwind spirit white fellas called the willy willy, warriors travelling their own paths, and ancient memory sailing through the streams of the Dreaming. Coen knew the dark spaces between were more important to his people than the stars themselves.

      As an Indigenous Australian, Coen was connected to the land in more ways than even the supernatural people of Solace.

      More than Kyne, who’s magic spoke to the earth. More than Eloise, who’s elemental ability allowed her to see the threads that bound the physical world to the Dreaming. And Vera, who’s arcane witch energy was connected to all things. Wally O’Brien’s werewolf was too wild to be tamed, so he wasn’t able to see anything. Then there was Hardy, who’s vampire nature allowed him to walk in life as the dead—his understanding of the invisible was only learned through time.

      Perhaps out of all of them, Drew was the one who could see more than he understood. His dingo spirit walked the paths of the Dreaming, bringing him close to Coen and the marlu—an Indigenous word meaning ‘kangaroo’. The land called, and so the dingo ran like lightning.

      Coen stroked the marlu’s head as he read the signs in the sky. The emu would soon disappear, the turning of the Earth moving Solace away from the dark core of the galaxy.

      The stars held more than stories and spirits from the Dreaming. They carried messages to and fro that spoke of warnings and tidings. White fellas called them omens—prophecy—but to Coen, they were always changing, ever moving. Nothing was set in stone until it had happened.

      The stars he saw that night…they were flowing through the rivers of the Dreaming as they dipped below the horizon.

      “Trouble approaches, Marlu,” he murmured. “But we knew that. See?” He pointed to the sky and the kangaroo gazed upward. “The emu sets, but he is chased by the lawman. He comes for the swagman’s tucker bag as the emu rests at the billabong.”

      He grinned as he thought of Eloise Hart and her shiny white van. Wally had fixed it, but it had never left Solace.

      The marlu looked at him, her big brown eyes full of questions.

      “Don’t worry,” Coen told her. “I will watch as I always have. They know what to do.”

      As summer came, the emu in the sky would land, settling by the billabong that was full of spring rain. He would look after everything that lived there, from the animals to the people, taking the shape of a rare black emu bird. When the wet approached, he would take flight once more.

      This, he knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Eloise Hart sat on the step of her motorhome and looked out over Solace.

      It was a bright and clear day, the heat of the sun baking the iconic red dirt of the Australian outback, and the sky shone a blue so brilliant, it hurt her eyes.

      As she listened to the faint sounds of construction, she could hardly believe it’d been a mere three weeks since her van had broken down on the outskirts of Solace.

      Wally, the town mechanic and resident werewolf, had finished replacing the damaged head gasket that morning. Eloise had wasted no time jumping in the cab and driving over to her new plot, keen to get settled. Nestled in a copse of gum trees, she had an elevated view of the town below.

      Curling her hands around her cup of tea, her thoughts ran away from her.

      Solace was a tiny mining town in outback New South Wales, a few kilometres south of the Queensland border. It was a ‘blink and you’ll miss it’ kind of place, with few buildings and even fewer residents. The highway cut straight through the middle, bringing the massive road trains—hulking trucks towing three trailers—to the remote parts of the country they were famous for.

      The land was rich in silica, which over millions of years, had transformed into glittering opal. It formed in the dried up ancient coral reef and river systems, which was the prehistoric legacy of the dry centre of this part of Australia. The most precious opal of all was black opal, and it was found right there in Solace.

      The problem was, opal was difficult to mine and only the bravest and hardiest remained to hunt for the precious treasure hidden deep in the earth. The people who lived in Solace were some of them. They called themselves the Exiles, supernatural outcasts who’d banded together to create a home where they could be open about who they really were.

      The Outpost, aka the general store, was run by Vera, the Irish witch who supplied food and everything but the kitchen sink to all who needed it. Hardy, the vampire, was the local opal buyer, who cut and polished the precious stone in his workshop in the back. Blue owned the pub at the southern end of the strip, and he was the only human amongst the supernaturals. Wally looked after the garage, serving as the mechanic and supplier of precious fuel—the second most important outback lifeline, the first being water. Drew, the dingo shifter, was the last arrival before Eloise, and he worked at the Outpost.

      Then there were the fae—a half dozen of them—who lived just outside of town. Finn was their leader and the only one who ventured into Solace. Eloise had never met them, and if she hadn’t seen them from a distance, she would’ve wondered if they existed at all.

      Coen was an Indigenous man, mysterious and deeply spiritual. He appeared when he wanted and not a moment before. His best friend was a kangaroo, otherwise known as a marlu in the language of his mob. There was no one way to describe who he was and what he could do. Coen was on a walkabout—a spiritual journey through the Dreaming.

      Finally, Kyne Brady was the most special of all. To Eloise, he was more than just a romantic fling and the leader of the Exiles. His talents lay in the earth, mining the rare black opal, aided by his supernatural heritage. He was an elemental, just like her, and it was their shared power that helped him lead her out of her lonely, painful life on the road and into a world where she was accepted for who she was—an elemental who could connect with ether, the element that bound everything and everyone together.

      Solace was a beautiful and magical place, and Eloise had quickly fallen for everything and everyone—even Finn and his famously sour attitude.

      But Solace had a secret.

      Underneath the boab tree at the northern end of town was an entrance to an old mineshaft. Through the twisting tunnels dug by opal miners of old, lay an ancient cave which held a dangerous and unknown magical power. The Exiles called it the seal, and that’s exactly what it was.

      What was trapped underneath it was open for interpretation, but Eloise knew it was bad. When she’d met Andante—the old woman who lived amongst the rivers of the Dreaming—she’d told her about the heart of the ocean and what would happen if the seal was ever opened. The word she’d used was ‘calamity’.

      Eloise shivered and drank the last of her tea, draining the dregs in her cup. When they’d found out there was a key, that calamity had a real chance of being unleashed, but she’d stopped it. She’d used her elemental powers to make the Dust Dogs—the pack of dingo shifter bikers who wanted to take the seal by force—disappear without a trace.

      Shivering again, Eloise dumped her empty cup into the sink and closed the door to her motorhome. The heavy metal ran across the runners with a whizz, then banged shut. The town and seal were both safe for now, but more would come looking for it. And when they did, the Exiles had to be ready.

      Walking across the road that led up from Solace, she ventured up the ridge to where Kyne and Drew were busy building.

      They were renovating an old dugout that sat on some of Kyne’s land behind Solace. It’d once been a mine that buried back into the ridge, but sometime in the last twenty years someone had turned it into a makeshift home.

      Most of the houses in Solace were underground—the coolest place to be in the middle of the blistering outback summer. According to Wally, the highest temperature they’d recorded, since someone decided it was best to write these things down, was fifty-two degrees Celsius. It was hot enough to cook a steak on the highway. Well done, too.

      Eloise had arrived on the tail end of the wet season, and now the days were beginning to heat up. She hoped the air conditioner Kyne had ordered for her motorhome would be delivered soon. She didn’t want to cook like that steak.

      Materials and tools littered the clearing outside the dugout, and sawdust showered over Drew as he fired up the circular saw and sliced through a length of wood. What they were building was a mystery, but they’d already made short work of the demolition. Junk lay in a heap to one side where Kyne’s ute was parked, a trailer hitched to the tow bar.

      “No work on today?” Kyne asked as she lingered in the shade.

      “Hardy’s out for today,” she told them. Her elemental powers had made her a natural at cutting and polishing opal, so she’d become Hardy’s new apprentice. “He went to do a sweep of the Dust Dogs camp.”

      Drew frowned. He turned back to the workbench and began to measure out another piece of wood so he didn’t have to say anything.

      Eloise glanced at Kyne, who shrugged.

      “Probably the best thing to do,” the elemental said. “We don’t need any more nasty surprises. At least not right away.”

      She looked at the shifter. “You all right, Drew?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and nodded, his blond hair falling into his eyes. Then he went back to measuring.

      She couldn’t blame him for avoiding the whole thing. The Dust Dogs were responsible for the death of his pack. He was the only survivor but had unknowingly fallen in with the bikers. He’d stolen the key from them when he found out how bad they truly were, but it wasn’t until he’d gone back to stop them from coming to Solace that he’d discovered the truth. Eloise hadn’t made things easier by allowing him to kill the alpha Roth and disappearing the rest. Drew was now the alpha of a pack who may or may not come back one day…providing they were still in the same world.

      Time, Eloise thought. It’d take time for him to come to terms with what’d happened.

      “Can I help with anything?” she asked. “I know stuff all about building, but I’m an elemental. That counts for something, hey?”

      Kyne laughed and shook his head. “It’s not the same thing.”

      “Why not?”

      Drew looked over his shoulder again. “Is she really asking?”

      Eloise pouted and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, she’s really asking.”

      “Because hammering a nail is different than making a nail,” Kyne told her with a chuckle. “Unless you can use ether to put everything where it needs to go.”

      Eloise sighed. “That’s inconvenient.”

      “Magic has rules, just like everything else.”

      “Lame,” she drawled. Drew laughed and she grinned at him. “Can I see the plans?”

      The shifter nodded and tossed her a notebook. Catching it, she ran her gaze over the rudimentary drawings, which were messy and made no sense.

      “Well,” she declared, turning the book this way and that. “The lack of artistry suggests you need an interior decorator.”

      Drew glanced at Kyne. “Is she offering?”

      “I think so,” the elemental replied.

      “I can draw,” she told them. Looking down the hill into the centre of town, she spotted the rusty windmill and the water tank beside it. “Actually, I’ve got an idea.”

      “Here we go,” Drew muttered.

      But Eloise wasn’t listening. Setting the plans back on the workbench, she waved at the men. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Where is she going?” Drew asked.

      “Best not to ask,” Kyne replied.

      “I heard that!” Eloise shouted.

      “See you at dinner, then?” the elemental called.

      “Nah, yeah, see you there!” She placed a hand on the crown of her hat and ran down the hill, her boots kicking up dust as she went.

      Man, did she have an idea.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hardy stood on the rise above the Dust Dogs abandoned camp, watching and waiting.

      The shifter pack had settled on the far outskirts of an outback cattle station—Walawala Station—using the remote property line to their advantage. Some of these places were thousands of hectares of open country and rarely walked by the station hands who tended the livestock, but Hardy didn’t think it was a coincidence. How they could’ve gone unnoticed long enough to build a camp this large was an impossibility.

      A dozen buildings made up the bulk of the settlement, all of them a patchwork of wood, corrugated iron, and even two rusted caravans. He spotted several water tanks, a rusted-out car, piles of junk, and what looked like discarded machine parts.

      The wind stirred, carrying the scent of rust and human habitation towards him. He curled his nose. This wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      Satisfied that no one was lingering, Hardy made his way down the hill and into the camp.

      The place was rough, with many of the buildings ramshackle at best. He hadn’t expected a five-star resort, but the Dust Dogs had seemed to have spent more time looking after their motorcycles than their sleeping arrangements. The pristine garage full of tools and equipment was a glaring indicator of the shifters’ pride.

      Glancing at a portable generator, he wondered if he could bring some of the gear back to Solace but disregarded the idea. The last thing the Exiles needed was to have any link to this place. Eventually someone would come looking for the pack, and the first place they’d ask questions was Solace.

      His boots kicked up red dirt as he moved through the camp, peering through windows and opening doors with a bandana wrapped around his hand. Fingerprints were also another thing not worth leaving behind.

      Opening the door to the largest building, Hardy stuck his head inside. It stunk of sweat, dried blood, and stale alcohol. Recoiling, he lingered outside in the fresh air.

      Yeah, the Dust Dogs weren’t big believers in basic hygiene.

      Edging his way inside, he looked around, narrowing his eyes at the piles of dirty dishes in the sink. With no one around, the food scraps stuck to the plates had begun to turn, and he didn’t dare open the fridge. The power was out, and that made it a recipe for disaster.

      His vampire eyes scanned the room, falling on a table in the centre of the kitchen. It was covered in papers and he began to rifle through them.

      There were too many questions left unanswered for his liking. How did Roth get his hands on the key? More to the point, how did they know about the seal? They couldn’t live out here without some kind of income, so how were they making money? There weren’t a lot of prospects in this part of the outback, and he couldn’t see them becoming cattle rustlers, even if they were dingo shifters. The expanse of empty land was far too great for it to be profitable.

      Picking up an official-looking letter, Hardy’s frown deepened.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Moody,

      

        

      
        Further to our conversation regarding the possible permissions of lease, please find enclosed documents outlining the results of our recent geological survey, as is required by state and federal law.

        With your permission, we would like to set up a meeting to discuss possible exploratory drilling on your property.

        I look forward to your reply.

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Michael McIntyre

        General Manager (Land Acquisitions)

        EarthBore Mining Co.

      

      

      A mining company was interested in digging near Solace? EarthBore was a large-scale operation with several multi-million-dollar open cut mines across the outback. They dug iron ore, not opal. What it could mean for the town, Hardy didn’t know, but he knew disturbing the earth so close to the seal couldn’t be good.

      He rummaged through the papers, finding maps, geological surveys, and copies of mining licenses…including Kyne’s. Frowning, Hardy scooped up the documents and shoved them into his bag.

      Why the Dust Dogs were interested in mining was beyond him. The letter was addressed to Moody, who was the station owner. As far as Hardy knew, the guy knew nothing about the pack. The main buildings, including the residence, were hundreds of kilometres away across the border.

      Searching the rest of Roth’s place, Hardy found nothing else of note. The shifters weren’t into keeping files or putting valuables in safes, so anything else they had going on died with the alpha or was sent elsewhere when Eloise teleported the pack.

      He wouldn’t find anything else, but at least they knew EarthBore was sniffing around. If the Dust Dogs were working for someone supernatural, or if they were being paid by this McIntyre bloke to edge the Exiles out of Solace ahead of acquisition, they had gone off script when they discovered the seal. Hardy had always wondered if the power emanating from it corrupted the unwary…or the susceptible.

      All of this was speculation, of course. They could’ve been up to anything.

      Sighing, Hardy headed back to Solace…and planned to take a long, hot, shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Kyne Brady watched Eloise run down the hill towards Solace, grinning like a fool.

      It’d been a long time since he’d felt anything but angry. Sometimes being an elemental wasn’t the greatest thing in the world, though the powers he had were quite useful in finding opal.

      Human elementals were cast-offs left with their mothers or abandoned as babies—their parentage not born out of love, but curiosity from a supernatural creature who was pure nature. Kyne had gone looking for his father, and when he’d found the elementals, he had learned the lesson of his circumstances the hard way…and hadn’t handled it well.

      Eloise’s recent arrival had turned all that pent-up rage into something a lot more productive. Without her, he’d still be alone on his claim at Black Hole Mine, digging opal and camping under the stars. Two things that didn’t sound so bad, but the reality was far from romantic. Mining was dangerous business and the outback wasn’t to be trifled with.

      Eloise Hart.

      She blew into town a few weeks ago, her motorhome broken and her spirit damaged.

      Turned out, she was like him, though her abilities focused more on the fifth element of ether, otherwise known as spirit. Combined with his talent with earth, they seemed made for a place like Solace. Together, they would work out the rest…including reconciling their pasts with their future.

      The morning was hot, the sun already making Kyne sweat as he and Drew continued work on the dugout that was going to be the shifter’s new home. He didn’t mind the work, but the weather didn’t wait for no elemental.

      They were cutting timber for new stud walls in the front. They’d planned an enclosed porch that led into the mine. The main house was inside, where it’d be much cooler once the dry season hit in full force. They were still waiting on some materials they needed to seal the rock, but for now, they were building the framework.

      The mine itself was a good shape, and Kyne hadn’t had to do much reenforcing with his powers. Drew had helped him cut some more open rooms into the ridge, then they’d drilled down from the surface so they could run electrical, ventilation, and plumbing.

      So far, so good. The shifter had well and truly proven he was adept with a circular saw.

      “Cooee!”

      The men turned at the sound of Hardy’s voice echoing up the hill. The vampire came to join them in the clearing, back from his adventure out at the Dust Dogs camp. Kyne looked him over, wondering what he’d found.

      Hardy’s wavy brown hair was tied back in its usual man-bun, and a battered satchel with papers sticking out the top was slung over his shoulder. He’d been running across the outback, but he hadn’t even cracked a sweat…or loosened a hair. If there was one advantage to being one of the immortal undead, Kyne figured it was that.

      “Hey,” Kyne said. “Find anything interesting?”

      Hardy wrinkled his nose and shrugged. “A week in the sun has made that place ripe, that’s for sure.”

      “They weren’t into perfume,” Drew drawled, “or disinfectant.”

      “Not that I’m implying you never showered,” Hardy said.

      “Lucky I had one this morning,” the shifter retorted.

      Kyne looked at Drew. Like most of the supernaturals in Solace, the dingo had been though a lot in his short life. Like his pack being murdered when he was just a kid, going to live with his abusive grandfather, then falling in with the Dust Dogs only to find they were responsible for his family’s deaths. Drew didn’t accept things easy, not even kindness, though he seemed to be working on it thanks to Vera.

      “You want to hear this?” Hardy asked the shifter. “They’re definitely not coming back any time soon.”

      If ever, Kyne thought.

      Drew glanced at Hardy before wiping his hands on his jeans. “I reckon I don’t want to know the bit that comes after the ‘but’ you’re about to add to that.” Nodding towards Solace, he added, “I’m going to see if Vera wants some lunch. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      Hardy didn’t wait for the dingo shifter to go far before taking out a pile of papers from his bag. “They had paperwork from a proposed mining site on station property,” he said. “Permit applications, maps, correspondence.”

      “Walawala Station?” Kyne asked. “Why would the Dust Dogs be interested in what they do?”

      “They were squatting. Maybe they were concerned they’d get kicked out.”

      Kyne narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “That’s not all you’re suspecting, is it?”

      He shook his head but didn’t elaborate. “I already checked with my contact in the Department of Natural Resources. There’s been no movement on the permits for at least a year.”

      “Queensland government?”

      Hardy nodded. “The proposed site is across the border.” He rolled out a map across the workbench. It was covered in squiggly lines and numbers outlining the topography of the local area—a geological survey. “Here, on a section of land belonging to the station.”

      Kyne snorted as his gaze studied the proposed site. “Ten square kilometres…”

      “That’s one hell of a mine,” the vampire muttered. “Industry of that size brings pollution, people—”

      “And trouble.”

      “What would large-scale mining do to the seal?” Hardy asked. “I can imagine, but…” He looked to the elemental. Earth was Kyne’s thing, after all.

      “Iron ore is mined in open pits,” he explained. “At least, in this country. They’ll blast the ground morning, noon, and night to get at it.” His frown deepened. “We’ll feel it here for sure.”

      “Can anything be done? Magically, I mean.”

      Kyne shook his head. “If you’re asking me to change the composition of a ten-square-kilometre pocket of iron ore, you’re shit outta luck, mate.”

      “It was worth asking.” He rolled up the map and slid it back into his bag.

      Kyne looked over Solace and wiped his arm across his brow. “It makes me wonder,” he murmured. “Is this the next play for the seal? Screw with mine and Eloise’s power under the cover of big mining?” If so, that meant someone was watching the Exiles and knew what they could do.

      “We can’t rule anything out,” Hardy told him. “We just have to keep our ears to the ground. Taking on a multi-billion-dollar government-backed industry isn’t like facing a pack of dingo shifters.”

      If it came to it, Kyne wasn’t sure it was a battle they could win, even if they tried. There had to be a way to sour the deal before it went ahead.

      “Well,” the elemental said, “if there’s one thing I know about governments and mining, is that they take their sweet time, even for big corp. They’ll have to do a thousand environmental tests before they’re allowed to even dig a shovelful of dirt. Besides, they need to get a cultural walkthrough before they can even think about testing.”

      An appointed Ingenious Australian representative conducted a cultural walkthrough to assess the cultural heritage of the land. It was required by state and federal law, and big fines had been slapped on miners before. A few years back, a big mining company had blown up caves that contained priceless paintings and artefacts that dated back tens of thousands of years. The loss to the Indigenous peoples of Australia was unmeasurable.

      “Maybe Coen could help,” Hardy mused.

      Kyne sighed and looked towards the pub. “Maybe. There isn’t much we can do but put some feelers out, work out what’s going on.”

      The vampire followed his gaze. They stood on the rise together for a moment, taking in the lay of the town below. Sunlight glinted off metal and the groaning sound of rusted metal turning echoed up the ridge.

      Kyne straightened. “Did you see that?”

      Hardy chuckled as the windmill, which hadn’t moved in over a decade, turned one noisy inch at a time. “Seems Eloise has breathed more life into the town than we first thought. Should we tell her the bore is dry?”

      Kyne glanced at the vampire and chuckled. “Is it, though?”

      “You tell me… You’re the elemental.”
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      Eloise looked up at the windmill and sighed. It was rusted, rickety, and likely hadn’t moved in about a million years. It stood about eighty metres tall, and the windmill itself looked about three metres wide.

      The water table must be huge to need something so large. Eloise wondered why she’d never sensed the water underneath but shook her head. The power seeping from the seal drowned out most things—no pun intended—and she was too new to her abilities to understand the difference.

      Checking for holes, she walked around the tank and rapped her fist on the corrugated iron. Bang, bang, bang. Sounded hollow. She wondered what was inside…

      “What’s all this noise about?”

      Eloise looked up at Vera, the witch who ran the Outpost. “Checking for structural defects.”

      Vera’s eyebrows rose and she tucked a strand of flaming red, corkscrew-curled hair behind her ear. “What for?”

      She shrugged. “I want to see if it’ll hold water.”

      “That old thing hasn’t worked or held anything but dust since before I was here. I don’t even think there’s any water left in the bore.”

      “I thought Wally used bore water at the garage,” she wondered. “Isn’t it from the same source?”

      Vera shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Has anyone checked?”

      “The windmill doesn’t even turn.”

      Eloise frowned. It was clear Vera thought it was a useless endeavour, but she desperately wanted to contribute something to Solace. Polishing opal was one thing…but building something was another.

      “What do you think about painting a mural on the tank?” she asked.

      The witch raised her eyebrows. “A mural?”

      “Yeah, like on all those old grain silos around the country. I’ve seen heaps of them during my travels. They really bring life to little towns. Tourists, too.” Her gaze moved up the windmill, tracing the lines of the metal skeletal structure before settling on the fins of the mill. “It doesn’t have to work, but it’d be helpful to have another water source, right?”

      “Tourists?” Vera shook her head. “Given what’s sitting underneath us, tourism isn’t something we’ve pursued. We get along just fine without the extra traffic.”

      Eloise’s heart sank. She had a point. The Exiles settled in Solace for a reason beyond the seal—it was a place they could feel safe being open about their unusual lifestyles. Vera could practice her magic wherever she chose. Wally didn’t fear his monthly transformations. Drew could shift whenever he felt the urge to run. Hardy didn’t have to conceal his speed or strength. Kyne could mine opal with his incredible strike rate in peace, and Coen could definitely come and go with his kangaroo BFF without raising any eyebrows.

      More humans meant more secrecy. Blue was the only exception to the rule…ever. There’d be no more human sympathisers in Solace.

      “Eloise, don’t look at me like that,” Vera cried. “You’ve got the whole puppy dog eyes thing going on. Your bottom lip is trembling and everything.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean…” Eloise flushed and lowered her gaze. “I just wanted to contribute something.”

      “You’ve contributed more than anyone,” the witch told her. “You saved us from the Dust Dogs.”

      “That was a fluke guided by Coen. I had no idea what I was doing.”

      “Pfft,” Vera huffed. “Of course, it wasn’t.”

      Eloise turned back to the tank, embarrassment getting the better of her. She’d never been able to take a compliment, never knowing if it was coming from a good place or not. She was homeless at sixteen after her powers had driven her out of her home. One touch was all it’d taken to turn her adoptive parents from loving to hateful. And it wasn’t just them, it was everyone.

      Until she’d learned the truth from Kyne, Eloise had no idea she was an elemental. None at all. So, it wasn’t a stretch for her to reject the notion of her saving Solace…because in reality, it’d saved her.

      Grasping the ladder, Eloise began to climb, the rickety metal clanging against the side of the tank.

      “Eloise! Get down!” Vera cried, waving her hands in the air. “That thing is going to fall apart!”

      “I’m fine,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m an elemental, remember? I can sense the structural integrity through my hands. She’ll be all right.”

      “I don’t believe you!”

      Eloise wasn’t listening. She’d reached the top.

      The tank was totally sealed, except for a hinged grate designed for both access and to stop leaves and other trash from getting inside the tank and fouling up the precious water. She leaned over the edge and heaved open the grate, which emitted a sharp whine of complaint.

      Eloise peered through the hole, but it was too dark to see anything. It smelled dry and dusty, with no traces of water. Rust flaked off onto her hands and she dusted her palms along her jeans.

      A thought crossed her mind when she heard a new voice below.

      “What’s going on?” Drew asked.

      “Eloise wants to get the windmill working again,” Vera told him.

      “She does?” There was silence for a moment before another quiet question. “Why?”

      “She wants to paint a mural on the tank or something.”

      Eloise looked over the edge at the witch and shifter. “It’s empty, but I can’t see much. It’s too dark.”

      “What are you doing up there?” Drew asked, shielding his eyes from the sun with his arm. “There’s spiders in there, you know.”

      “Bull,” Eloise called down. “If there are, they’re cooked.” She pressed her palm against the corrugated metal. “This thing it hotter than Hades. Those spiders are charcoal!”

      “Come down from there,” Vera called. “You’re giving me palpitations.”

      But Eloise wasn’t done yet. She turned her head, clutching the ladder, and looked up at the windmill. It was three times taller than the tank, its own ladder climbing the rusted iron frame all the way to the rudimentary turbine at the top.

      Once upon a time, the spinning fins would’ve brought water up from the well to the tank—the process helped along by the roaring hot winds that tore across the outback. The windmill had been motionless for decades, the moving parts rusted so badly, they’d seized entirely.

      An idea took shape in Eloise’s mind, and she leaned over and grasped the nearest iron pole.

      “Be careful!” Vera screeched.

      “Be quiet for a minute,” she called down.

      “What is she doing?” Drew asked.

      Eloise felt the rust break apart underneath her hands and her heart leapt.

      It was working!

      Focusing, she imagined her way along the structure to the very top, where she began working on loosening the gears. Her power flared, warming her from the inside out. Then, something happened.

      Slowly but surely, the windmill began to turn.

      Eloise laughed and threw her head back. Her hat fell off and fluttered to the ground, making Vera cry out.

      “See that?” Eloise called down to them. “It’s working!”

      The commotion had stirred another of Solace’s residents, bringing Wally out of his garage and across the street.

      “What in the world is she doing?” the grizzled mechanic asked, joining the others on the ground.

      “She wants to paint a mural on the tank,” Vera told him.

      “Does she now?”

      “Is there water in the bore?” Drew asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Wally told them.

      Eloise looked down at the Exiles, beaming. “How you like that, huh? Rust is no match for me!”

      Drew laughed and Wally scratched his head. Vera shot her a look of resignation, caving to the fact that the windmill was going to be resurrected, tourists or no tourists.

      “Please come down from there,” the witch called up to her. “You’re making me nervous.”

      Eloise laughed and climbed back down the ladder. “I told you it was fine.”

      Vera turned to Wally. “It sounds like a good idea, but…people.”

      “What’s wrong with people?” the mechanic asked. “People bring money. As long as they don’t stay for longer than a meal at the pub, then it sounds alright to me.”

      “It makes me nervous,” the witch said. “Ever since…” She glanced at Drew.

      Eloise snorted and picked up her hat. Dusting it off, she said, “You don’t have to help me. I can figure it out on my own. I can use my powers to check for water and loosen some of that rust.”

      “It’s not that,” Vera went on. Her cheeks reddened and Eloise did a double take. She’d never seen the witch embarrassed before, let alone lost for words. Vera seemed like the last person on Solace to be afraid of anything.

      “I wouldn’t worry about the seal,” Wally reassured her. “Kyne’s back, Drew’s here, and now we have Eloise. There're more eyes on that thing than ever before. If something’s going to happen, we’ll be ready for it.”

      “It’s just a bit of paint,” Drew added. “Can’t see the harm.”

      “Want to help me design it?” Eloise asked her. “I could use some of your flair.”

      Drew snorted, then immediately ducked as Vera took a swing at him.

      “Don’t get smart with me, Drew!” she shouted at him. “I know what primary colours are!”

      Wally raised his eyebrows and turned to Eloise. “Want to get some lunch?”

      “A thousand times, yes,” she replied.

      “I’m outta here,” Drew declared, then darted across the road.

      As the men made a move, Eloise lingered with Vera. “I’ll be all right,” she said to the witch. “If anything happens, it won’t be because of a mural.”

      “I know,” Vera replied. “It was just a lot with the Dust Dogs. Threats, severed dingo heads…It was scary there for a moment.”

      Facing off with a gang of armed and dangerous bikers wasn’t Eloise’s idea of a fun time either, but Vera had taken the brunt of their violence after Drew. Being wary was to be expected, but Solace needed the right attention. They still had to make some money after all. Opal wouldn’t carry the town forever.

      Eloise attempted a joke. “So, no dingoes on the mural, then?”

      The witch laughed, the tension seeming to leave her. “No, no dingoes please.” Pointing to the pub, she added, “You coming?”

      “Yeah, for sure.”

      Eloise looked up at the windmill one last time before following the Exiles across the road. It had to be one special mural, that much was certain.
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      When Eloise walked into the pub, Finn was at the far end of the bar, nursing a bowl of hot chips. The fae winked at her and she grinned.

      Despite his sharp attitude and abrasive personality, she kind of liked him. She could only describe his dress sense as ‘hippy’—his deep blue dreadlocks and silky shirts were his wardrobe staples. Fae were big believers in telling the truth and vehemently disliked lies. It meant he said things exactly like they were, no matter the consequences…which was good and bad all at the same time.

      Eloise sat next to Vera and Wally at their usual table as Blue emerged from the kitchen.

      “Eloise got that old windmill turning,” Drew said.

      Blue’s eyebrows rose. “Is that so? I haven’t seen that thing turn in decades.”

      “I want to paint a mural on the tank,” Eloise said. “But I won’t do anything unless everyone agrees.”

      “A mural, hey?” Blue mused.

      “I thought we could work on a design together. Something to symbolise everyone in Solace.” She looked around at everyone. “A kangaroo, some opal, the boab tree—”

      “A snake,” Finn said with a wicked grin. His fae power was attuned to beast taming, and he often carried a death adder tucked inside his shirt.

      “She didn’t say how she got it to work,” Vera said.

      The Exiles turned to look at her and she shrugged. “I used my powers to shift some rust. It seemed to work.”

      “Well, who’s a clever little desert pea,” Finn stated. “I knew you had it in you. At least you didn’t make it disappear.”

      Eloise groaned. “Fair call.”

      “There was water in the tank once,” Blue said. “I know because I saw it.”

      Finn snorted. “I didn’t know you were that ancient.”

      The publican glared at the fae. “Be careful with that mouth of yours or I’ll cut you off.”

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” Finn retorted, shoving another chip into his mouth.

      “No, you’re worse,” Drew said as the door opened and Kyne and Hardy walked in.

      The fae glared. “Careful, shifter. I still haven’t forgotten the time you hit me in the head with a shovel.”

      “Too much starch will block you up,” Wally warned.

      “We’ve got more to worry about than a constipated fae,” Hardy said, pulling up a chair at the table.

      “What now?” Vera asked with a groan. “I’m still recovering from you know what.”

      Kyne sat beside Eloise and glanced at Drew, who shrugged.

      “Whatever,” the dingo said. “I guess I can’t avoid it if it’s got to do with the town.”

      Finn snorted, earning himself a warning glare from Vera.

      “EarthBore is interested in opening up a mine on Walawala Station property,” the vampire said. “The Dust Dogs had copies of the surveys and permit applications. Why, I still don’t know, but big mining is sniffing around.”

      “What kind of mine are we talking about?” Blue asked, leaning on the bar.

      “Iron ore,” Kyne said, laying a hand on Eloise’s thigh. “It’ll be open cut. They’d be blasting, running large-scale industrial machinery, and trucks at
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