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Tall palms swayed in time with the motion of the earth under their feet.

If these were ordinary times, it would be a brief quake, not worth mentioning. It rattled the house for mere seconds and didn’t disturb the dog. But these weren’t ordinary times.

Before this was over, there would be far deadlier quakes with unimagined consequences. Shani’s eyes met Masud’s and she nodded, validating the unspoken question on his face.

An aura of wrongness lingered in the air after the shaking stopped. Many things faded when you were an earth Elemental who had lived for thousands of years, but never the understanding of the difference between a normal earth movement and the harbinger of greater events. Although it might have felt like an ordinary quake to the uninitiated, she had experienced the variance too many times to doubt what it meant.

Challenge is coming.

The last time Challenge had occurred, the one that had become World War II, the Elementals had lost to their Demonos rivals. First Hippocampus, their water Elemental, had been defeated by his enemy, the Iku-Turso, which precipitated the final Challenge, when they’d battled all four of the Demonos at once. Losing that battle had thrown the world into chaos. The devastation and millions of lives erased during World War II as a result of that defeat had lain on Shani’s soul for decades.

“I’m right? You sense it, too?” She hoped if she spoke the words out loud it might lessen the force of the impact on her senses.

“I do.” Masud got up and went to the window, staring out into the vista. He drummed his hand on the windowsill, his attention on the horizon beyond. The blinds swayed in the aftermath of the shaking. Another time she might have been able to say it was the wind.

“It’s too soon,” she said. “We’ve never had a Challenge come this quickly before.” She paused. “At least, that I can recall. It’s possible they happened this close together long ago, but it’s hard to remember.”

He continued to stare into the distance, his brow furrowing.

“I didn’t expect this for twenty or thirty years. Still, we can’t escape the truth. Now that it’s here, we have to get ready.” His countenance was enigmatic when he turned to her, his manner distant. “We shouldn’t be surprised. Who understands the way of Challenge?”

Shani was already preparing a list of things that would need to be done. They could no longer stay in India but had to return to Cairo where their Demonos foe still lived. While Challenge could happen anywhere, they would not wait. Egypt was their new destination. They had not lived for thousands of years by shirking their duty.

“You’re right, Masud. After all this time, Challenge is still a mystery.”

While she could not read him through his shields, she had no doubt he was experiencing the same thing she was. Peace was at an end.

“I wished for more time,” he said and turned away. “We have to get started.”

As she packed her bag, Shani reviewed her handiwork. They had been in this house for over half a century, but there was little here she wished to take back to Cairo. Possessions were transient. The animals would come, of course, but the things they’d gathered would be enjoyed by the next occupants. Her gaze fell on her guitar, and she wondered if she should make an exception for it. She had not touched it in decades, dating back to the time of their last failure. It hadn’t been a conscious decision, but every time she contemplated putting her hands on the instrument, she shook it off. She had little music in her these days. Perhaps it should also remain, a symbol of everything they had lost.

However, in the end, she found she didn’t want to be without it. Shani added it and its dusty case to her belongings in the middle of the living room.

Masud’s possessions were also there. Their dog and two cats sniffed the piles with that animal instinct that told them something was happening. She returned to the bedroom when she felt Ondine, their newest Elemental, and her confusion about what had just happened.

Shani considered reaching out, but Ondine needed to learn the ways of Challenge. Shani kept her gaze on Masud while she considered what to do. Finally, she sent a sense of reassurance to Ondine and withdrew. She could do no more. The earth Elementals had no answer to what the water Elemental faced in Challenge. Even for those as long-lived as them, the Challenge under the sea was something she and Masud could not face.

When she was done, Shani studied her mate. He was as handsome as he had been the first time they met, all those millennia ago. At just six feet, he’d been tall for a man in those times but now was of average height. His thick, dark hair fell just below his ears and was cut to match modern trends. His strong nose and heavy brows balanced his full lips. On the surface, he was not as imposing as the larger Phoenix, but Masud had a core of strength in his lean form that fooled the casual observer. His Sphynx form, with cat’s eyes and tail, snuck up on the unwary to mete out justice. People underestimated him at their peril.

Masud’s face creased in a bemused expression that was not quite a smile. She could only think of two who could inspire that look.

“Phoenix? Or Griffin?”

“Phoenix,” he replied. “And then Griffin.” His voice was low, his tone rumbling. In the days of pharaohs, both of them had been famous for their voices, him as an orator and her as a singer. There was power in sound.

“It’s the same for them? They’re seeing evidence that Challenge is coming?”

He paused before nodding. “Yes. Have you reached out to Ondine?”

Shani inclined her head. “She didn’t know what to call it, but she has felt it as well. It’s only been ten years since she assumed the position of the water Elemental. It is too soon for her. She hasn’t learned all she should have. It’s my fault. I believed we had more time and was not focused on teaching her. I should have been more diligent, but it is too late now. She’s not ready. It could be a problem.”

“Even for seasoned Elementals, there is never enough time. It will have to do. We can’t regret that which is unchangeable. It will do no good to wish Challenge away.” He glanced around their home. “I’ll miss this place. It’s been comfortable here. I’ve enjoyed examining the history of India. So many things historians get wrong.” He clucked his tongue. He always did that when he was annoyed. “The pets will come with us, of course, but the plants stay behind. Your garden will have to be tended by the next tenants.”

“It’s too bad,” she said. “The seedlings were beginning to grow.”

“There will be new ones.” He rose, his eyes clouding and then clearing before he held out his hand to her.
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Masud settled into the eight-seater Elementals, Inc. jet that contained their luggage and pets. Their shifter friends would take over the Pondicherry house while they were gone, and the monkey had assured Shani that her plants would be well-tended in their absence. Neither Harini, the elephant shifter, nor Anugrah, the monkey, had any awareness of who Masud and Shani were. Perhaps it had been unkind to conceal the truth from them. If the duo had been aware that Masud and Shani were the legendary Sphynx, the oldest and most powerful of all the Elementals, he doubted that they would be so easy around him and Shani. Sometimes it was nice to be a normal couple, living a quiet life.

“We should give the caretakers the house once we are back in Cairo.” Shani watched as the plane taxied on the runway. Then they were in the air on their long flight back to Egypt.

He wondered how the city had changed in over half a century. Masud imagined it was quite altered, yet the pyramids and Sphinx remained, as did the mysteries that lay undiscovered under the sand. Egypt had existed for thousands of years and would exist for many thousands more.

Nothing lasted forever, not turmoil, nor Challenge, nor peace. The anonymity had been nice, but he and Shani had always understood that it wouldn’t hold. Not when they had a duty to perform, one that was once again upon them. Soon they would be back in the middle of the battle, facing off against their Demonos foe in Challenge.

The plane banked into the clouds, concealing the world below them. There was so much rolling through his brain he couldn’t figure out what to settle on first.

“That is a good idea,” he said. “It’s the least we can do to repay them for everything they did for us.”

“I did hate keeping our identity secret from them,” she replied. “Still, it was nice to be Shani and Masud and nothing more for a while.”

“Yes. It was refreshing to be treated as simple travelers.”

“True. We have to consider our next steps when we return. Hadeed will be waiting,” she said, her attention on the clouds. As earth shifters, they were always more comfortable on the ground, but with cargo to take back with them, it made sense to fly. The plane took hours, even days, off the journey, going across the Arabian Sea instead of around it as a land-based route would have.

“Our Manticore foe isn’t a shy man.” He paused. “It will be interesting to see what he has done with himself in all these years.”

She gave him a steady look. “He is an elder of his community, a politician and statesman. He has a home in Garden City. I keep up on these things through Elementals, Inc.”

“Women?”

“At last count married with one wife and two mistresses.”

Masud couldn’t help but smile. “No change there.”

As with all Demonos, the Manticore’s legend was different from who he was. In literature, the Manticore was a legendary creature from Persian myth similar to their Egyptian sphinx that proliferated in western European medieval art. It had the head of a human, the body of a lion, and a tail of venomous spines comparable to porcupine quills, while other depictions had it with the tail of a scorpion. It was all true, in its way, and untrue. The Manticore—Hadeed, their Demonos enemy—was a shifter with incredible speed. He couldn’t fly, per se, but could cover long distances in the air as if he could.

“We will once again be the heads of Elementals, Inc. It will be interesting to see how he chooses to interact with us.”

“Hadeed will behave as his nature dictates. Ours has always been a delicate balance.”

“That hasn’t changed in all the years of Challenge between Demonos and Elementals. This is a difficult time. We’re not as unified these days as we were during the last Challenge.”

Masud drummed his fingers on the armrest of his seat. He was keeping his true emotions locked behind shields and wasn’t sure if she could tell he was in turmoil. If she knew the truth, their conversation would be far more difficult. He would have to tell her soon.

It might be easier if she were different, but Shani looked the same as she had the day he’d met her. She was slender, with delicate curves and light brown eyes that always saw more than he intended. Her dark hair fell below her shoulders in a tumble of shiny tresses. Her full lips always delighted him. Nothing had changed in that regard.

Even with his mind so altered, Shani remained the same. Part of him wished that were not the case.

“Unified or not, we have to face it.”

“Of course. That doesn’t change, no matter how ready or unready we are.” She eyed him, her expression thoughtful. “No matter who the Elemental is, or is not. Masud, we have faced Challenges with new Elementals before.”

They were talking in circles. Shani had been a part of his life for thousands of years. If she was aware of his alteration, she said nothing.

“True. I don’t think that we faced any this soon after a change, but my memory may be faulty in that regard. I wish Hippocampus had not lost his nerve and found a way to die. He left us with this. I knew what to do with the four of us, but without him, the water Elemental is an unknown. It’s going to make this too-quick Challenge even more burdensome. I wish we still had Hippocampus.”

Her attention remained on the air outside their plane. Her shoulders were square and stiff, her body straight in the padded seat.

“With him gone, you leave Ondine to me, husband.”

It was said so mildly that he paused. He had intended to have a conversation with Shani about their circumstances before Challenge rumbled as a quake in the foreground. Now he wasn’t sure what to do. Perhaps he was a coward, but Masud couldn’t determine the next right path.

“I do,” he said. “She is concerning, but I am not the right person to intercede. It’s not just that she’s a woman, although that’s part of it. Ondine brings a new dynamic to the group. We haven’t had a new Elemental in centuries. She is unfamiliar, and much of her is still mortal. You are better with that sort of thing.”

He waited, and she inclined her head, a smile tugging at her lips. “Fair enough. You know how to handle Griffin better, so it evens out. He is still in Iceland, I assume?”

“Yes. And Phoenix is in San Francisco. Challenge doesn’t care about location.”

“It never has. What do you think it means? Why now?”

Even though they had been alive for thousands of years, had been there when the stone structure depicting their station had been built, had been there when the pharaohs existed and helped design their tombs, Masud and Shani had no better idea of when and why Challenge happened than anyone else. There was a force that guided them out there, one that brought Challenge into being when it willed. Sometimes, he could almost touch it mentally, but then it slid away. It was an entity unlike anything else he had ever encountered.

“I wish I knew,” he said. “Challenge is always mysterious. The when is as unknowable as the why. We were Elementals before there was much to speak of in the way of the human race, when our loss in Challenge meant tribes were wiped out. Now, in this modern century, we are faced with the task yet again. Instead of hundreds of thousands of souls, there are billions who don’t understand their lives are on the line and wouldn’t believe the story if they were told. I don’t know, Shani. As usual. All I know is we must do our duty once again.”

She gazed at him for a long time, and Masud once again wondered how much she sensed. His new truth lurked inside him.

“Which is why our ‘grandparents’ gave us ownership of Elementals Inc. ten years ago. None who worked with us before are with the company. Those who might have remained have been pensioned off to distant countries. The company helps us do what we have to.”

She said it in such a mild tone that he couldn’t tell if he were being rebuked for some imagined infraction. They had become careful with each other over the last decades, after the last Challenge. The loss had rippled through all the Elementals, shattering them in different ways.

He nodded. “You were smart to set it up, but you are always wise in these matters.”

“We are Earth. We are practical. I do what I have to, to make sure things are solid.”

Earth is always there. The rhyme, or riddle, or whatever it was called, echoed within Masud. It was telling that the first three lines spoke of unity whereas the fourth line assumed it.

Fire calls to fire.

Air will glide with air.

Water swims together.

Earth is always there.

It was the height of irony that that long-held assumption of Earth, that steadying force known as Sphynx to those who did not know them and Masud and Shani to those who did, should be the one part of the rhyme that was unchanging.

“You do it well,” he assured her. “Elementals, Inc. enables each Elemental to have certain freedoms that let us function as needed. Without it, we would have yet more trials.”

That seemed to satisfy her, and Shani sat back in her seat, staring out the window again. So many things that had run the same way for...years...decades...centuries. He had lost count of the many ways that they, the paired Elementals, were blended together. There was no Masud without Shani and no Shani without Masud. Many assumed them to be one entity, even though they were two separate people.

That was what made his current predicament so unpleasant. This wasn’t supposed to happen. In the thousands of years they had been together it never had. Until now. The younger Masud would have supposed it impossible.

Masud, one half of the Elemental Sphynx, had fallen out of love with his counterpart.
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“Masud and Shani Khaldun. Welcome back.”

Even after fifty years, Shani recognized the voice. Nobody forgets their mortal enemy.

Hadeed Bomani, the Manticore, greeted them by the marketplace where Shani and Masud had gone to buy supplies. The street bustled with noise and music, cars honking on the packed road and the din of a thriving market evident all around them. Loud voices hawked their wares, and buyers pushed past each other to get to the best deals.

Unlike other Elementals, Sphynx always knew where their foe was—he lived right under their noses. When not in Challenge they associated with one another, but their last brutal loss had been too devastating to face him every day. Shani didn’t admit that they had fled but couldn’t deny they’d left the city on the heels of their failure. Losing had shaken them to their core.

Like them, Hadeed reemerged every few decades as a different version of himself. This time he was the cousin of the previous Hadeed, a common name in the area. His human form gave no indication of the deadly predator that he could transform into if he chose. Hadeed was one of the few who rarely bothered. In his other form, he had the head of a human, the body of a lion and a tail of venomous quills. As a human, he was stocky, his mass swaying with every move, and red-faced. The fez on Hadeed’s head was tilted as if he had rushed to meet them.

His hulking bearing was window dressing. She had seen what his quills could do to a victim. Hadeed may have the soft, well-fed aspect of an upper-class bureaucrat, but he was lethal. He was younger than them by thousands of years but still elder to most Demonos or Elementals. Only the Iku-Turso, Ondine’s Demonos challenger, was older. The Demonos Manticore had survived for over a millennium by cunning and stealth, relying on his enemies to underestimate him—until it was too late.

“Hadeed,” Masud acknowledged, his tone polite.

She gave Hadeed a cool smile, focusing on the open-air market with its variety of produce. There had been no garden in their house since they’d left. Today Shani would begin to change that.

“Madam Shani,” he exclaimed. They were speaking Egyptian, but as with many paranormals, language was irrelevant. They could translate any language in their minds, and respond in that same tongue.

“Mr. Bomani,” she returned, inclining her head. It was impossible to hate the Demonos, even though losing to him meant the destruction of the human race. He did what he believed to be right, considering Challenge to be a necessary cleansing.

She could detect the overlay of the predator he became. In return, he saw their cat’s eyes and tails of their Elemental forms. In their Sphynx forms, they could move with dazzling speed over, under and through the earth to other destinations quicker than any modern machine except airplanes.

A woman crept out from behind Hadeed, startling Shani. She hadn’t detected the mortal lurking there.

“I told you to stay back,” Hadeed growled at the woman, who retreated a step.

“It’s hot in the car,” she complained, gesturing to the sleek two-door sports car parked on the street, almost invisible through the thicket of humanity. “I was bored.”

The new arrival was one hundred percent human, and couldn’t have been any older than her early twenties. Shani frowned, studying the woman.

Hadeed’s face softened, and he turned to her with an indulgent air.

“Pasht, my darling, of course you were bored.”

As a young human, the girl didn’t have any shields. Her mind was easy to read, and her emotions a complicated mix of love and timidity.

My darling. Shani eyed the young woman. The endearment sent a shiver down Shani’s spine, and she turned to Masud. He had assumed a posture of polite waiting but met her gaze with a troubled glance of his own.

“Surely it couldn’t be. Even as humans, the disparity between them would be great.”

“This is my wife,” Hadeed said. The stare he turned on the human was possessive, almost greedy. They had to be recently married, from the gleam of the ring on the mortal’s finger, and Pasht did not know who—or what—Hadeed was.

Shani shouldn’t have been surprised, but the sound that escaped her told her otherwise. She shot another quick glance at Masud. His relaxed posture had tightened, though, and she felt the agitation in his mind. It was one thing to know of a wife, another to see a woman barely into adulthood as his bride. Then again, this was the Manticore. He had lived in a time when such a discrepancy was common, and in many cases preferred.

The ground shifted under their feet in a movement too subtle to be detected by anyone except earth powers. Shani sent her own energy into the soil, telling it to calm, and Masud did the same. Neither of them moved, or showed an outward reaction. Within seconds the ground subsided and the tremors were no longer detectable. There was no change in the other residents of Cairo’s bustling sidewalk. The locals were ever alert to the possibility of quakes, so while the tourists may have been ignorant, if anyone but Masud and Shani felt it, someone would have raised an alarm. There was no doubt this was meant as either a warning or a test by Hadeed. Perhaps both. They had not battled each other for a long time.

She debated sending a shake of her own to the Manticore but instead gave him a soft smile while keeping visions of his car swallowed by a sinkhole in her mind. Hadeed’s teeth showed in a wide grin, but she did not detect any more tremors.

“Interesting,” she thought to Masud, making sure her shields were strong. “He underestimates us. Perhaps the last Challenge, and our fleeing, has made him overconfident.”

“I hope so. That would be to our advantage.”

They faced Hadeed once again, who was now urging the human forward.

“These are my friends,” Hadeed said, and the girl made a sketchy bow. “They have been away a long time. A very long time. Decades, you could say.”

Masud issued the Manticore a polite smile, bowing fractionally.

“Hadeed, my friend. It hasn’t been decades. Time passes in a different manner when you’re away,” Masud said, showing his teeth. “I’d invite you into our home, but we have just returned to Cairo. There is much to be done before it is ready for visitors. We have our animals, and the house needs Shani’s touch.” He put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

“Yes, yes, of course.” Hadeed threw his arms wide in an expansive gesture. “These are such challenging times. Soon, I hope. Until we meet again.”

“I look forward to it,” Masud replied, his gaze on Hadeed.

“Goodbye,” Shani said with a distinct edge to her voice. Hadeed pinned her with a fierce glare. All pretense of civility was gone. They were once again enemies.

Pasht, his too-young human wife, said nothing as she trailed her husband to where the sleek, expensive sportscar waited. It was covered in dirt, a fact of life in this dry climate. Shani imagined a trip to the carwash would soon be in order.

“Let’s go.” Masud held his hand out to Shani. “While the staff gets our belongings settled, we should deal with the house. We have been away too long.”

She nodded, but her mind was elsewhere. If she’d had any doubt that Challenge was coming, it had been dispelled by Hadeed’s quick insertion into their lives. His presence was a taste of what was to come. Soon they would be locked in Challenge. They were earth Elementals, and their Challenge took that form—earthquakes, landslides, other so-called acts of God. Once, during Challenge, one of Hadeed’s predecessors had summoned a natural disaster that had destroyed the Colossus of Rhodes. A huge earthquake, in what was now called 226 BC, took the great statue down and also leveled the city on the Greek island. They had lost that Challenge when they’d failed to stop the tragedy. In those days, there weren’t as many souls to kill, but each loss was a weight on her.

Once she and Masud had acquired their items, they returned to the home they had owned for centuries. Rather than have it stand empty, their house had been used by members of Elementals Inc. while they’d conducted their business in Egypt. For over a decade, it had been occupied by the head of the company based in this city, but he didn’t grumble when they moved him. How could he? They were his bosses. She’d been aware of some disappointment at being turned out of a place he considered home, but the sumptuous apartment they had procured for the man in the center of Cairo had made up for it.

Masud petted their dog, and the German shepherd responded by licking his face. The two cats were slower to come around, hiding under the canopy bed in the large, airy bedroom. Animals were a treat for the Sphynx, with no hidden agendas and nothing on their minds but food and pleasure.

“What now?” she asked Masud, watching him continue to stroke the beast. The dog’s tongue lolled in its mouth in a show of doggy devotion. It had been a long time since Masud had showed her that sort of attention.

“Now we settle in. We establish ourselves as the new owners, the Khalduns, and integrate into the company. And, of course, Challenge.” He patted the dog absently again, then lifted his hand to put it on the windowsill and stare toward the desert.

Others might think it foolish to bring such short-lived beings into their lives, but it was something they had always done. In their lifetimes throughout the centuries, there had been hundreds of pets and their corresponding deaths. Each one was a triumph and a heartbreak. Each one brought them joy and the attendant sorrow when they passed. Despite losing them in the wink of an eye, for the short time they were with Masud and Shani, their unconditional love was a marvel.

Animals, unlike humans, did not judge. She had no doubt if humans knew what lay within their midst, they would try to destroy what they did not understand. She and Masud had seen it through the millennia. Anything different was hunted down and demolished. It had been easier in years past. There was more land and shifters, and other paranormals could choose how to interact with the small clusters of humanity. Nowadays it was difficult to stay undetected.

“Do you think anyone will recognize us?”

He shook his head. “Even the oldest employee started after we were gone. We were careful not to have pictures back then. It will be different now, of course. We have nothing to fear from Elementals, Inc.”

Masud’s and Shani’s faces had changed over the centuries to more blend in with modern humans. Through the years the change had been subtle but accumulated over time. If Ramses or one of the old Egyptians saw them now, they wouldn’t recognize the pair who had been their aides and confidants.

“I’m glad. It will not be so easy in this modern world.”

“No.” He turned to face her. “Observing Hadeed with his young wife reminded me of that. I meant to tell you earlier, but we were busy.”

“What’s that?” she asked, crouching and holding her hand under the wicker sofa that remained in the living room. One of the cats meowed and poked his nose toward her. The new house was unfamiliar and smelled of large predators.

“It is about Phoenix and Griffin,” he replied. She continued to coax the cat, who watched her without moving, his tail swishing in agitation. “There are women involved who are entangled with the Elementals. It’s the first time I can remember such a thing happening. Neither has sought out companions in the past. Phoenix has been cautious since his disaster with the dragon shifter, and Griffin has never allowed a woman to be part of his life. What is the situation with Ondine?”

Shani considered her brief foray into Ondine’s current life before she inclined her head. “She is much younger than the others. Before she was the Elemental, there was a dolphin shifter, but he left her when she took on her new role. However, there is someone. He is a different kind of shifter. He is...” She sorted through the impressions in her head, trying to make sense of them. “He is that shark, Sullivan, the one suspected of killing Hippocampus. We have dealt with him before. He has god blood in his veins.” She paused again. “Ondine and he have history. I remember now.”

His mouth opened in surprise, but then his face cleared. “Interesting choice. I would not have expected that of Ondine, but I am not that familiar with her. Phoenix’s and Griffin’s women are not mortal, either,” he said. “Have we ever had a Challenge where all four of us have had companions?”

In a lifespan as long as theirs, some things faded, although their memories were sharper than many gods’. She shook her head. “I don’t think so. It is unusual for them to have mates for any length of time, and not during Challenge. That is a puzzle. We should investigate further.”

He tapped his finger on his lips. “I sense an advantage here. We will have to find a way to use it.”

She didn’t say that the others may be paired off, but she was no longer sure that the earth Elementals were partnered. Earth is always there. That was how the rhyme went that accompanied the tales of the Elementals. In the past, it had been true. Earth always had been there, going all the way back to the first time they’d risen as Elementals. In the thousands of years since, they had been the one constant, the one truism among the Elementals. Masud and Shani were one, the paired Elemental that comprised earth. Now, in the present day, it had changed. Masud did not understand that she was aware of his altered state of mind. They had been together for millennia, and she knew his emotions. She could not be fooled by silence nor by the spaces between words. She knew his mind, even if he was keeping it shielded from her on this matter. The timing, going into Challenge, was unfortunate.

Sometimes Shani wondered if they had been alive too long. They had depended on their bond to work through the difficult tasks. Their history made their success unparalleled among paranormals. If what she sensed was true, she didn’t see how they could be the force they once were.

She hadn’t confronted Masud, despite her awareness of his new frame of mind. Things like that happened in lives as long as theirs, but it had never lasted this long. Before, they’d had time to work through minor disagreements and chilly times. Now, it was different. In the time of Challenge, any disadvantage could be the difference between success and failure. They had lost final Challenge last time, which had resulted in the horror that was World War II, and they could not fail again. If Masud’s emotions were forever altered, she did not think they could rise to their battle effectively.

She wiped her hands and surveyed the house. The prior owner had had it cleaned, but she would want to decorate it with her own touch. She had a list of things to do to make this feel like home.

“It is a new twist on our old battle. Elementals don’t have to act alone, although that has been Griffin and Phoenix’s methodology for their Challenges. To involve women—and men—this close to Challenge suggests a shift. I don’t know what it means, Masud, but it isn’t random. I feel it.”

He surveyed the room. The furniture, like all things, was transient, and she would not bother changing it. Part of her longed for the more comfortable items they had left behind in India.

“If it gives them—us—an advantage, I welcome the change,” Masud said. “Our defeat last time still lingers in my memory. Still, I can’t recall that this has ever happened before. I’m especially curious about Ondine’s choice of the shark shifter—I wonder if there is a connection.”

Shani studied him for a moment. “I’ve learned that things are often linked, but I don’t know how this would fit in.”

“What’s interesting is the commonality across all of them. Phoenix’s companion is an Ifrit—a fire being—and Griffin’s is a goddess, but she has air powers from her mother. Each element is paired with one of its own, just as we are one Sphynx in our earth element. I wonder what it means. We should visit Ramla soon. She is always a source of wisdom, but our oracle is especially useful during Challenge.”

“I look forward to seeing her. It’s been too long.” Shani went to the boxes of their belongings that sat in the middle of the floor. “After all this time, it’s good to be home.”

“It is. I’ve missed this place.”

Shani lapsed into silence. The irony did not escape her. The younger Elementals had an advantage that the Sphynx may no longer share. She would have to confront Masud with her knowledge if he didn’t come to
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