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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Sunset arrived at the same moment Coen looked upon a land long forgotten.

      Light played across the sunburnt outback like a herald, welcoming his footsteps on the unspoilt earth. The ancient heart of Australia bloomed red, orange, and gold, rippling with magic that called out to all who touched it.

      It was the first time in a hundred years that Coen had seen behind Andante’s veil, and he’d almost forgotten how magnificent the limestone karsts were.

      The rock formations were some of the largest of their kind, only comparable to Purnululu in the west. Those were the first Coen had seen—the banded rock alive with colour revealed by erosion over millions of years, just as these were.

      The rugged domes reared upwards, their tops reaching for the blazing sky where the first stars were appearing through the dimming light of the sun.

      If the place the druidess had claimed for her home had a name given to it by the mob who roamed this land, he didn’t know. There were none who lived who remembered. To forget country brought a sadness to his heart, for country held a special place for all who remembered.

      “I knew if I opened the door, you’d walk right in.”

      Coen chuckled, his warm eyes finding the druidess Andante’s silhouette on top of the rise ahead. “Of course. It’s been a long time since I saw this place.”

      “I did an injustice locking it away, didn’t I?”

      The Indigenous man walked along the path and climbed the rock to stand beside the old woman. She came from another world and had seen many that were the same but existed alongside. She’d seen the hurt humans could do to each other and to the land that gave them life.

      “Perhaps,” he told her. “Perhaps not.”

      Andante looked over the karsts, her long silver hair ruffling in the warm breeze. “I’ve known them before. That’s why you’ve come.”

      Coen nodded.

      “I remember what they did to the world I left behind,” she murmured. “And they were just as meddlesome as the Old Ones. I see their touch in this place, too.”

      Coen waited, listening to the lonely sounds of the outback. The magic here kept out more than just humans and supernaturals—it also dulled the song of country.

      Andante sighed. “They descend from above, desperate to become part of what they left behind, but they should never have come back.” Her brow creased as her irritation rose. “Even if they had the best of intentions, they’ve destroyed and turned their backs from it. Instead, they leave others to do what they will not.”

      Her gaze turned to him and he saw the weariness in her heart. She had seen many things…things that could help Eloise Hart. This, he knew.

      “But what I still can’t see,” Andante went on, “is the true nature in your heart, wanderer.”

      Coen smiled. He liked that name, ‘wanderer’.

      “I lost my name a long time ago,” he told her. “I haven’t found it yet.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Then how did you come to be called Coen?”

      “An elder gave it to me.” He remembered the man—the same man who’d told him the story of Bunjil the great eagle—and the night they’d met. In a crash of thunder, Coen had arrived. It was a simple story, really. “A great man, a great leader.”

      “You remind me of them.”

      Maybe he did, but Coen didn’t see it.

      “One power sleeps while another wakes.” He swept his hand across the sky and a million stars appeared, burning iridescent silver against the fading sunset. “It is a time where all will be tested. No one can hide behind shimmering veils.”

      Magic thickened in the air and the druidess stirred.

      “You’ve seen her,” Coen said. “That’s why you helped.”

      “It’s the same story,” she murmured. “It’s always the same story.”

      “Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean the ending can’t be changed. The fate of this reality has not yet been written, and it’s not yet set in stone.”

      Andante sighed, her true age beginning to show. “I fear for her. I fear what they might do.”

      “And still, she must go to them,” Coen said. “It is the only way. She is awake, but she cannot see.”

      The druidess remained silent, for there were no more words to say. There was only one path through the darkness, and only Eloise Hart could walk it.

      Coen watched the last of the sunset fade across the horizon and looked through Andante’s veil towards Solace. The glow of tainted magic ebbed into the sky, creating a dome over the little outback town.

      Yes, there was hope for this world, even as the fabric that held it all together began to fray. The ending had not yet been written…for Eloise Hart held the pen.

      All that remained was for her to make the final mark on the page.
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        * * *

      

      Eloise Hart was the key to the destruction of an entire reality.

      For years, she’d been plagued by a malevolence that’d tried to corrupt her soul, to twist her magic for its own gain, but her dreams had been undisturbed ever since she’d sealed the Black Mountain.

      But…there was always another ‘but’ in the supernatural world—a loophole, a curse, a threat. A forgotten ancient power disturbed by the unknowing.

      The seal that lay underneath the outback opal mining town of Solace was deteriorating. The corrosive magic it’d held at bay for tens of thousands of years was leaking through the cracks, spreading its poison into the earth. And it made itself known a little bit more with every passing day.

      One problem after the other kept presenting itself, and the Exiles, who called the remote town home, didn’t know where to even start. Fighting back against the struggling Old One seemed like an impossible task.

      Wally’s mine, where he went to ride out his monthly werewolf transformations, was a festering pit of tar-like sludge. Earth elemental Kyne couldn’t get out to his claim to mine more opal after the track was washed out by the magical storm that’d ravaged the area. Without opal, vampire Hardy was idle and had been put to work repairing storm damage that didn’t seem to want to stay repaired—metal was rusting at an accelerated rate and nails crumbled to ash in his hands. Business at the Outpost was faltering—any fresh produce that entered the store wilted within an hour and was totally rotten by the end of the day, and not even Vera’s witch legacy could stop it.

      And those were only the problems on the surface.

      Eloise stood in the shadow of the large boab tree that grew just to the north of the Outpost, her brow furrowed.

      Despite the mild weather, the sun felt hotter on her shoulders lately. It was the wet season, otherwise known as late-autumn, but it was feeling a lot like the height of summer. The dry season was fast approaching—Kyne told her it usually spanned May to October-ish, depending on the weather, which, as the years passed, was becoming more unpredictable. The cracked seal underneath Solace wasn’t helping matters, but neither were human-made carbon emissions.

      She took off her hat—a slate-grey Akubra—and wiped her damp brow. The usually vibrant tree looked a little withered around the edges. Trying to dip into her elemental powers, she sighed when she only came back with the faintest trickle of magic.

      Still empty.

      It’d been two weeks since Eloise had travelled through time and space with the dingo-shifter Drew to the Black Mountain. There, they’d met up with Finn, the fae’s walkabout merging with her own path—and also that of the mysterious supernatural being, Coen.

      The Old One—the ancient celestial being who was hellbent on destroying the world—who was trapped under the mountain had drawn them there, desperate to be freed so it could complete its work. Fortunately, Eloise was ready to face the menace and was able to repair the seal, plugging the hole in reality with her unique elemental magic.

      But now there was another Old One’s decaying prison to contend with…and a mission to banish both entities from this reality forever.

      “It’s not a pretty sight, is it?”

      Eloise glanced up at the sound of Vera’s voice. The witch joined her in the shade and looked up at the boab.

      The elemental shook her head. There was nothing good to say about the state of it, so it was best to remain tightlipped.

      Vera glanced at the highway. “It’s quiet.”

      “It’s always a little sleepy around here,” Eloise told her. “It’s just the weather. Siora’s storm did a real number on the roads.” It was the corrupted fae’s storm that’d cracked the seal in the first place, but Eloise was tired of thinking about it. There was no use dwelling on what had caused the problem; they had to focus on the solution.

      “No,” Vera said with a shake of her head, “it’s different. At this rate, I may as well close the store.”

      “But Clarke said the highway was flooded, and the road was covered in clay.”

      “Even so, they never let a road like that stay closed for long. This is the main route to Longreach.” The witch’s gaze shifted to the horizon. “The road trains have to detour through Lightning Ridge, putting hours onto their routes.”

      Road trains were enormous trucks that towed three trailers worth of goods along the lonely outback highways of Australia. They roared through Solace at all hours, sometimes stopping at Blue’s pub for some grub or at Wally’s garage for diesel or repairs. They kept the outback alive in more ways than one, and now that Eloise thought about it, she hadn’t seen a single truck since she’d come back from the mountain.

      “It was a struggle to get that delivery last week, and I doubt I’ll even sell a quarter of it,” Vera said. “No one wants to come this way, though they can’t seem to explain why.”

      Eloise sighed. Human minds couldn’t comprehend what was happening in Solace. Not even Vera’s boyfriend, Police Sergeant Andrew Clarke—who knew the truth about all of it—did the best he could, but it still wasn’t enough.

      She held up her hand and squinted, focusing on the boab behind, then on the outline of her fingers. She narrowed her left eye, then her right.

      Vera leaned forwards, her wild red hair entering Eloise’s field of vision as a blurry blob. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to focus on my magic.”

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      She lowered her hand with a groan. “As well as the fruit and veg.”

      “Don’t worry. Your magic will recharge.”

      “And how long is that going to take?” she asked with a huff. “It’s already been two weeks and look at the state of this place!”

      Eloise had to get her magic back, then she could search for the elementals. Coen seemed to think they had the answers to their Old One problem—and she could see why—but how much time did they really have?

      The mountain may have been leaking poison out onto that forest for forty thousand years, but what she’d seen there paled in comparison to what was happening to Solace in the span of two weeks. That amount of time was a grain of sand on a beach the size of a grain of sand.

      “Eloise,” Vera said, her voice gentle, “we can only do what we can do.”

      “I know, I’m just…” She pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Under a lot of pressure?”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      The witch placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’re here for you. All of us.”

      “I know. It’s just hard watching everyone suffer while my magic is still checked out.”

      “I wouldn’t call it suffering…” her friend replied. “More like, putting up with the neighbour from hell. The neighbour who dumps grey water on your lawn and chucks their rotting rubbish on the nature strip. Oh, and who deliberately leaves their outdoor lights on so it shines through your curtains and keeps you awake at night.”

      “That’s quite the analogy,” she drawled.

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. We’ll work it out together.”

      Eloise felt the dull spark of her magic and grimaced.

      “Where’s Kyne?” Vera asked.

      “With Hardy in the workshop,” she replied with a shrug. “They’re planning, I suppose.”

      “Thick as thieves, those two.”

      Eloise’s frown deepened at the mention of Kyne. She hadn’t told him about the elementals yet…and for good reason. He’d been brutally rejected when he’d gone to find them last year, the blow causing him to lose his connection to his magic temporarily.

      Grow some balls, Eloise, she thought. You faced an entity as old as the universe and won. You can tell your boyfriend about this.

      “Eloise?”

      She looked up at Vera, who was peering at her with a curious expression.

      “I’ve got this…thing to do,” Eloise blurted. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Sure,” Vera muttered as the elemental took off down the path towards the opal shop. “Everyone’s always got a thing these days.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Vera was still lingering by the boab when the sound of a diesel engine echoed along the lonely highway leading into Solace.

      It hadn’t been that long since someone had ventured through town, but the presence of anyone at all was a revelation. If she was being honest, considering the magical invisible human repellant that lingered in the air these days, it was a downright miracle.

      Leaving the shade of the boab, she darted under the cover of the Outpost’s verandah and spotted the glint of shiny metal on the horizon. A familiar white and blue 4WD came into view, and she smiled as the outline of the vehicle wobbled through the mirage. He got through.

      She waited in the shade as the 4WD advanced; the tyres crossing the invisible boundary the Old One’s magic had cast around the town, then as it did a wide U-turn across the white line, and finally pulled up outside the Outpost.

      Sergeant Andrew Clarke slipped out from behind the driver’s seat and set his boots on the gravel. He wore plain clothes—lingo for being out of uniform—and it was a strange enough sight that Vera had to do a double-take. Dusty blue jeans, rugged boots, a tight-fitting grey T-shirt, and aviator sunglasses made for a delicious delivery right to her doorstep.

      “You’re not in your uniform.”

      “Rostered day off,” Clarke replied, rubbing his palms over his jeans. “Something wrong? Should I call the fashion police?”

      Vera laughed and shook her head. “Definitely not.” She leaned down from her advantageous elevation on the verandah and kissed him on the lips. “What brings you all the way out here?”

      “Thought I’d come and see how things are going…and to see you.”

      “It’s a wonder you made it.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well,” she nodded towards the road, “the magic leaking out of the seal is making everything go a little sideways.”

      Clarke took off his sunglasses and glanced over his shoulder. “I thought there was a strange feeling in the air…”

      “There’s something about the stuff leaking out that’s keeping humans away,” Vera told him. “From what I can tell, it’s acting like the Old One in the mountain. Drew told me some things, like how the landscape was twisted, how humans steered clear of the whole area, and how the wildlife grew… I reckon it’s only a matter of time before it happens here, too.”

      “And it’s already keeping people away,” Clarke said with a sigh. “Seems fast, right?”

      “A little.” She sat on the edge of the verandah, her sandalled feet dipping into the gutter. “It took tens of thousands of years for things to deteriorate at the mountain.”

      Clarke sat beside her and rested his hand on her knee. “Maybe this one’s stronger?”

      “If it gets any worse, we might have to do something drastic.”

      “Like?”

      “Make sure people stay away,” she murmured.

      “A cordon?” Clarke rubbed the back of his neck. “I suppose I could wrangle something with the local government…”

      “And with my magic and Hardy’s mind control, we can shut down the entire highway.”

      Clarke spat and swatted his hands at his face as at least a dozen flies circled. “Is it just me or are the blowies out of control?”

      “Here.” Vera reached into her pocket and took out the small perfume atomiser she kept on hand for emergencies like these.

      Clarke took it and eyed the small glass vial. “What is it?”

      “Repellant.” He shot her a look, and she snatched it back with a chuckle. “It’s just a little vanilla, a dusting of cayenne pepper, water, and a drop of Brinewold magic. It won’t make you grow a second head, but it will stop you from being eaten alive…and driven insane. Here.” She spritzed the pale yellow liquid on the inside of his wrist, then on his neck. “Rub your wrists together.”

      He did as he was told, then raised his arm for a whiff. “You’re right. It smells like vanilla essence. And would you look at that…” A grin broke out on his face. “The flies are gone!”

      “Told you.” She poked out her tongue.

      “Speaking about flies…where’s Drew? It’s not like him to be absent.”

      Vera shrugged. “He’s always off with Coen these days.” Ever since they got back from the mountain, in fact.

      “Doing dingo things?”

      “I suppose so.” She stood abruptly and slipped the atomiser back into her pocket. “Hey, do you want to head over to the pub for a drink?” She nodded at the Outpost. “It’s a slow day. I’ve already got the sign up.” A bit of laminated printer paper had already become a permanent fixture inside the door—her flowery handwriting stated that she was out, along with her mobile phone number in case anyone wanted to buy anything, but she wasn’t holding her breath.

      “How’s the business holding up?” Clarke asked as they wandered towards the pub. “I can’t imagine the lack of customers is doing wonders for the overhead.”

      “It’s not great, but it’s out of my control,” she replied with a shrug. “I’m losing money every day, what with the loss of income, spoilt produce, and refrigeration costs—which I can’t run on solar.” She sighed. “And it’s not just me, it’s everyone. Solace is becoming a ghost town.”

      “In the span of two weeks?”

      “In the span of two weeks,” she echoed.

      “Well, I can spend a bit of cash at Blue’s. Grease the local economy a bit.”

      “If only I could sue the Old Ones.”

      “If only I could arrest them,” Clarke countered, his shoulders sagging. As a human, there was little he could do to combat all the supernatural threats that’d emerged in Solace over the past year. At least he was trying, and that meant the world to Vera.

      “C’mon,” she said with a smile, “let’s forget about all that for an afternoon, huh? Let’s get day-drunk.”

      Clarke chuckled and opened the pub door. “Ladies first.”

      As they stepped into the cool, a voice exclaimed from the kitchen, “Customers! My first customers!”

      Finn’s head appeared through the partition behind the bar, and Vera choked on her own spit.

      Seeing Vera and Clarke standing by the bar, the fae’s excited smile turned sour, and he self-consciously tugged at the fine black netting around his midnight blue dreadlocks.

      “What?” he demanded, his silver eyes flashing.

      The witch composed herself before she answered, “You’re wearing a hairnet.”

      His scowl deepened. “Yeah, and it’s ruining my credibility.”

      “If anything, it gives you some,” Clarke quipped.

      The fae picked up a spatula and brandished it at the sergeant, leaning half out of the opening. “So, it’s a hamburger with a side of spit, huh? I’m working my saliva glands as we speak! I’ve got a reservoir!”

      Vera waved a hand at him. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. It’s not like anyone will see. That apron is darling.”

      “You’re seeing me right now.”

      “I’m talking about tourists. Truckies. Humans.”

      “Right. The thing.” The fae eyed Clarke. “Just as I get my first job, too.”

      “Finn, I know what’s going on,” Clarke stated.

      “Of course you do.”

      The sergeant sighed as Blue set two pots of beer on the bar. “Settled back in all right, I see.”

      “Don’t take it to heart,” Blue told him. “He’s like that with everyone.”

      Vera raised her eyebrows. He wasn’t like that with Eloise, especially after returning from his walkabout. Whatever had happened to him out there, it’d been life changing…but not quite enough to take the edge out of his bone-dry Unseelie sense of humour—though he wouldn’t be Finn without it.

      “You gave him a job?” Vera asked the publican.

      “He begged me for it.” Blue chuckled. “It had something to do with potatoes.”

      “Are you ordering or what?” Finn asked, raising his voice.

      “Nope.” Vera shook her head. “It’s too early for lunch.”

      Finn let out a disgusted snort. “Then I’m going for a ciggie break.” The spatula clattered as the fae tossed it over his shoulder.

      “But you don’t smoke,” Vera called.

      “It’s a figure of speech.”

      “Smoko,” Blue informed the fae. “It’s called smoko, and there’re no cigarettes involved. It’s just slang for a break.”

      Finn curled his lip. “Then why is it called smoke-oh?”

      “Probably for the same reason I’m a redhead called Blue.”

      The fae clucked his tongue, strode across the kitchen, and shoved out the back door.

      “He’s so excited,” Blue told them, his eyes sparkling. “He’s never really been involved with the human world. I think it’ll do him good now that the others have…” he hesitated, “you know.”

      Vera didn’t want to bring it up, either. The fae had come to an awful end—corrupted by the Black Mountain, turned into shadow creatures Finn was forced to kill with his secret ancestral magic. Now he was the last fae in Solace, perhaps even the whole of Australia, considering his dependance on the seal’s magic for his continued survival.

      She glanced through the partition to the backdoor. “Give me a minute?”

      “Go for it.” Clarke sighed and picked up his beer. “I’ll be right here.”

      Ducking through the kitchen, Vera headed out the back. A wall of heat slammed into her as she left the air-conditioned pub, the dryness sapping her energy.

      Finn was sitting on an upturned beer keg in the shade of a low hanging gumtree laden with gum nuts that smelt like pollen and eucalyptus. He looked up, saw her, then looked back down.

      She noticed he was wearing the talisman she’d made him—the same one she’d given to Eloise when she’d gone to the mountain looking for him. It was a simple piece of clear quartz wrapped in gold and silver, and while the magic she’d charged it with was long gone, it warmed her heart to see him still holding onto it.

      “Finn?”

      “I snapped at you…” It was the closest to an apology she was going to get.

      “It’s understandable.” She sat beside him, perching on a second keg. The metal immediately heated her backside to uncomfortable levels, but she persevered. “You were looking forward to your first customer.”

      “Pfft.” He ripped off his hairnet and shoved it into his apron pocket. “Whatever.”

      Vera worried her bottom lip. “It’s not about the food, is it?”

      “The food doesn’t matter. It’s a wonder it hasn’t rotted away yet.”

      “Finn, whatever it is, you can tell me.” She waited, but when he said nothing, she added, “We’re in this together. How can we hope to protect Solace, let alone the entire reality, if we don’t know all the details? If you know something…”

      Finn glanced back at the pub, looking unsettled. It was a new thing for him, and it didn’t do anything to ease Vera’s wobbly stomach.

      “Finn, what is it?”

      “I don’t think she realises…” the fae began, his eyes downcast.

      “Who? Eloise? Realises what?”

      “How close she came to setting the Old One free.”

      Vera’s heart almost stopped. “What do you mean?”

      “When she was tied up in the vision, the whole mountain began to shake.”

      “Yes, I know that part. The earthquake.”

      “It wasn’t just an earthquake, Vera,” Finn told her. “Fissures opened all over the mountainside, and within…there was a strange green light. An essence I believe was the Old One itself.”

      Vera hadn’t really thought about what an Old One might look like, but as an eternal celestial being, it stood to reason that it’d be more energy than biological.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” she murmured, wondering what it meant for Solace.

      “Siora fell into it, and if it wasn’t for Drew, I would’ve, too.”

      Her heart fluttered. “Oh, Finn—”

      “To defeat the Old Ones, she’ll have to walk right to the precipice,” Finn murmured with a shrug.

      “And she’ll either fall in or save us all.”

      He nodded, and they didn’t have to say anything else. What they’d all face at the final confrontation was clear, though the path to it was still hidden.

      “She has to go to them, doesn’t she?” Vera turned to Finn. “The elementals?”

      “It’s the only logical move.”

      She shook her head, her mind working overtime. What did they have to do with all of this? Whatever had happened on that mountain, there were still pieces of the story the others hadn’t told her yet—her, Hardy, Wally, and Blue. The Exiles were split down the middle, and she didn’t like it.

      Vera mightn’t be needed for the final battle, but she was still a guardian of the seal and of Solace, so that’s what she’d do.

      “Can you feel it?”

      Finn nodded. “It’s different than the mountain.”

      “Andante called it the heart of the ocean.”

      “Maybe it touches one in another reality…”

      “Or the one that used to be here?”

      “Why call it a heart, anyway?” He rolled his eyes. “They seem pretty heartless to me.”

      “Yeah,” Vera muttered, looking towards the highway, “sure seems that way.”
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        * * *

      

      Hardy leaned against the side of the truck and squinted at the sky just above Solace.

      He closed his right eye, then his left, alternating between the two. The air shimmered faintly with a smear of colour that reminded him of the multi-coloured surface of a soap bubble. If he was seeing the effects of the magic poisoning the land—and during the day, no less—then it was getting worse far quicker than they’d anticipated.

      “What are you looking at?” Kyne asked, doing some squinting of his own.

      “Just the looming presence of our subterranean friend.”

      The miner sighed. “It is what it is.” He nodded towards the truck backed up between two large gum trees, its front tyres squashing down a rather nasty patch of spiky spinifex grass. “First things first, huh?”

      They were out with Wally and Drew on the hunt for a new site to dig a bunker to house Wally’s werewolf transformations. The cool-room at the Outpost had taken a beating on the last full moon, and there was only so much damage it could withstand; not to mention Vera was fretting over the cost of repairs, so Kyne had rented another Caldwell drill from a bloke over in Lightning Ridge, this one bigger than the rig he’d brought to sink a new shaft at his claim, Black Hole Mine.

      It’d been about three weeks since the storm and the outback was still showing signs of the soaking that’d been dumped on it. The large yellow truck had a thick layer of craggy dirt stuck to the mud flaps that crept up the sides, giving the whole thing a two-toned colour. Even his boots were caked with the stuff, his feet feeling like a pair of bricks. He knocked them against the ground as the sound of approaching footsteps reached his ears.

      Hardy glanced up at the arrival of a golden dingo, the animal padding towards them with bright, intelligent eyes. Drew.

      “I can’t smell any magic,” he said to the Exiles. “I reckon this is a good place to try.”

      “Righty-o,” Wally declared, turning towards the controls on the side of the rig.

      “Guide her down slow,” Kyne told the old werewolf. “I’ll use my powers, so watch that the drill doesn’t get away from you this time.”

      The machinery ground into life, whirring and rumbling, and the drill began to descend. If the old wolf and his dinted pride had heard Kyne, he didn’t let on.

      The Caldwell drill burrowed down into the earth, grinding through the topmost layer of rust-coloured dirt and rock. The time, the bit held steady and remained on target.

      “Third time’s a charm, huh?” Hardy quipped.

      Drew looked up at him and bared his teeth. “Don’t jinx it, mate.”

      With all the goings-on in Solace lately, it was becoming difficult to find ground that wasn’t already tainted by the magic leaking out of the seal. The last two shafts had all filled with the same blackish-tar they’d pumped out of Wally’s old mine—the abandoned opal diggings that sat out the back of his garage—and Kyne had quickly filled them in with his earth elemental powers.

      “If only there was a way to test for ground contamination,” Hardy muttered, watching as Kyne lingered by the drill, watching its progress.

      “Can’t test for Old One juice,” the dingo told him. “Just have to keep poking holes until we get far enough away.”

      And how far did it go? There was no guarantee that if they dug here, that it wouldn’t be flooded with contamination by the following full moon, let alone tomorrow.

      If they couldn’t figure this out, then they’d either have to chain Wally up—which Hardy wasn’t sure would work at all—or he’d have to leave Solace until things with the Old Ones were over…if they could find a way to lock them out of this reality for good. But that was another problem with another ambiguous solution.

      “Ho!” Kyne shouted, holding up his hand. “Shut it off!”

      Wally pounded the red stop button and the drill ground to a halt.

      Hardy glanced at Drew, but the dingo was already lowering his nose to the ground. “I don’t like it…” he muttered.

      The vampire joined the others by the drill and added another disappointed sigh to the daily tally. Black tar oozed through the bright reddish-brown earth, the acrid smell burning the inside of his nose.

      “Bugger it,” Wally cursed, taking off his hat and wringing it in his hands. “This is the third hole!”

      None of them said anything for a long moment. The stillness of the outback settled around them in a dull roar in the wake of the noise of the drill, the wind whispering through the storm-weary gums and across the battered scrub.

      Hardy looked up. “Eloise is coming.”

      The elemental appeared around the back of the truck. “I’ve been walking for ages,” she said, coming to meet them.

      Drew snorted. “As you can see, we haven’t found the edge of the corruption yet.”

      “Oh…” She looked down at the blackish mess in the shaft and wrinkled her nose. “It’s farther out that I realised.”

      “Yeah.” Hardy shrugged. “We’ll just have to try again, a little farther out this time.”

      Eloise leaned towards Kyne. “I’ve got something I need to talk to you about,” she said. “Come for a walk?”

      The miner glanced at the others, but Hardy waved him off. “Go on. Between the three of us, I reckon we can drill a hole…even without elemental assistance.”

      As the two elementals walked off, Hardy wondered what Eloise wanted to talk to Kyne about. She was the key to freeing or defeating the Old Ones after all, and curiosity almost got the better of him. It wouldn’t be hard to overhear their conversation, but he shook his head and turned back towards the drill. After all they’d been through together, he trusted Eloise more than he trusted himself.

      “All right,” he said to Wally. “We better reverse this thing out of there and find a new spot.”

      “I don’t know how much more I can do,” the werewolf said, putting his creased hat back on.

      “We do it until we find the edge of the corruption.” He clapped a reassuring hand on to the old timer’s shoulder. “How ever many holes it might be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      As Eloise and Kyne wandered through the scrub, the sound of the truck’s engine turning over followed their steps back towards Solace.

      Her mind began to mull over the coming conversation about the elementals, formulating the exact words she wanted to say, then reordering and rearranging again until it was all a garbled mess. Bringing the elementals up with Kyne would never be easy, and she didn’t realise how nervous it made her.

      The moment they were far enough away from the truck, he asked, “What’s up?”

      “How many holes have you tried?” Eloise blurted, panicking.

      “Three so far,” Kyne replied, not picking up on her nerves. “All of them were full of that black tar.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Not even at the mountain?”

      “No. No, it wasn’t like that there.” It was a separate Old One, and if there were different kinds with different powers, they would probably never know. “At least, not that I saw.”

      Wally’s garage came into view through the scrub, and they made a beeline for it. The sun was hot on their shoulders and the air was dry as a bone, so they sought refuge in the shade cast by the building.

      “So…what’s up?” Kyne turned and leaned against the brick wall, the brim of his hat dipping low.

      “Well… Uh…” Eloise squirmed, wondering if she had time to run to the toilet.

      “Eloise…” He sighed as his frown deepened. “I know you don’t want to talk about everything that happened at the mountain, but—”

      “I know. It’s just…” She bit her bottom lip. “It kinda… Well, it kinda concerns you this time.”

      “Me? How?”

      “When we were at the mountain, Coen told us a story,” she began.

      “Coen’s stories are always vague at best,” he told her. “For as long as I’ve known him, he’s been telling them that way. Why is this time any different?”

      “Because when I stood in that mountain, I felt it.” She pressed the heel of her palm over her heart. “It was about how the seals were first placed.”

      He scoffed and pushed off the wall. “We need to close the rifts between realities, not seal them up again.”

      “That’s my point. What I did at the mountain was temporary, but it was the story Coen told us that holds the answers. Kyne…I think the elementals put them there.”

      This made him pause. “The elementals…? They made the seals?”

      “Yes.”

      He scratched his chin. “What exactly did this story say?”

      “In the beginning, when Australia was formed, a shadow grew—the Old Ones. The spirits, the ancestors, and the Indigenous peoples came together to push the shadow away, but they weren’t strong enough. So, the great emu who lives in the sky—what we now see as the arm of the Milky Way—sent down a group of people to help. People who came from the dark places between the stars and were made from light and memory. But somewhere between there and here, they were broken; they lost the ability to defeat the shadow. That’s why they placed seals made from meteorites…it was all they could manage.”

      Kyne had listened to everything she’d said patiently, but he perked up at the mention of the seal. “Meteorites?”

      Eloise nodded. “Yes. The one in the mountain was, and the one in Solace has to be, too. I didn’t get a good look at it because of all the water, but I’d bet my life on it.”

      “So, the elementals were broken.” He rolled his eyes. “Well, that’d explain a lot. They aren’t exactly…sane.”

      “They’re the only people we haven’t spoken to yet,” she went on. “My magic fixed the seal in the mountain, so two and two equals elemental. It all lines up.”

      Kyne said nothing, his expression darkening the longer the story sat with his thoughts.

      “Kyne?” It came out as a hesitant squeak.

      “You want to find them.”

      “Yes, I do,” she snapped, sensing an argument about to explode. “I have to.”

      “Eloise…” Kyne sighed and ran his hand over his face. “That path only leads to heartache. They tossed me out like I was rubbish! What makes you think they won’t do the same to you?”

      “I won’t let them.”

      “They never gave a crap about us, Eloise! They abandoned us as babies to the human world with no idea of who or what we were. Look what it did to you!”

      Eloise tensed, her thoughts wrenching to her parents. They hated her, all because she didn’t understand what she was. She did that to them. She did, no one else.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she murmured. “They did do those things to us, and who knows how many others out there…but they were broken when they came to Earth. Maybe they don’t understand what they’re doing.”

      Kyne curled his lip. “You’re defending them now?”

      “I am!” she shouted.

      Her sudden anger slapped Kyne into silence and he stared at her with wide eyes.

      “The fact of the matter remains,” she went on, her anger simmering. “We are their descendants. I have the magic the Old Ones need to break free—the magic used to seal them away in the first place. The elementals came to lock them out forever. No matter your feelings towards them, they are where my path leads…and when I go, I want to take you with me. Not just because you know the way, but because they owe you answers as much as they do me and this world. Kyne…don’t make me leave you behind again.”

      “You’d leave me again?” he asked, his voice low. “For them?”

      “I don’t want to argue about this.” She grasped his arm. “I love you and I thought I’d never find anyone
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