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 Prologue






Daérini Crea
sighed in satisfaction as her body relaxed after being pleasured by
her mate. She dropped her head to his chest while his hands
caressed her back.

“Hmm,” she purred deeply in her
throat.

Adrian smiled
at his mate's reaction. He still had a hard time believing how he
happy he was with her in his life.

She closed her
eyes and felt sleep claiming her mind under his stroking hands. He
relaxed too and closed his eyes.

The couple had barely dozed off
when another future being appeared.

“Li! What the hell?”

Adrian sat up
as well and frowned at his brother-of-joining's rude entrance into
their bedroom. He glanced at his mate, scowling at their visitor.
At least she held the bedsheet up to her throat. Future beings had
little concern about each other's natural state, but he appreciated
that she respected his feelings on the subject.

Li bowed with a
solemn face and Adrian got a bad feeling. “I am really sorry for
barging in like this, but we have a serious problem.”

Before either
could reply, Daérini's body shivered and slumped against her mate's
chest. Adrian held her gently as they waited for the vision to
pass. He glanced at Li and the bad feeling got worse when he
spotted the way Li wrung his hands together. They waited in silence
since he could only see her visions if they were touching before it
started.

A few more
seconds passed before Daérini opened her eyes. “You saw it too?”
she asked in a horrified whisper.

Li nodded. “We
need to go and talk to Dad. This is a disaster.”

Adrian's eyes
widened, but Daérini just nodded. “Give us a few minutes
please?”

Li obliged and
left them alone, closing the bedroom door behind him.

Conscious of
their earlier activities, the coupled shared a shower and Daérini
brought him up to speed at the same time.

They dried off,
got dressed and tied their wet hair into ponytails – warrior style.
No time to lose, not even to dry their manes with magic.

Five minutes
after he left them alone, they appeared again. “Let's go,” Li said
and they all jumped to the fourth dimension.






“Alu'Adr''Erinia,” they all said
as they arrived in the fourth dimension to see the leader of the
Order of the Future Beings – and Daérini and Li's
father.

He bowed his
head in acknowledgement. “Always good to see the children” he
replied with a smile, until he realised their sombre demeanours.
“What have you seen?”

Daérini
explained the vision and Alu's frown deepened.

“Mother,” the younger people said
and smiled at the newcomer.

Alu turned to
Eri'Adr''Erinia. “This is distressing news,” he replied taking her
hand.

“What could have caused them to
suddenly target the bridge again?” Alu asked to no one in
particular.

“Or who?” Adrian added, and the
faces around him got more worried.

Alu and Eri
shared a look. “I will go and talk to the High Lords. I don't think
it's Lucian, but it’s better to make sure,” Alu said.

Daérini nodded.
The rogue High Lord was causing havoc in the third dimension, but
as far as they knew, he wasn’t able to dimension-jump. As Alu said,
it would be better to find out.

Li looked at
his sister. “We need the future warriors to help to restore the
bridge.”

“Future Warriors?” Adrian asked
looking down at his mate.

“They are our cousins,” she
replied. “Three women, powerful warrior-magicians who have to
protect the man with the Dragon Key.”

“The Dragon Key will choose to
which future warrior to give the key. She uses this key to restore
the link to the fourth dimension. They are the White Warrior for
Peace, the Red Warrior for perfect Balance, and the Black Warrior for
absolute Power,” Eri added quietly.

Adrian nodded.
“So, what do we have to do?”

Li looked at
his sister. “You need to activate their magic. I cannot help
you.”

“Why?”

Daérini sighed
at Adrian's question. He was not going to like this at all. “I will
explain later, but now I know what we have to do.”

Adrian pressed
his lips together, but did not argue as they said goodbye to their
future family and returned to their own home in Sera on the planet
of Xa'an.






* * *






Adrian scowled
as Daérini explained to him that the future warriors' magic was
activated by sharing pleasure with them and that they had to do it.
“Like you did for me, when we shared pleasure the first time.”

“What?!” he exclaimed. “Daérini,”
he sighed taking her hands, “I have no intention of pleasuring
another woman. I love only you, and the thought of touching another
woman is making me really uncomfortable.”

She stepped
closer and put her arms around his waist. “I love you too, but
there is no other way. We will help each other.”

“How?”

“The white warrior's magic is activated
with a kiss from another woman,” she explained to his still
frowning gaze. “The red and black warriors require both of
us.”

She shrugged a
little. “I will be with you and you with me. You are the one with
the experience as I have not been with another man or woman before
you.”

He wasn't
happy. It was true that he was an experienced lover, but that was
before Daérini and he never thought she would want him to break his
joining-vows to her. Looking into her aquamarine eyes with their
silver rings he saw that she wasn't too thrilled about the prospect
of sharing him with another woman. “Are you sure this is the only
way?”

She nodded,
biting her lip. “There is something else.”

He arched an
eyebrow. “What?”

“You cannot tell anyone what kind
of magic my cousins practice. Their magic is not like anyone else's
in the third dimension. It may also create problems for other
future beings if it becomes known that their magic is
different.”

“Hmm,” he replied thoughtfully.
“Do we need to speak to Grandmaster Géra about this?”

It was her turn
to look thoughtful. “I don't know. There is nothing that he or
anyone else from this dimension can do to help.”

Adrian's eyes
widened. “And me? Us?”

Hugging him was
no longer enough, and she pushed her body as tightly to his as she
could. He tightened his arms in return.

“I don't know,” she whispered.
“But I am going to pray that my cousins will be successful, because
I don't want to think of the possibility of us—”

His kiss
interrupted her words, because he didn't want to hear the words
that would destroy the reason he had found the love he held in his
arms.












 Chapter 1






Jarda looked up
from the images in her hand and frowned. They didn't look right.
She sighed. Hours and hours of hard work and the images she
captured was not going to be good enough. They lacked – she
inclined her head as she looked at them again – they lacked punch.
Zing! Wow! She put them down and got up to make herself some
tea.

Waiting for the
water to boil, she ran her fingers through the soft black hair
resting against her jawline. She bit her thumb as she thought about
her client's request. “We need something different. The beauty
industry is saturated with the usual images of beautiful women
advertising our products. We want images of real women, young and
old, beautiful and ordinary. Women all have that special something
that make them unique, and beautiful. We want you to find those
women and capture their images.”

She grimaced as she made her
tea. It was not as easy as she initially thought. Finding the women
was the easy part. Even though she could see the
something
the marketing
manager of the Essential Beauty Company mentioned, it was difficult
to capture. She sat down at her desk and looked at the images
again. Eventually she pushed them aside. They were not good enough.
She would just have to start all over again. Sitting back and
sipping her tea, she wondered how she should change her approach
toward her subjects, since the problem had to be with
her.

She got up and
went to the window of her office which doubled as a studio. It
looked out over the rainforest of Zo'en. She lived on the tenth
level in her apartment block and had the best view of the
rainforest. The top level only had two apartments, whereas the
others each had six. She turned slightly as she noticed a storm
brewing on the horizon. Better go and shut down the computers
before the storm hits, she thought. Walking back to her desk, she
commanded the house computer to close the blinds and switch on the
overhead lights.

She had just
put down her still half-full cup of tea when two people appeared
before her desk. Jumping to her feet again, she bowed. “Lady
Daérini, Lord Adrian, you scared me,” she said breathlessly.

Daérini frowned
at her cousin. “J'Adr''Adath, it took me a while to find you. Why
are you hiding from me?”

Jarda sighed.
“I wasn't hiding, cousin. I am working. Why are you looking for me,
anyway?” she asked looking from Daérini to her handsome mate.

Although she
had never met him before, she knew who he was. He hadn't spoken a
word since their arrival and she wondered what was going on.

Daérini looked
up at her mate for a moment. Before she could say anything more,
Jarda grabbed her camera – well one of the four she owned. That was
it! She put the camera to her face.

“Daérini?”

“Yes?”

“Look at Adrian again, will
you?”

“Why?”

“Please?”

Daérini sighed
softly and looked up at the handsome face of her mate. He smiled at
her and immediately she smiled back. They heard the clicks as Jarda
walked around them capturing their images several times. She walked
back to the desk and plugged the camera into the still operating
computer, the approaching storm forgotten.

Daérini and
Adrian came to stand behind her and watched their own faces appear
on the screen. A few moments passed before Jarda clapped her hands
and jumped up to give them both a kiss on the cheek.

Adrian smiled
at her. “What was that for?” he asked.

“Perfect,” she said. “Look.” She
pointed to the screen. “See?”

They both
shrugged. “What?” Daérini asked confused.

Jarda pressed
her finger to Daérini's image on the screen. “Look at your eyes.
No, not the silver rings, the expression.”

Daérini
shrugged again. Jarda sighed. “You love him.”

Daérini
frowned. “Of course I love him, Jarda. He is my mate and
Protector.”

Adrian smiled
suddenly as he put his hands on Daérini's shoulders, where she
stood in front of him. “That is not what she meant, little one.
Look at the expression on your face and in your eyes. She can see
that you love me,” he explained.

Daérini tilted
her head slightly, then she smiled. “I can see that now. Wow, am I
that obvious?”

Jarda winked at
Adrian. “Actually, your whole body says that you belong to this
guy,” Jarda teased.

Daérini blushed
slightly. “Hmm, you would put it in such terms,” she replied
thoughtfully, still watching her own image.

She turned her
attention back to her black-eyed cousin. “Are you still
practising?”

Jarda dropped
her head and turned away from them. The Protector and the Future
Master waited patiently for her to respond. After a minute she
turned around again. “I am not at the top of my game,” she replied
quietly. She frowned at them. “Is that why you are here? Did Alu
send you to check up on the Black Warrior?”

Daérini shook
her head slowly. “No, my father is not checking up on you. I
am.”

She walked to
her cousin and took her hands in hers. “I have seen that you will
need to fight for the key very soon, and I came to warn you. Our
channel to this world is closing, Jarda, and you need to be ready
to fight for its continued existence. The lives of all our joined
future beings and the children of the Future Masters depend on the
channel remaining open.

Future Masters
and Guardians alike won't be able to do our work, and people could
suffer where we could have prevented it.”

Jarda nodded
and waved to them to sit down on the couch in her studio. If the
Future Masters were threatened, so was humanity. The dragons. The
shape-shifters. Hell, the entire universe could collapse if no one
was left to warn them of the evils that lurked in places most
humans were probably better off not knowing about.

The lights
flickered as the storm hit the city.

She sat down
behind her desk again and gave the command to the computer to shut
itself down. Thoughtfully she stared at the now blank screen before
her. “When?”

“About seven cycles of the moon
of Zo'en,” Adrian replied.

“Maybe sooner,” Daérini
added.

Jarda nodded.
Daérini as a Future Master was born with the gifts of perception
and second-sight. It was her primary function to ensure that
humankind was warned of those dangers that threatened their
existence. This time it seemed that future beings themselves were
at risk.

“How much time do I have to
prepare?”

Daérini looked
at her mate's hand holding hers on his thigh. “I don't know
exactly, but it seems to be about twenty days,” she replied.

“How come you can't
say?”

“The key is in the possession of
a man, and you still need to be relocated to Xa'an.”

Jarda gasped.
“I have to fight a human? You know that humans are not powerful
enough to survive my magic, not even a dragon warrior can win
against me.”

Daérini sighed and got up from
the couch. She walked to a window and pulled the blinds away to
watch the storm for a few seconds. Turning back to the room, she
folded her arms. “You won't fight the man. You will fight
for
him.”

“For him? Why?”

“He will give up the key to the
winner willingly,” she held up her hands, “if the winner made the
choice according to his desire.”

“I don't understand. Why a fight
if it is only a matter of making a choice?”

“The choice is not a rational
decision,” Adrian explained, his eyes following his mate as she
looked at images on the wall of the studio.

“Alright, I still don't
understand but I will accept your word for it.” She paused for a
few moments. “Who is my opponent for this fight?”

Daérini came to
stand in front of the desk as the lights flickered again. “You will
battle the guard of the Obe'i for the life of the Dragon Key.”

They were the
arch-enemy of the order of future beings and have for millennia
battled for the right for access to humans. Whereas future beings
try to help humans and protect them, the Obe'i magicians order want
humans as their slaves. Until now they could not overcome the power
of the future warriors, but if they got the key, they could close
off the access channel preventing future beings from getting to
humans to protect them against the Obe'i or any other threat.

“I understand that. But what are
you not telling me?” Jarda asked, as she heard the hesitation in
Daérini's voice.

“You will compete with the White
Warrior and the Red Warrior for the man,” she replied
quietly.

“My sisters?” Jarda asked
incredulously.

Daérini nodded.
“Yes. He has to choose one of you to activate the key.”

“The prophecy,” she whispered.
Again, the Future Master nodded. Jarda looked at her cousin. “You
are here to activate my power.”

“Yes,” Daérini
replied.

“Do I have a choice?”

Daérini walked
around the desk and crouched in front of her cousin, taking her
hands in hers. They were cold. “You always have a choice,
Jarda.”

She looked down
at the warm hands holding hers. “You know what I will become,” she
whispered, her voice hoarse.

Daérini shook her head. “No,
Jarda. I know what you can become, but it is up to you to determine what that will be.
Don't allow preconceived beliefs to limit your thinking. It is our
choices that makes us who we are, not our genetics.”

She stood up
again, releasing her hands. “We will come back in two days to
activate your power if you so choose, alright?”

“I understand.”

Daérini smiled
and gave her a hug.

She sighed and
sat down again after they left. She dropped her face into her
hands. The storm raging outside suddenly gave her no fear when
compared to the one Daérini just unleashed inside of her.







 Chapter 2






“Hello Di'Adr''Adath,” Daérini
greeted her eldest female cousin.

Adrian watched
as the crouching blonde woman got to her feet and turned around to
face them. He had to swallow twice as the most beautiful woman he
had ever seen in his life rose before them. Her silvery white hair
fell in soft waves to her waist and her sapphire blue eyes widened
in recognition. A bit taller than his mate, she looked more fragile
and innocent as her eyes jumped from Daérini to him before she
bowed. She had a plant in her hands and quickly put it down on the
ground by her feet.

“Hello Daérini, Lord Adrian,” she
replied in a quiet voice.

The Garden of
Solace was so quiet that one always felt that a normal tone of
voice was too loud. “It is beautiful this season, don't you
think?”

“Your garden is lovely,” Daérini
said as her eyes followed her cousin's around the garden, which was
adjacent to the building of the Magicians Order of Xa'an. Dinah was
the head gardener and she took tremendous pride in the fact that
all the flowers were white and there were always flowers in bloom,
irrespective of the season.

Dinah looked at
her cousin with a shy smile. “It is good to see you again. Why are
you here today?”

“It is time to release your
power.”

The beautiful
woman smiled a little wider. “Oh good.” Then she frowned. “What
happened?”

Dinah was the
eldest sister, but her almost ethereal appearance made it difficult
to see her as a warrior. “You have to fight for the key,” Daérini
replied evenly.

“Oh,” she said, looking at the
plant at her feet. “Can you do it now, because I have to get this
plant in the ground before it starts to wilt.”

Daérini nodded, took Adrian's
hand and connected to his mind. Her innocence must not be
compromised.

Adrian frowned lightly.
You have seen her
future?

I did, she confirmed, but didn't
expand.

He got the impression that
Dinah's future could have an important impact on the outcome of
this situation. Then you have to do it slowly, little one. Keep your touch
light and giving at all times.

Daérini nodded
and let go of his hand.

Adrian moved to
stand behind Dinah. He put one hand on her shoulder close to her
neck. Dinah's eyes widened slightly, but Daérini did not sense any
discomfort from her cousin.

She stepped
closer to Dinah and softly cupped her cheeks in her hands. Slowly
leaning towards her, Dinah's eyelids drooped. Gently Daérini
pressed her lips to her cousin's mouth. She, however, watched
Adrian's face as she slowly kissed her cousin, encouraging her to
open her mouth.

Adrian smiled with approval as
he carefully reached around Dinah to touch Daérini's hair. He
caressed her cheek with his thumb. Always so beautiful, my love.

Daérini
returned her gaze to Dinah when a sigh escaped her open mouth. She
stopped caressing Dinah's face and pulled away from her. Dinah
opened her eyes and they shone a deep blue back at her. A blush
stole over her cheeks as if she realised that she had been kissed
by another woman.

Daérini smiled
sightly at her. “Dinah?”

Dinah nodded.
“I am all right. When will my power be ready?”

“By the rise of the second sun
tomorrow you should have control over your abilities as the White
Warrior.”

Dinah nodded
and bowed to them, before collecting the plant and walking away
from them to put it in the ground.

Daérini turned
to her mate. “One down, two to go.”

Adrian took her
hand as they set off to start their day.

“Are you alright?” he asked when
she was unusually quiet walking next to him.

She smiled up
at him and squeezed his hand. “I am. Just pondering what we have to
do for the other two sisters.”

She shrugged a
shoulder, but he wasn't fooled. This was not something he looked
forward to and he hoped they never had to do this again.






* * *






Stella flicked
her red ponytail over her shoulder as she entered the classroom.
“Good morning, class,” she greeted her fifth level history
students. They replied as expected and she told them to take their
seats.

“Please open your texts on page
two hundred and seven, where we are learning about the settlement
of Wea One.” She smiled at the groans ringing around the room, but
waited patiently until they settled down. The class was a mix of
both magic and non-magic students and she had to keep a clear head
to keep them busy and focused on the subject.

An hour later
the students complained about the homework assignment that she gave
them as they left the room to go to their next class. She just
smiled and ignored their usual moaning and groaning and sat down at
her desk to sort through the homework they handed in during the
class.

A knock sounded
at the door. Not even looking up she called to the person to come
in.

“Good morning, Ell'Adr''Adath,”
she heard her name in greeting. Looking up she recognised the
Future Master standing in front of her Protector. Getting to her
feet she bowed respectfully.

Daérini
introduced the youngest sister of the Adath family to Adrian. He
smiled at the lovely redhead.

“Would you like to join me for
tea?” she invited, glancing at her timepiece.

“Thank you,” Daérini accepted as
they both followed her to the teacher's common room. After each
taking a cup they sat down in a quiet corner, away from four other
teachers also having tea.

“I suppose it is time,” she said
after taking a sip of her tea.

Daérini nodded.
Stella was the level-headed sister and the only one that actually
studied the prophecy.

Dinah lives in
her own world and Jarda avoided it when she learned that she was
the black warrior.

Stella's green
eyes were thoughtful. “What happened?”

Adrian
explained quietly about the vision and the need to protect the
Dragon Key. She nodded, occasionally sipping her tea. “Where and
when should we activate my power?”

“Somewhere more private, I would
think.”

She blinked at
Daérini, then nodded remembering how it had to be done.
“Tonight?”

Daérini nodded.
“Very well. We will come to your home after your evening meal.”






* * *






Adrian felt the
tension ramp up as Daérini knocked on Stella's front door. She held
his hand and he could see this was not easy for her either. He
squeezed her hand for a moment as Stella opened the door and
invited them inside.

She was
wringing her hands, despite her welcoming smile. Daérini let go of
Adrian's hand and embraced her cousin. She held her gently stroking
her back to comfort her.

Adrian stood
behind the future warrior and watched his mate. When Stella relaxed
against Daérini, he stepped closer and wrapped his arms around both
women.

Enfolded in the
double embrace, Stella's closed her eyes. She missed the comfort of
family and friends back home. She accepted that she had to live in
this dimension to do her duty as a future warrior, and promised
herself to visit home as soon as she possibly could.

The reason for
Daérini and Adrian's presence reminded her of the threat and she
took a deep breath. “I am ready.”

She didn't see
the shared glance between the mated couple, but felt the change in
energy between them. How they did it she didn't know, but the
sudden heat in her veins, the quickening in her breath, the wetness
between her legs and the tightening of her nipples told her that
the orgasm bearing down on her was going to be a good one.

A few seconds
later she gasped and her legs went liquid.

Two pairs of
arms tightened around her to support her body. If any words were
spoken, she hadn't heard them, but it didn't matter. The orgasm had
triggered the suppression-magic to dissipate and she smiled at the
familiar ball of energy inside herself.

With her legs
feeling more able to support her weight, she opened her eyes and
looked into the concerned aquamarine eyes of her young cousin.

“Thank you,” Stella said
softly.

“Your power will be fully
functional by sunrise. Are you alright?”

“You were really good about it,”
she said as they let her go.

Adrian and
Daérini had tea with her before leaving for their own home on
Xa'an.



 Chapter 3


Tihan Crest
frowned at the crime scene image on the display in front of the
classroom. He wasn't much of a scholar, but to advance in the ranks
and stay on top of the latest procedures of the security service,
these classes were required. He wasn't the only magician in the
service, but today he was the only one attending the class.

Two of the
female officers flirted with him during the breaks but he kept a
friendly distance. He wasn't like other magicians that they may be
acquainted with, so he didn't want to encourage them. Then again
they were colleagues too, and that could create future problems
which he would much rather avoid.

The service
didn't enforce a non-dating policy, but he wasn't human and getting
involved with a human female would be a bad idea. Although his
senior, Lord Randall Storm, was mated to a human woman he thought
their situation too unique to consider dating a human himself.

He wasn't born
on Xa'an. His parents came to live here when he was two. After he
completed his school levels, they had left for their home planet
once again, since their leader requested his father return as an
ambassador. He decided to stay on Xa'an and join the security
service, a decision that he never regretted.

His own magic
could not be released as a child and the High Order told him that
it would be activated when necessary. Dragon warriors were
different to other magicians, and none of the High Order members
were too concerned about his lack of skills development in the
magic department.

He also had a
small dragon on his back but, unlike Randall's, he held a small key
in its left claw. Although he could separate his dragon from
himself, until now he never thought to ask about the key. He always
thought it was just a birthmark, until Adrian told him about the
prophecy of the Future Warriors a few days earlier. Perhaps he
should mention it the next time he spoke to his dragon.

The Future
Warriors. He knew a little about future beings, but as a
civilisation they were mostly a mystery. Since they seldom mingled
socially as a group he didn't know anyone else, except Daérini. As
a Future Master, she saw visions and warned people of things to
come, but it seemed this time it was humanity's turn to save the
future beings. About time, he thought idly and turned his attention
back to the class.

When they took
a break for tea, Adrian and Randall entered the classroom. Everyone
bowed to them, but it was obvious they were here to see Tihan as
they made their way to him standing quietly drinking his tea.

“Tihan,” they greeted him. “How are you doing?”

Tihan smiled
wryly. “Frustrated. I would rather have my ass kicked in Lord
Randall's martial arts class than sit here for three days.”

His senior
colleagues laughed with him.

“I agree,” Adrian replied. “We came to tell you that you have
to be careful. The Future Warriors' magic have been activated and
you could already be in danger from their enemies because of
it.”

“How?” he asked, frowning.

“That's the problem. We don't know. Nobody does. We are here to
protect you until your training is finished,” Adrian
explained.

Tihan nodded and they all sat down as the trainer called them back
to their seats.

The senior
detectives shared a glance when the next crime scene on the screen
was Elizabeth Storm's office. Neither said anything but both of
them were lost in the memories of that time for the duration of the
lesson.


* * *


Elizabeth Storm
had just closed her office door after the senior managers of the V
and L Fabric Company had left following their meeting, when a
future being appeared. Smiling, she hugged her friend. Daérini
could never surprise her because of her exceptional sense of
perception.

“I have asked for tea if you would like to join me,” she said
as they sat down on a couch in her office. She frowned at the
younger woman. It was definitely unusual for her to visit during
working hours. “Erin, what is the matter?”

Elizabeth had
known her since she had been a human child, and sometimes still
called her by that name. Daérini didn't mind when she heard the
concern in her friend's voice.

Daérini
sighed.

“What happened? Is it Adrian?” Elizabeth asked, grabbing her
hand as she sensed the distress in her heart.

Daérini waited
until their tea had been delivered before responding. “Adrian is
fine. He went with Randall to guard the man holding the Dragon
Key.”

“So?”

She got up and
paced the floor. Elizabeth watched in silence, perplexed at her
actions.

She stopped and
turned around. “Things are going to happen soon, but I cannot see
the outcome.”

Elizabeth
frowned again. “Is it that bad?”

Daérini sat
down again. “I waited for Adrian for a long time and I know how
much he loves me too. If this situation goes wrong, I will never
see him again,” her voice trailed off.

Elizabeth's
eyes widened. “That's terrible! Are you sure?”

Daérini nodded
solemnly. “Yes. If my cousins are not successful, the bridge
between our dimensions will close and I will be forced to return to
the fourth dimension. Alone. It will happen to all of the future
beings not living at home full-time.”

“Can Adrian not go with you? I am sure we will miss him, but he
would be devastated without you.”

Daérini shook
her head. “He didn't grow up there so his body won't be able to
adjust to make it a permanent home. The same is true for me if I
wanted to stay here.”

Elizabeth
reached out to take her hand when there was another knock on her
office door.

Both women were
surprised when Adrian entered, clearly too distraught to pay
attention to their surroundings.

Daérini got up
and returned her friend's hug with interest before taking her
mate's hand and saying goodbye.

Elizabeth took
her tea back to her desk, but it was a while before she could focus
on her work once more.


* * *


Tihan walked to
the transport terminal, lost in thought. Tomorrow will be the last
training session and then he could get back to work. He didn't mind
that he might be involved a war – he was a warrior after all – but
what scared him was that he had to choose between three sisters. He
didn't like the prospect of that at all. At the equivalent human
age of twenty-nine he’d had some experience with women and, if
nothing else, choosing between sisters was likely to cause problems
that he would rather avoid.

He sighed as he
opened the door to his apartment. Not bothering with a light, he
walked to the back room which he had converted into a small
exercise room. Calling to the house computer to switch on the
lights, he paused and changed direction to his bedroom. Five
minutes later has was back outside pounding the pavement. Running
in the city required that he paid attention to his surroundings
instead of allowing the thoughts running around in his head.

A few city
blocks to the north, Jarda grimaced at the searing pain in her
shoulder.

“Jarda, are you alright?” her trainer asked kneeling next to
her as she held her left shoulder.

She groaned as
she sat upright with his help. “I think I tore a muscle,” she
replied between gritted teeth.

He took the
throwing stars she still held in her left hand, handed it to
another student and gently helped her to her feet. The stars were
her best weapon, but if they were not handled carefully they could
be a danger to the person throwing them. She obviously was out of
practice and the injured muscle proved that.

“Can you walk without pain?”

Jarda nodded,
still holding her shoulder, and followed him to the small medical
facility across the street from the martial arts studio.

The
healer-on-duty gently probed her arm to determine the exact nature
of her injury. Jarda winced when she found the torn muscle.

“I am sorry,” she said and removed her hand. “Let me help you
remove your shirt and then you have to lie down on the
bed.”

Gritting her
teeth at the pain, Jarda tried not to cry out as the healer
carefully pulled the tight exercise shirt from her left arm. She
laid down on the bed and closed her eyes as the healer placed both
hands on her shoulder. A few minutes later she opened her eyes.

“Carefully move your arm and shoulder,” the woman
demonstrated.

Jarda smiled at
her as she did. “Thank you.”

“I reattached the broken muscle fibres but they can only heal
completely with time. You must rest your shoulder for at least ten
days. That includes not picking up heavy things or doing any
strenuous exercise of any kind.”

Jarda nodded
and gave her word to behave herself. On her feet and dressed again,
she found her trainer in the waiting room of the medical centre.
Her shoulder still hurt but not as bad as before.

“What did the healer say?” he asked. She told him as they
walked back to the training studio where she retrieved her bag and
said goodbye to him before heading home.

Back home she
dropped the bag in her bedroom and decided to take a hot bath.
Having just closed the taps and about to remove her clothes,
Daérini appeared again. “Don't you ever knock?” Jarda asked with a
frown.

“I apologise, Jarda. I only came to see how you were doing. If
you wish, I will leave again.”

Jarda only saw
concern in her cousin's eyes and immediately felt bad for being
annoyed with her. “I am fine. My shoulder will heal and the healer
said I will be able to practice again soon.”

Daérini nodded
and disappeared before she could say anything else. Jarda finished
undressing and got into the bath.

“Perfect,” she sighed as she closed her eyes.

The marketing
manager of Essential Beauty was ecstatic with the images she had
showed to him. He had gotten his assistant to start arranging with
the women she photographed to come to their professional studio for
the images they wanted for their advertising campaign. He frowned
when she told him that three women he chose would need their mates
with them, and the fourth would be bringing her baby girl.

“Why?”

“Trust me,” she said. “I know what you want, so let me do the
job that you are paying me for in my own way.”

He gave in and
arranged with his assistant that the men and baby be accommodated
during the times that they would be there. Jarda smiled as she got
out of the water and dried herself. This project was going to be
her best ever.


Adrian was
reading on the couch when Daérini arrived home. A fluctuation in
the energy in the fourth dimension prompted her to check up on her
cousins, but Adrian elected to remain behind while she made a quick
visit to each of them. It had been an unusual feeling and it only
increased her worry about the situation.

He looked up
when she approached. The look on her face made him put the book
down and open his arms towards her. Daérini’s worry eased for a
moment as she snuggled into his arms.

Adrian didn't
have the sense of perception that his mate had, but he didn't need
it to know how worried she was. They all were.

“How are they doing? Did you find the reason for the energy
fluctuation?”

She sighed and
shook her head. “No, I didn't. My cousins were not the reason.
Jarda got hurt though, but she saw a healer and will be alright
soon.”

He kissed her
hair and tightened his arms around her. “How are you doing, little
one?”

She smiled at
the pet name that accurately described the difference in their
physical sizes. The smile soon turned into a worried line once
more. “Anxious. Uneasy. Terrified.”

He nodded. “I
know. I just wish there was something we could do. Any news from
Li?”

He had barely
mentioned her brother's name when the man himself appeared. He
didn't look any happier than they were.

“Any new visions?” were the first words out of his
mouth.

Adrian and
Daérini shared a look.

“Nothing,” Adrian replied. “You? Other Future
Masters?”

Li shook his
head before taking a chair. “I asked around and none of the others
have any new information either.”

He looked at
his sister. “Did you feel it?”

“I did. I checked on Dinah, Stella and Jarda too, but it wasn't
anything they had done or didn't do. Do you know the
cause?”

His expression
turned grim. “I asked Mother, too.”

Daérini sat
forward. “And?”

“We felt the bridge’s energy. It is trying to heal itself.
Mother said that it does that, but it cannot continue doing so
because the damage it sustained is too severe.”

“Is Mother alright?”

“For now. She is not in any pain and is doing all she can to
support the bridge with her energy. Dad is taking care of our
dimension by himself right now, although he is concerned about
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