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  Preface



Quintessence marks the end of a very long journey. Fire Danger, the first book in what became the Elementals’ Challenge series, had initially been written fifteen years before it was eventually published. At that time, I had just finished reading a great deal of Sherrilyn Kenyon and early drafts of Fire Danger clearly show that influence. I got to a certain point and then stopped writing as I wasn’t sure what to do next. It languished for years, this half-finished start to a series that didn’t know what it wanted to be.
Writing, like people, evolves, and by the time I went back to Fire Danger I had a better understanding of where the series needed to go, and what I wanted to do. I stripped out several plot points that didn’t work and reframed the story. Rachel, for instance, was originally human, but in the redraft I realized she had to be a fire power to be a true match for Phoenix. So also did I rewrite elements of Air Attack and Water Fall. Sullivan, the love interest in Water Fall, was originally a minor character, for instance. 
When I sat down to revise Quintessence, the original story had the points of view of all Elementals, but I quickly understood that this final story had to be from the perspective of those outside of Challenge, and Joao and Eliane took center stage. This has been a labor of love, sparked from a desire to write a paranormal story, but taking on a life of its own as the universe I had created changed both on the page and inside me.
I hope that you enjoy this final book as much as I loved bringing it, and the entire Elementals’ Challenge series, to life. I will miss this series, but have very much enjoyed the ride.
Claire Davon






  
  Chapter One


Eliane woke with the cries of thousands—millions—of desperate, faceless voices echoing inside her mind, her body quivering. After several terrifying seconds, she realized that her bed was not shaking. Though the tremors still echoed in her thoughts, she was unhurt. Los Angeles was prone to quakes, but the ones that plagued her had not come from the ground under her feet. Whatever had happened was elsewhere, likely far from Southern California. 
The impact of what she’d experienced surged through her on a wave. What lurked in her mind was so huge she understood this must be related to the air, earth, water, and fire Elementals, those immortal beings who fought against their counterparts every hundred years or so. Joao, her dearest and oldest friend, was fascinated with the beings, and had taught her about the paranormal world. 
In the last few days, Eliane had felt the agitation of the paranormals in the city and assumed Challenge was the reason. From what she understood about the process, each Elemental had to fight its Demonos counterpart. Win, and the world was safe. Lose—just one Elemental had to be defeated—then all four faced a final showdown together against their Demonos counterparts. If they were defeated in that bigger battle, then the Demonos were allowed to take their wrath out on humanity.
Eliane hadn’t paid too much attention to the goings-on. She and Joao may not be human anymore, since their trip to Ushuaia, Argentina as kids, but that didn’t mean the events of Challenge impacted them. Joao hadn’t been expecting any battles for another decade. That they sensed Challenge coming had surprised him.
In the past few days, the Elementals had had their individual Challenges, something she and Joao had been watching since becoming aware of it happening. The horror echoing through her informed her one had lost. The way the world rolled through her mind like a quake under her feet told her who that person—or in this case, people—had to be. Sphynx.
They were the most powerful of the Elementals, but they had lost.
The earth Elemental, Sphynx, was the oldest of them all—and they had been beaten. The truth echoed through the ground that rocked under her, and the being that was part of her life.
Now what?
The entity that lived inside her touched her thoughts, but provided no answer. Eliane’s interactions with the being were often like this. They could communicate in a fashion, but not in the sense of human words. More like feelings—impressions. Joao had told her that he could understand his in a similar way. 
Her phone rang, and Eliane was sure who was on the other end of the call. Joao. He was the one person who would understand what she was going through. Her trusted friend and confidante.
“It’s the middle of the night.”
Joao’s quick bark of laughter sang along her tired mind. Then he sucked in a breath. A second later, the entity she carried struck Eliane, just as his must have hit him. Terror was in that force, dread and anguish, and a sense of loss so profound she would have staggered under its weight if she weren’t in bed. It rolled through her before fading, carrying its almost tangible grief with it.
“If I woke you up, I’m sorry,” Joao said. “I figured you’d be up after all that. I had to hear your voice—you’re the only one who will understand. I just got shaken out of a dead sleep by my nagual. The Elementals—they lost.”
Eliane nodded, the magnitude of the disaster making her shoulders sag. A tiny part of her had hoped she was wrong.
“Yeah, I felt it. What I’m picking up from my Nagual says that Sphynx failed in their initial Challenge. How is that possible? They have been around since the dawn of history. They should be invincible.”
“Nobody is. All of them were defeated last time, in final Challenge, during World War II. They are not invulnerable.”
Her being echoed inside her mind, giving her flashes of earth, then air, fire, and water, repeating again and again. Eliane didn’t understand what the entity was trying to tell her.
“They did, but last time, Hippocampus, the former water Elemental, was the one who lost his first battle. I don’t understand, Joao. You’re the one who’s been keeping up on this. We’re missing something or we wouldn’t be talking in the middle of the night. What happens now with the Elementals and Challenge? Why are our Naguals concerned?”
He blew out a breath. “I’m not sure yet, but they are. It’s a mystery we have to solve, but not right this second. I needed to make sure you were okay, but the rest can wait. We should try to get some sleep. Whatever our Naguals are worried about can keep until morning. We won’t get any answers now.”
Another glance at the clock told her that he was right. Nobody got things done at 2:56 a.m. As tired as she was, Eliane doubted sleep was in the cards for the remaining early hours. “I’m glad you called. Come by tomorrow and we’ll talk about it. Thanks for checking on me.”
“Anytime. Count backward from a million. Or picture waves breaking at Venice Beach. I can sing you to sleep if that would help.”
Her chuckle might have been a little forced, but Eliane’s spirits loosened. “You have a terrible voice.”
His return laugh further soothed her senses. “True. Try to get some rest. Things may look better tomorrow, or rather, today.”
Eliane let Joao go, though part of her wanted to stay on the line. When she did fall back into an uneasy slumber, nameless monsters chased her in her dreams, but she could not name the things that lurked there.
Whatever the monsters were, they were closer to her now.

      ***Joao knocked on Eliane’s door, shifting from foot to foot as he waited for her to answer. After last night’s drama, his shadow was quiet, not buffeting his senses as it had been when the Elemental’s failure shot across his vision. Perhaps, after all these years, the time had come to discover the truth about his and Eliane’s symbiotes. As the years went by and he hadn’t learned why they had these things inside, he’d figured they would never find out.
Now this had happened, and he had a partial answer.
Challenge. Nothing else made sense. Since he and Eliane had come back from Ushuaia with passengers in tow, he had made it his mission to discover all he could about the paranormal world that they were now a part of. He’d uncovered so many things he had never dreamed possible. Now everything he’d gathered was going to be put to the test.
He and Eliane had many theories about their passengers. Nagual were among the more plausible, if being an entity or spirit that was a shapeshifter could be considered less crazy than the remaining possibilities. For clarity, they’d agreed to call the entities ‘Naguals.’
His spirits lightened when Eliane opened the door and gave him a quick nod before motioning him inside.
He stepped in, and she shut the door behind him. Joao strode into the living room, which was still in darkness. He waited as she flipped on the overhead light to bathe them both in its glow. Joao frowned as he took in the smudges under her half-lidded eyes.
“I should have stopped at a drive-through and brought coffee. I’ll order us some breakfast.” He used his app to place their usual order before focusing on her again. “Are you still getting images?”
“Not since I woke up, but they are burned into my memory. My Nagual showed me all sorts of things—most of them terrifying.”
“Tell me. We should compare notes.”
She ran a hand through her blond hair. He had been around her in this mussed and untidy state hundreds of times over the years. Their easy intimacy was nothing new or different—but this day was.
She dropped onto the sofa. “The images are all confused, but a lot has happened around the world and not just what’s on the news. This is bigger, deeper. I feel…someone is coming to Los Angeles—to us. That’s the sense I get. More than one.”
“Yeah, same here. It’s the Elementals.” He gestured to her laptop, open to an online news site on the coffee table. “Strange things have happened in Morocco, Portugal, and up in Northern California. The earthquake in Cairo is part of it too.” He gestured to her computer. “My Nagual was active and agitated, so I gave up the idea of sleep and checked all the sites. The dark web is buzzing, but I couldn’t find anything specific about the activities of the Elementals since their Challenges ended. Three were victorious, but one ended in defeat, and that’s all that matters. News is still coming in from Cairo, where Sphynx is. I doubt we’re wrong about this, not with the way our shadows are behaving. The Elementals are coming. Here. To this city, and us. You and I have encountered many paranormals in Los Angeles, though they keep their distance from us. These are different. I never imagined we’d be in the presence of such beings, but my—our—Naguals make me think they will be here before long.”
She sighed, and the timeless weariness in her eyes made Joao want to take her into his arms.
“That’s the same with my Nagual. The fire Elemental, Phoenix, lives closest—in San Francisco. If we’re right, he will be the first to arrive.” Eliane raised her legs to the sofa and wrapped her arms around her shins.
“I agree,” he said. “I feel Phoenix too. He’s a short distance away. Though he could fly on his own, he and a companion are coming by plane.”
She had a faraway look as she stared into the distance. 
“I can sense him,” Joao continued. “And them, the ones farther out, but getting closer.”
Her shoulder-length hair draped over her cheek as she bowed her head. “Yes. I’ve been having the weirdest dreams. I’m not sure how they tie in, but they must.” Her voice shook, each syllable thick with unshed tears. “I don’t understand why the Elementals would come to us. We aren’t the most powerful of creatures in the paranormal universe. They have gods and oracles and all manner of supernatural beings at their disposal. It doesn’t make sense. But until they get here, we won’t know.”
He raked his hands through his hair and sat next to her. Too often he wished that they were what they appeared to be to others—late-twenties professionals going about their lives as millions did in this metropolis. They weren’t unique in this day and age. Many had chosen not to work in an office and instead did their jobs remotely. With their shadows inside them, Joao and Eliane couldn’t work traditional hours. They never could tell when the darkness was going to overwhelm them. Though they’d learned coexistence with the symbiotes over the years, they still couldn’t be sure when the entities would erupt. Given that, they’d decided long ago to only confide in each other. If they dared to try to tell the truth to anyone else, they’d be sent to an institution.
He took her hand, alarmed at the coolness of her skin. A tingle rushed through him, as it always did when he touched Eliane. Joao forced the sensation to the back of his mind. They couldn’t afford to let their relationship go past friendship. Boyfriends and girlfriends came and went, but their connection stayed inviolate. Unbreakable. A bond beyond measure.
They were a bulwark to protect each other from an uncaring universe. That was more important than any temporary affair.
A shadow moved over her face before it cleared. “It’s all too confusing. I sense…Sphynx is farthest away, in Cairo. They may be delayed getting out of the city due to the quake. The one that happened because of Challenge.”
“Delayed or not, they’re Elementals, and they will get here. They can always go into the earth and come out where it’s unaffected. I guess we’d better lay in supplies. Do you think they’re expecting to stay with one of us?” Joao was just grasping for things to say. The echoes of what was happening made thinking difficult. He wished he had words to tell her things were going to be all right. Joao rested his head on hers and breathed in her essence. That much he would allow himself.
She shuddered and leaned back, separating from him.
“That would be a tight fit. Our houses aren’t that big. Besides, we can’t be sure they’re coming here just for us. This city is crawling with paranormal beings. Maybe they have something else to do, or someone else to meet.”
He forced himself away from her and went to the window, where the sun had begun its ascent into the sky.
His Nagual hummed through him. It flowed around his body, moving with insistent motions before settling back. Even then, Joao sensed its agitation. “I don’t think we’ll have to wait long before we find out for sure.”

      ***The two strangers on Eliane’s doorstep had an air of confusion, like they weren’t positive what they were doing at the front door of a home near Venice Beach. A suggestion of wings behind the man expanded his aura, though he had no wings at this time. Both guests had a faint, acrid scent of fire, accompanied by a red-and-orange halo around them.
Joao stirred on the sofa, his lean form covered by one of her spare blankets. His wavy, light-brown hair was flat on one side where he’d slept on it. The sight was so familiar, she drank it in before turning her attention back to the people who stood in front of her. Eliane cleared her throat and widened the door to admit them.
“You must be Phoenix. I wondered if this was happening, or if it was a mirage from too little sleep and too much imagination. We got the sense you were coming here, but nothing is true until it happens.”
Phoenix was a big man, almost a foot taller than the slender Joao, and took up space in her house like he was the sole person there. Joao shook himself awake, blinking sleep out of his hazel eyes, then stared at the giant man and the fire woman who now stood in her living room. A mixture of emotions swirled through Eliane like the shadow that always lay waiting. She and Joao had sensed the Elementals, but she wasn’t sure she had really expected them—until now.
“You’re correct. I’m Phoenix, and this is Rachel, my eternal partner. I’m not clear on why we are here, but we were told to come by our leader, so here we are.” The large man eyed both Eliane and Joao. “You are not what I anticipated finding at the end of our journey. I imagined a being like my—our—element.”
Fire calls to fire.
The prophecy, or saying, that Joao had discovered when researching the Elementals rang within her. Her Nagual stirred, and bits of information began flowing into her. These were fire beings, the immortal Elemental and the…whatever she was. Ifrit blood was in her veins. The knowledge came to her from her Nagual, as these things often did. Though she wasn’t quite sure what an Ifrit was, exactly, Joao would know. She made a mental note to ask him later.
Joao got to his feet and went to where the three of them stood. The fire Elemental reeked of history and power, despite his unlined face that would have placed his age around their own late twenties. From what she and Joao had learned, Phoenix was thousands of years old.
That was what the darkness—their Naguals—said as well.
“I’m Joao, and this is Eliane. We have been preparing as best we could for your visit.”
Eliane shivered at the dark fire in Phoenix’s narrowed eyes. She would not care to be on the wrong side of this powerful being in battle.
Phoenix lifted his head and stared down at them. “How is that possible? You are human, and not privy to such things. Although…perhaps you are more than that?”
Joao glanced at Eliane, and she could feel the uncertainty in him. “What we are, or aren’t, is better explained when everyone else has arrived. No reason we should say it twice...” 
Phoenix stayed near Rachel like she was a precious object. His manner suggested to Eliane he would do anything to keep her safe.
“We can wait. If you are aware of what I am, then the rest will not be a surprise. Sphynx—my earth counterparts—informed us their new oracle told them the Elementals were to go to Los Angeles. Ondine, the new water Elemental, will be arriving soon, as well as Griffin, the air Elemental. I would have preferred my first time meeting Ondine not be under these circumstances.” He had a stiff, formal way of speaking, perhaps unused to making polite conversation.
“All these years I’ve researched you four Elementals online, I have to admit I never expected to see you in person. It’s…something else. Are you hungry? I got Eliane and me food a couple of hours ago, but we could place another order. Not that this is my place. This is Eliane’s. I live nearby and…sorry, I’m rambling.” 
Eliane smiled at the half-eager, half-apprehensive posture under Joao’s words. She should pick up the narrative, but had no idea what to say. Phoenix was outside her realm of expertise. Through all their encounters with the paranormal beings that littered the city, none had ever been so personal. In the weird half state that she and Joao occupied, they had been beneath the notice of the other entities in the city. Until today.
Phoenix continued to stare at them until Eliane wanted to fidget and move away. “Five Elementals, not four. Sphynx are two. And our partners are with us. Eight in all. I sense a Marid lives in this city, who does not care for Ifrits. He would be wise to stay away. Rachel is under my protection.”
Rachel, who had stayed quiet during this exchange, gave the man a quick squeeze on his forearm. He closed his hand over hers. “I can handle myself,” she said.
The fierceness faded from Phoenix’s face. “Yes, you can. Still, I like guarding you.”
Eliane tried to summon up the image of a Marid from her memory of the research Joao had shown her about the creatures in their city. She sifted through the pictures until a giant being, as tall as Phoenix and broad, with horns and red skin, breathing fire like dragons did, materialized.
“Five Elementals, plus partners. Eight in all. Noted.” Joao’s fingers flexed as though he were itching to get on her laptop and continue his research.
Phoenix’s expression spoke of timeless battles and endless struggles. “It’s odd. I can’t tell what you are, but you are not like the mortals I have encountered over the years. You are…different. That helps explain why Sphynx’s oracle was so convinced we had to come.”
Her darkness stirred, and Eliane waited for it to swirl around her, as their beings did in times of danger. What lived inside her and Joao might be shadow stuff, but it was not evil. They had been protected by these entities on more than one occasion.
If her Nagual emerged, Eliane couldn’t imagine Phoenix’s reaction. She wondered if an Elemental could destroy something made of smoke and shadows.
“You’re right. We’re human, but we’re not. We were, but that changed fourteen years ago.”
“Explain.”
She was sure the man did not often take no for an answer. He expected obedience, and at his height and power, she was positive he got it. Even if he were nothing more than a large specimen of man, he had such an aura of strength that he commanded respect.
This was the second-oldest Elemental, after Sphynx. If he was scary, those thousands-of-years-old beings would be…
She would find out soon enough.
“As Joao said before, we’ll discuss it all when the rest get here. It can keep.” She struggled to keep a thread of anxiety out of her voice.
Joao moved away from Rachel, back into the sanctuary of Eliane’s living room. “I guess we will have to make small talk until then. Where are you planning to stay? Neither one of us has a ton of space, but I guess we could try to work something out.”
“No need, though it’s kind of you to offer. We have properties in many places, and we will be staying in one in Bel Air. The gated community suits us and protects us from casual intruders. Masud and Shani will explain when they arrive. They had hoped for all to come to you at the same time, but the distances did not allow for that. They were halfway across the world and had to get to a more secure location to procure flights. This outcome was…surprising. We did not expect Sphynx to lose their Challenge.” Phoenix ducked his head, and Rachel put a hand on his back in a soothing fashion. The bond between the two shone like the fire that glowed on them.
Eliane offered Phoenix a tiny nod to show her agreement. “I’ll make some coffee,” she began, but Joao shook his head.
“I got it,” he told her. “You always feel better after a shower. Go. I’ll entertain these guys until you come out, or more of them get here.”
“It won’t be long,” Phoenix said. “Perhaps longer, as humans count things.”
Eliane’s symbiote swam through her mind, touching her with a questioning, concerned aura. She sent what she could of reassurance, and to her relief, it receded. “Joao will hold the fort down. I’ll be back when I’m decent.”
Discussing the fate of the world could wait a half hour.






  
  Chapter Two


Joao had expected Sphynx to be taller. 
Earth is always there.
Next to the fire and air Elementals, Phoenix and Griffin, and the huge man who had accompanied Ondine, the water Elemental, the most powerful Elemental was almost diminutive. Masud Khaldun, the male half of the earth Elemental, was level with Joao’s five feet ten inches, well under the giant men’s heights. When he factored in the general sense of menace that all three large men had, the oldest being Joao had ever met was a bantamweight brought to a heavyweight fight.
Would have been, if they were anyone other than who they were. Both Masud and Shani—his female counterpart—radiated such an aura of timelessness that Joao wasn’t sure how anyone could mistake them for human.
Then again, he might have done so once, before Ushuaia. Prior to that, he and Eliane had been innocent children and full of the idea that they were the top of the food chain. Then they had visited the cave and everything changed. The world shifted on its axis—and their perception along with it.
“Tell me how Sphynx loses their first Challenge. That has never happened in history.” Griffin was speaking, his butter-yellow wings unfurled in the living room. Phoenix’s wings came and went, whereas Griffin’s were permanent.
Masud’s breathing echoed in the room like a portent. Several seconds went by before he answered. “We lost because we had never previously failed in our initial Challenge and assumed that we never would. We forgot an essential part of ourselves in that arrogance. But the how is not the issue. What is relevant is that our new oracle, Khepri, had a vision of all Elementals in Los Angeles, and it brought us here.”
Despite himself, a flutter of excitement danced inside Joao. All the years researching these powerful supernatural entities, and now they were here, just feet away. The idea was exciting and terrifying all at the same time.
“She learned of the two of you in her readings,” Masud continued. “Unfortunately, she could not determine how you were important. She is still getting accustomed to her change in status.”
The oracle Khepri may have said more, but the earth Elemental chose not to reveal it. Joao was dying to learn more about Khepri and all the Elementals’ backgrounds, things that not even the best research could tell him, but he forced himself not to speak. He wasn’t sure yet what the right things to say were. Though he wanted to know…everything…he couldn’t just blurt out questions and expect answers. He’d check the Internet when he could and dig until he found something. That method had worked more times than not, when he was persistent.
It had taken the earth Elementals half a day after Phoenix’s arrival to show up at Eliane’s doorstep. Ondine had arrived after Phoenix, and then Griffin, both with their companions. Joao was not aware who either partner was, outside of their introductions. Ondine’s companion was named Sullivan, and Griffin’s was Clea. Both had that air of the supernatural, and from what he could determine, Sullivan was a shark shifter, and Clea…his Nagual thought she was a goddess.
Eliane had ordered delivery, which now filled her tiny dining area. The aroma of Mediterranean food hung heavy in the air, but nobody was eating.
“I understood your oracle was Ramla.” Phoenix began pacing as he talked. Though his wings were not visible, the shadow lingered in Joao’s mental vision. The first time he’d seen the other inside a person, after the incident in the caves, Joao almost panicked.
He’d had years to get used to the double image since.
“Ramla perished in the fallout of our failure,” Shani said.
Joao struggled with how to address Shani. Sphynx? Mrs. Khaldun? Shani? What did a mortal like him call a being such as Sphynx? So many questions crowded his mind.
“That’s a heavy loss.” Phoenix’s troubled gaze went to Rachel, standing a short distance away. The way they leaned in suggested they were saying things in their minds that nobody else could hear.
“Yes.” Clea held herself upright, god power shining on her skin. Her name was unfamiliar to Joao in any of the pantheons he was aware of, so perhaps she was descended from one of them. His research had informed him that many demigods and those like them walked among humans. 
“I am still wrapping my head around the idea that you lost your Challenge. The weak link was supposed to be my Ondine. When she won, I assumed we were in the clear.” Sullivan’s words were a low baritone rumbling through the house. Joao sensed a touch of divinity in him as well, as though he wasn’t just a shifter but had god blood somewhere in his family tree.
Joao was surprised that Eliane’s house wasn’t collapsing from all the paranormal activity in it.
“Yet we were not successful. All things are possible in Challenge,” Masud said.
“True, but still. The Elementals have been defeated in final Challenges before, but it’s never been Sphynx losing the first one.” This came from Griffin.
Eliane opened and then closed her mouth. Joao couldn’t help but note that while she was outwardly composed, her face was too still, with just her full lips trembling. He knew the signs, though others may not. The way her knuckles showed white on each hand. The twitch of her toes, subtle within her sneakers.
Masud raised an eyebrow and folded his arms over his chest. “Yet we did. Debating it will not change the truth.”
Phoenix gestured to Eliane’s tiny living room. “Why are we here? Why did your oracle—Khepri—tell us to meet here? Is it possible her powers are faulty? I would trust your Ramla, but this one is untried. As are these newcomers.”
Phoenix did not give any sign that he cared he had insulted Joao and Eliane. The fire Elemental trod through the space, the flickers of his phantom wings distracting. Joao met Eliane’s gaze, but whatever she was thinking was hidden behind her blank face.
“There can be no doubt of the truth of her vision, Phoenix. Challenge is on us, and this final one will test us to our limits,” Masud said. “Khepri’s visions confirmed what we already suspected. We must prepare for our enemies.”
Ondine, the newest member of the Elementals, and the one who still had glimpses of humanity echoing in her, patted her hair before joining Sullivan. Again, Joao had that sense that they were speaking without words. That power would have been handy at times, but it had never surfaced among the gifts their new beings had given them, not in the fourteen years since they’d had their Naguals.
“Ondine doesn’t have a Demonos counterpart any longer,” Sullivan said. “The Iku-Turso quit Challenge during our fight and resigned from the Demonos.”
Phoenix raised an eyebrow. “Is that right? She left?”
Ondine put a hand on Sullivan’s arm. “She did. I doubt I could have been successful if she had not. She ceded the victory to me and retreated. My fight came after, in unexpected ways.”
Sullivan’s face tightened, and Joao’s Nagual whispered hints of subsequent events, something about a boat, and a god…and a deal with those deities.
“That’s my Elemental,” Sullivan said. “Ondine did her job, though she had help. Bahamut, the giant whale, was there. I also detected the presence of more water beings besides the gods who littered the area.”
Joao gaped, turning his sputter of surprise into a cough. “Bahamut? The mythical worm creature that holds up the Earth and...?”
Sullivan pinned Joao with a look that made Joao stop, though he was burning with curiosity. What they must have seen. It boggled his mind.
“He depicts as a whale, not a worm. But yes.”
Ondine nudged Sullivan, and he clamped his mouth shut on whatever else he was going to say. The air was charged with such power Joao was surprised his hair wasn’t floating. Several thoughts thing flashed through his mind, with one uppermost.
What the hell are we getting ourselves into?

      ***She was in the presence of five Elementals, a goddess, an Ifrit, and a shark shifter. In her wildest dreams, Eliane could not have imagined this.
“Are you here because your oracle saw final Challenge happening in Los Angeles?” She was glad her voice didn’t shake. Eliane wove her fingers together to conceal her trembling. Her nerves jangled from the power washing through the room.
Shani stepped away from Masud. “We can’t be certain, but don’t believe so. Her predictions are suggesting a location, one removed from here. This is a stop on the way, and that is all.” Shani was shorter than Eliane’s five foot six inches, but her aura made her seem as tall as Phoenix.
“Really?” Eliane raised an eyebrow. “If Challenge isn’t happening here, why did you come?”
Darkness spun around Eliane, dimming her vision. The minute her symbiote surged around her, Shani’s eyes widened. Joao’s darkness had increased too, shrouding them in protection. Their guardians wouldn’t let them come to harm. Despite that knowledge, Eliane longed to back away from Shani, but stayed where she was.
“That’s why,” Masud spoke matter-of-factly, and from the way he and Shani exchanged glances, she had no doubt that the two of them were communicating in their minds.
“How long have you had a Nagual?” Shani asked. “Hmm. That may not be the proper word for what the spirits are, but it’s what you call them. You have…an entity with you, something I’ve never experienced before.”
“That’s right. That’s how we refer to them.” Joao’s voice was tight, each word strangled. “It’s not exact, but it will do.”
Shani paced, walking from the window to the other side of the living room and back again. All watched her, but nobody spoke. “Naguals are Mesoamerican spirits, there to help humans to transform into their second selves. I’ve never been aware of them manifesting this way.”
She broke off her pacing and came toward Eliane. When the earth Elemental was close enough, she moved a hand in front of Eliane’s torso, the way a doctor might search for aches and pains. Eliane wondered if Shani was trying to access her mind. She’d read about shields, and Joao had joked about them learning how to put them up, but Eliane had never seen the need. Until now. She hoped that Shani respected her privacy, though she doubted she could stop the Elemental woman if she decided to read her thoughts.
“The being you carry doesn’t fight me, but it protects you. From what I can determine, it would shield you if we tried to harm you. It’s the same for you, Joao?”
“Yes. Our Naguals are unique to us, but similar to each other. When this happened to us, I searched for everything I could about possessions like this, but never got a satisfactory answer. The idea of a Nagual was close enough. We had to call them something.”
Though Shani said nothing, Eliane’s Nagual brightened, as though in answer. Elaine wasn’t sure what question might have been asked.
“These are the reason we are here,” Shani continued. “The connection isn’t clear yet, but that has to be the answer. We would not be summoned to ordinary humans.”
Ondine gave her a puzzled glance. “What does a—whatever you call the shadow around them to be—have to do with Challenge?”
Masud strode to Joao and did what Eliane had done, waiting while Masud examined him. “I don’t have any idea, but we have to find out,” Masud said when several seconds had passed without words. He started to say more, but a rumbling started in the distance.
“Earthquake,” Eliane cried as the first tremors struck.

      ***The quake slammed into the house with an accompanying rumble that narrowed the world down to shaking and sound. Phoenix’s wings erupted on his back, as did the Ifrit’s, Rachel’s. Hers were leathery and small, compared to Phoenix’s spectacular array. Joao dropped to the floor in place. Griffin and Clea were together, hovering off the ground, his wings slamming into the walls.
Sullivan and Ondine crouched with Joao as the tremors shook the house, rattling the lamps and the furniture, and knocking a bookcase sideways. The fierce rumble suggested to Joao that the epicenter had been nearby. As the event started to taper off and his mind could respond again, he tried to think with logic and not emotion. Eliane’s house was still standing, and he couldn’t detect any structural damage. If he had to guess, he’d say a six-pointer or so on the Richter scale, but that always depended on where the quake was located and how deep into the earth it went. The earth Elementals were already whispering in hushed tones.
The lights flickered, and the power went out. All her electronics whirred off and the hum of the air conditioner died. Eliane groaned, dusting off her jeans and gazing around the room at the damage. A rumble started again
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