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To love and protect...across worlds.
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War rages on planet Magio, where soul-bonds are forbidden between the people of Peacio and Dralion, yet within a high-ranking inner circle, those illicit bonds exist and teeter perilously on the edge of discovery.

Twenty-year-old Peacian empath Belle Benner has been waiting two years for her soul-bound mate to claim her and when she finally meets him, she discovers he’s the last person she ever expected him to be. Her mate is a warrior healer from within the enemy’s ranks, a man she must release if she wishes to accept the greatest challenge she’ll ever undertake, that of bringing their world’s warring to an end.

Dralion warrior healer Nicolas Vegara will do whatever it takes to keep the war between the nations of Peacio and Dralion from escalating. If he must give up his forbidden soul-bound mate, he will. If dangerous lies must be told to safeguard her, he’ll utter them, and if he must lay down his life for those he’s called to protect, then he’ll do so.

It’s time for the battle of two warring nations to come to a head. Can this young mated pair bring together two battling kings to resolve their issues...and find love along the way for themselves?
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Never in my life had I wanted to strangle someone, but right now I itched to wrap my fingers around Faith’s neck. I stormed across the high school field toward the far tree line, my backpack slapping against my back and my emotions a stormy mess. Not good for an empath, not when those with my skill needed to take such care in keeping our thoughts and feelings stable.

“I know I should have told you about Nicolas sooner.” Faith jogged in beside me in her denim miniskirt as we left the buzzing chatter of students in the quad behind.

“You had forewarning, a vision that the healer from within your country is my soul-bound mate. I’ve been waiting two years to be claimed by him, and now he’s courting you, the man who’s supposed to be mine.” I flung my hands about. “I considered you a friend. How could you do this to me, Faith?”

“I am your friend, and you’re mine.” She hiked it around in front of me, gripped my shoulders and jogging backed, frowned at me with those stunning violet eyes of hers begging forgiveness.

Not the eyes. Don’t get pulled in.

“It’s a fake courtship, and all a ruse to ensure my grandfather, King Donaldo, is appeased.” She lowered her natural guards, her sorrowful emotions pounding into me.

“I can’t stand your grandfather.” Faith and I had been friends long before she’d discovered her true parentage, that her grandfather ruled Dralion, the land of my enemy. Although never would I toss our friendship aside because of that. Instead, I’d kept her secrets, every single dangerous and deadly one of them, her twin sister, Hope’s, too.

“If Donaldo learns my mate is Davio, your prince and the grandson of his arch enemy, King Carlisio, then he’ll never let me leave Dralion again, not to attend high school here on Earth, or to be given access through the dome’s portal so I can travel to your country to see my mate.”

Which would mean death for her since she’d recently come into her adult skills, one being mind-merge, the rarest and deadliest of all the abilities on our world of Magio. Should she be prevented from allowing her mind to merge with Davio’s, then within three days, she’d perish. The same went for Hope, who’d recently formed a bond with Davio’s cousin, Silas.

“It’s a sucky skill you have. I’m sorry you and Hope got dumped with it.” Certainly no one deserved to die simply because of the cards they’d been dealt, or in this case the skills they’d been given. Faith had been raised here on Earth in New Zealand with her mother, so far from our home world of Magio, and Hope in the outback of Australia, neither aware the other had existed until recently.

“Hey, wait up you two.” Panting madly, Silvie ran across the field, her red-gold hair bobbing about. She stumbled in beside us and half bent over, braced her hands on her jean-clad thighs and wheezed. “I am so flippin’ unfit.”

“That’s because you teleport around as needed and never bother with actual exercise when you should.” Faith flicked Silvie’s hair back from her face, the two having been best friends since forever. “You also missed half my argument with Belle. I just told her about the vision of forewarning I had last week, the one which showed me that she and Nicolas were mated. I couldn’t allow them to meet then and now she’s mad at me. I need your help to make things right with her.”

“Argh, that forewarning.” Silvie straightened and held my shoulder as she continued to catch her breath. “I really hate her visions, particularly since there’s always death and destruction going on, nothing ever easy to deal with. Just be glad all she saw is that you’re mated to Nicolas.”

“She’s in a courtship with him.” I slammed my hands on my hips. “In Dralion they’re together, which means I can’t be seen with him in his own country.” Not that I’d ever visited Dralion when the dome over their country prevented it. The raging war too. “I can’t believe you knew about this and never told me either.”

“Hey, you’re angry with her, not me.” She wagged a finger at Faith. “Why do I always get in trouble when you’re in trouble?”

“Because we stick together, and have ever since we learnt to crawl.” Faith paced the grass in front of us, the brisk breeze whipping her blond hair about and fluttering the silky hem of her strappy violet top. “I need to tell you both about a secondary vision I had this afternoon, another to do with”—she eyed me—“sorry, you and Nicolas again.”

“I am totally over your visions for today.” I stormed on.

“Belle, you have to hear about what I’ve seen.” She caught up with me again, her sorrow flowing even stronger. “I’m so sorry. I’ve stolen your mate from you and you haven’t even met him yet. I’m the crappiest friend ever. You didn’t even get more than a glimpse of Nicolas across this school field last week before my vision struck and I was forced to ask Zayn to ’port you away. I wish I could have told you about him then, only it was impossible. The timing sucked.”

“But the timing doesn’t suck now?”

“No, it still sucks, but it’s important you learn about him, and that can’t wait any longer.”

“Would you both please stop walking so fast.” Silvie, still out of breath, growled as she stumbled in beside us and glared at Faith. “The unfit one wants to know what this secondary vision is all about. Spill, now. We can’t fix your visions if we don’t know all the finer details surrounding them.”

“There’s not much we can fix with this one. I saw Belle and Nicolas meeting in Dralion so they could hash things out. Nicolas must uphold a fake courtship with me and in my vision, I saw them both deciding to release each other in order to keep my bond with Davio safe. I don’t want either of them doing that, not when the mated bond is so precious, only I don’t see any other way around this issue.” She pushed one hand through her blond hair, her agitation spiking out. Agitation I couldn’t ignore any longer, not when it always pained me so greatly to see others in pain.

Nicolas had entered into a fake courtship with Faith to protect her bond with my prince. I couldn’t have Donaldo discovering all the lies we’d told to keep Faith and Hope’s mated bonds safe, not when their very lives depended on it. A no-brainer, really. I’d have to give up my mate. No wonder she’d seen Nicolas and I releasing each other.

“Considering all you’ve said, I don’t see any other way around this issue either.” I breathed slowly in and out, which calmed me down a little. “It’s been two years since I came of age and Nicolas has had long enough to decide whether he wanted to accept the bond with me, which he never has. This isn’t just about you and him upholding your fake courtship in front of your grandfather, but that he’s already chosen to dismiss our bond.”

“I get that, but—”

“I should just call it quits with Nicolas.” Yeah, that’s what I should do. There was also the bigger picture at play here—protecting Faith and Davio’s bond. Decision made. I snagged her hand and tugged her in behind the trees bordering the school field. “Take me to Dralion.”

“Are you absolutely certain you want to release each other?” Faith rested a hand on my shoulder, her gaze intense. “You don’t have to. We can find another way around this problem.”

“Maybe this is the only way, so yes, I’m certain.” My friends came first, not my mate who’d never even bothered to drop by all these years and say even a simple hello. My anger at Faith completely melted away. It was Nicolas who deserved my anger, not my friend who’d done nothing wrong but gone off her skilled instincts. I also couldn’t ignore her visions, not when she held one of the strongest skills on our world and could see issues arising before they’d even begun. Only three people held that ability which ran directly through the two royal lines of Magio. Faith and her father, Alexo, held it, along with Carlisio Loveria, my king. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

“I also saw you and Nicolas agreeing to remain in the middle ground, to be the two whose path favored no direction. Neither that of Peacio or Dralion.” She searched my gaze. “You both want what’s best for our world as a whole and always shall.”

“You’re right there. I hate that the dome over your country keeps mated pairs apart. Things have to change, only I’ve no idea how we go about making that change.”

“Neither do I, but I do know we all have freewill, which means the future is always in flux, so no matter what I’ve told you about my visions, you always need to follow your own gut instincts. That’s important.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll follow my instincts.” Those instincts said to let him go and allow him his freedom. I could move on. It wouldn’t be easy, but I was strong and could deal with the changes to come. “Check and see if you can take me to Nicolas now. I want to get my first and last meeting with him over and done with.”

“It might be your first, but I doubt it’ll be your last. He’s good friends with Silvie’s mate, and he’s close to Hope too. Nicolas is part of our inner circle in the outback. Can you handle seeing him from time to time?”

“I’ll do my best.” Determination ran thick in my blood. It wouldn’t fail me now.

“Let me check on him then.” She leaned against the wide trunk at her back, her eyes glazing over as she activated her ability. Silvie and I both patiently waited. “Okay, I’ve got him,” she finally said. “He’s out riding in the woods close to Wincrest Palace, and the dome room is clear as well.” She blinked and her eyes slowly cleared. “I can take you straight to my bedroom. It’ll be the safest place for you both to speak.”

Heavy grunts echoed from across the field as the school’s rugby players pounded out of the team’s bright blue changing rooms and thumped across the grass. Several balls got tossed between them as they set themselves up for training.

“What about you, Silvie?” Faith eyed her. “You wanna come too?”

“No, I’ll let you handle their first meeting since I’m supposed to meet Guy in the outback. My mate wants to practice some of his new enchanting spells and I promised to help him.” Silvie pulled me into a hug, murmured in my ear, “Releasing each other won’t be easy, not with how deep the bond can run. I’ll be here if you need me.”

“Thanks.” I squeezed her back and released her. “I’ll catch up with you later. Go ahead and enchant your enchanter.”

“I’ve already got him wrapped around my little finger. Engaged and all.” With a cheeky smile, she tapped the diamond ring sparkling on her left hand, then cloaked and disappeared. Silvie had found a way to safely ’port in and out of Dralion, all Guy’s fellow warriors believing her to be a warrior in training, her true Peacian heritage unknown to all except those in our inner circle.

I look one last deep breath and grasped Faith’s hand. “We better go too. I want to kick Nicolas’s butt to the curb.”

“Thank you for forgiving me so quickly.”

“I can never stay angry at you for long.”

“You also can’t whisper a word of what the dome room looks like to another.”

“Cross my heart. No one will hear a word about it from me.”

“Then let’s go.” She tightened her grip on my hand and the wind rushed by. Everything went dark as she ’ported us through time and space.

No looking back now.

Nicolas. Butt. Curb.

My belly rolled and stars blazed.

“We’re almost there,” Faith yelled over the blast of the wind. “Prepare yourself for the dome room. It’s pretty yuck.”

I hit a slippery surface and slid about. Talk about dark and dungeon-like. The dome room had no doors anywhere, only four gloomy walls constructed of a gray-black brick with slabs of floor-stones in a dull gray-green. Aged cracks in the floor’s surface oozed with slimy green moss and I gagged at the moldiness in the air. Certainly, I would never have imagined this as being the entry and exit point into Dralion. “This is beyond yuck. No one wants to clean this place up a bit?”

“It has to remain this way so no Peacians would ever consider this as the image for ’porting through. The dome room is also well blocked off and located deep below the palace. Guards aren’t even needed here because of that, although warriors do ’port in and out often, so we need to move on fairly quick.”

“To your chambers then.”

“Will do.”

I swayed as she ’ported us again, a quick spurt this time. We arrived in her bedroom and wow, she had an impressive bed. It was huge, could easily hold half a dozen people in it. Four carved hardwood posts rose high above the bed with a canopy of sheer lace netting swishing down each post. Violet silk bedcovers graced the bed. So exquisite with detailed stitching in mauve and golden thread.

I swung my backpack from my shoulders and propped it against one of the carved bedposts then hoisted my white jeans at the knees and crawled onto her bed. I plopped down on my back on the most heavenly mattress ever made. “This bed is amazing.” Arms flopped out, I did a little jiggle and moaned. “If I had a bed like this, I’d never leave it.”

“It’s great having you here, even under these circumstances.” She crawled in beside me, dropped onto her back and stared at the canopy overhead. “I wish things were different though, that this war between our nations never existed. I truly hate the dome and how it keeps mated pairs from being together. Dad said the dome had its place in the beginning, with protecting Dralion’s people from the war, but now it’s creating more issues than fixing them. If only Donaldo would allow those people who are mated between our nations to find each other, but Dad just can’t get through to him.”

“Your father certainly holds different views to Donaldo.” Alexo stood strongly at his daughters’ sides, and I admired him greatly for it.

“He does now, particularly since my bond took form with Davio, and Hope’s took form with Silas. That was the tipping point for him in this war. He’s even begun working on warriors within the leading eight—hopes to bring more of them around to our side. Dad doesn’t want the same disastrous past for me and Hope, that he had with Mum. They lost eighteen years.”

“I hate that they did, although at least that’s not a lifetime.” Not when our people lived easily to around one-hundred and twenty. We also no longer physically aged once we reached adulthood at eighteen and came into our abilities, unlike those from Earth. I rolled onto my side and faced her, searched her gaze as she rolled toward me. “What’s he like?”

“You mean Nicolas?”

“Yes.” I probably shouldn’t have asked the question, only if I hadn’t, my curiosity would’ve kept eating at me.

“He isn’t like any of the other warriors within the leading eight.” She rested her hand on my hand. “He’s a healer and driven to aid others. He also hates this war and would do anything to keep it from escalating. Peace is what he’s after, the same as you and me.”

“Which explains why he agreed to the fake courtship.”

“Yeah, he’s an angel for what he’s done there.”

“Did he ask about me that day on the school field?”

“He did.”

“Then he won’t like that I’m here.”

“He’ll be worried for sure, which is why I had that forewarning. Although I was supposed to bring you here so you could both meet and talk.”

“Is he still out riding?”

“Yep, but he won’t be far away. Come on.” She bounded from the bed, nabbed my hand and tugged me to my feet. Across the room, she walked and opened the glass balcony doors, the snow-white net curtains either side of it flapping about in the breeze blowing through. She stepped onto the tiled patio, glanced back at me. “Do you want to see Dralion?”

“I do.” I rubbed my jittery hands together and stepped through the doors and onto the balcony. Whoa. A high rocky cliff face with a sheer rock wall dropped swiftly down to meet the ocean, the heavy waves rolling in hard and spraying high, the mist lying slick across the length of the cliffs. So eerily beautiful, and that ocean had to be The Great Orbiting Ocean.

This wide expanse of ocean also surrounded our own land of Peacio, not that we could sail as far as Dralion before being pushed away by the enchanted current of the dome’s energy field. The dome fully encased their land, from border to border and even partway into the central desert area of No-Man’s Land, a country of shifting sands which lay barrenly between our two nations, a land governed by the Sol tribe.

With the wind whisking my brown hair about my face and the late afternoon sun bobbing along the horizon, I gripped the ornate inky-gray pillared railing and leaned out. We had to be at least three or four floors up, the palace built in a gray-black stone. Such a fortress. It held at least a dozen slender towers rising from the butted corners, and along the far property line, iron gates enclosed the perimeter while beyond, an array of darkened outbuildings stood, all built in the same gray-black stone. The forest swayed in the distance and riders tore free of the wooded trail and galloped toward the gates.

“The leading eight are riding in now,” Faith murmured in my ear as she leaned in closer.

A guardsman on patrol in the gatehouse gave the signal to another guard below at the gate. He bounded into position and the heavy grating rose from within the stone-arched entrance, the clunky sound of its chains echoing across the graveled inner courtyard toward us.

Gravel dust rose as riders on war horses pounded through the gates, seven in all, five warrior men and two warrior women in their saddles. At the head of the pack, a colossal man pulled his horse to a halt before the stables and dismounted with a heavy thump. Fire-breathing dragon tattoos were etched into his muscular arms and sharp silver spikes pressed into his leather belt which held a roughened metal mallet dangling from one side and a sword from the other. He tossed his reins to a stable lad who rushed forward.

“Who’s that?” I whispered.

“Killian. He’s the leader of the leading eight, the one who tried to stake his claim on me in the beginning, the one who forced Nicolas to accept the fake courtship with me so we could protect my bond with Davio.” She nudged me back into the shadowed corner of her balcony near two chairs tucked under a round latticework table. “Don’t let him see you.”

“I’ve heard of him, that he hates all things Peacio.”

“Not all things, although let’s just say his allegiance to Donaldo is strong. Even so, he’s the one Dad’s been working on lately. If he can turn Killian to our side, he can turn anyone.”

I snuck a look around the pillar. In the courtyard below, the two warrior women stood talking to each other. One had her head shaved on either side, her mohawk of bright red hair spearing high, while a piece of coiled silver pierced one nostril and round silver hoops looped through both her eyebrows. Tight leathers showed off her toned and strong body, while the second woman appeared just as toned with a black leather bodice barely containing her breasts and black leather pants slicked on. All the warriors wore swords belted at their hips and daggers sheathed at their wrists and ankles. A very imposing lot.

“I don’t see Nicolas among them.” I might have only caught the merest glimpse of him last week across the school field, but I’d never forget what he looked like.

“He’s coming. There.” Faith pointed to the forest trail.

Another rider emerged from the trees and galloped through the gates, his inky-black hair brushing his shoulders and stubble grazing his firm jaw. In black leather pants with a billowy white shirt holding a deep V neckline and a black leather vest flapping open at his sides, he pulled his mount to a halt next to his fellow warriors’ mounts. Yep, definitely Nicolas. With an easy swing of his leg over his horse’s flank, he dismounted and joined Killian. The two men spoke, their heads bent together. “Are he and Killian close?” I kept my voice low so it wouldn’t travel.

“No, not really, but they are fellow warriors within the leading eight, so they have that relationship in common.” She cleared her throat. “Very few people are aware of this, but Killian has extended family in Peacio, great-grandparents who lived there when the dome first went up forty years ago. Killian secretly visits them when he can, which is how we know he doesn’t hate all things Peacio. Having the ability to ‘see’ aids Dad and I greatly, although it’s certainly a fine line we all walk, particularly with the blood-bond Dad and I have with Donaldo. It draws us to Donaldo’s side, making it more difficult for us to go against his very wishes. It’s a struggle sometimes to press for the changes we want.”

“Killian is also the one who leads Donaldo’s missions into Peacio. His last attack was at one of our largest diamond mines, and even though that happened a few months ago, with no further attacks since, seven lives were still lost that day.” The horses whickered in the courtyard, their tails swishing about.

“I’m aware of that battle, hate that it happened and I’m so incredibly torn by it. Killian certainly isn’t an innocent, but then neither are any of us. It takes two to battle. I’m just thankful Dad’s managed to halt any further attacks from occurring. He’s gotten Donaldo’s word on that. For now, Donaldo’s focus has moved to ensuring stability within our own land. There have been a few uprisings of late, particularly from the young men who’ve now come of age and reached adulthood. They’re finding the drive to seek their mates comes from beyond the dome and they’re not happy about being denied the chance to find them.” The breeze rose, lifted a lock of her blond hair and fluttered it across her cheek. She tucked it behind her ear, worry creasing her brow.

“The same uprisings are occurring in Peacio.” Which pained me greatly. I squeezed Faith’s hand. “Less than half our people are now mated, and that number is dropping away swiftly.”

“We’re seeing that same drop occurring here.”

Down in the courtyard, Nicolas laid a hand on Killian’s head and a gentle glow shimmered all around him. I blinked at the transfixing sight, the glow one which healers emitted when healing another. “What’s wrong with Killian?”

“Nicolas removed a blood clot a few days ago, one near his brain. He’ll be checking Killian over to make sure all is still well. Let’s get you inside and I’ll call Nicolas to come up.” Faith steered me back inside her room then returned to the balcony and hands cupped to her mouth, called over the railing, “Nicolas, are you free?”

“I am now. I’m on my way.” He stepped away from Killian then a mere moment later, he shimmered in on the balcony, wrapped his arms around Faith and chuckling, planted a noisy kiss on her cheek. A wolf whistle and a hoot echoed up from below and Faith’s cheeks went red.

I backed up a little farther into her room.

Nicolas caught my movement, lifted his chin and cast me a look through the open doors.

“Hey.” I lifted a wobbly hand.

“You’re her.” Still looking at me, he growled low to Faith, “Why did you bring her here?”

“I had a vision and saw that the two of you needed to talk. Ask Belle all about it. I’m going to leave you two alone so you can chat.” She patted his back then shimmered and disappeared.

Oh boy. I hadn’t wanted to talk to Nicolas on my own. I should have told Faith to remain so she could help me get through this first meeting. “I, ah...” My tongue got stuck.

“You have a dimple each side of your mouth and a mole above your left eyebrow.” With his intense blue gaze drilling into me, he stepped through the doors, his belted sword swaying at his side. “I saw you on Earth last week with Faith and Silvie before one of the others in your group ’ported you away. Faith told me back then that you’re a protector and an empath, one in the know about hers and Davio Loveria’s bond, just as I am too.”

“That’s right, and you’re Nicolas, her healer and knight in shining armor.” I dragged in a deep breath and let it slowly back out. “That was meant as a compliment, in case it didn’t quite come out that way.”

“I’m no knight, but I am a healer.” Frowning, he crossed to me and halted in front. “This is a surprise to find you here. What’s your last name, Belle?”

“Benner. What’s yours?” My heartbeat raced at his sudden closeness. This was the moment I’d been waiting two years for, only I’d never once imagined our first meeting would occur in quite this way, or on Dralion soil.

“Vegara.” He slowly stepped around me, circling around fully then halting again in front. Carefully, he lifted one hand and gently touched his palm to my cheek, the soft glow which still surrounded him from his examination of Killian intensifying further, until a warm heat radiated out from him and seeped into me.

“There’s no need to check me over.”

“I’m running a quick scan and assessing you for any injuries.” He trailed his hand down my neck, over one shoulder then lowering to a crouch, swept both his hands down my sides, all the way to my feet.

“Are there any injuries I should know about?” Heat flushed through me, both from his healer’s touch and the fact that my mate stood so incredibly close.

“You’re all clear. No immediate injuries or life-threatening illnesses that I can see.” He rose back to his full, towering height and hovered a hand right over my heart concealed by the soft ruffles of my pink swing top.

“Is my ticker all good?”

“Your heart’s beating a little faster than it should.”

“That’s because you’re standing in front of me and I never thought this moment would ever come. It’s been more than two years since I came of age and now I’m twenty and finally meeting the one man I’d always hoped would be mine. I can’t believe you’re now taken.”

“Fake taken.” He lowered his hands back to his sides. “I can’t believe you’re now standing in front of me either, not here where only danger could assail you. Tell me about the vision Faith said she had, the one we’re to talk about. She certainly better have had an incredibly good reason for bringing you here. Dralion isn’t the place for any Peacian to be.”

“She saw us meeting here so we could hash out our problems.”

“I haven’t come for you these past two years for a very good reason.”

“You want to explain that reason?” I probed at his mind, but no emotions leaked from him, his shields well and truly in place. “Tell me why you haven’t come.”

“There’s a war and we’d never suit. That should be explanation enough.”

A heavy weight settled in my chest and pain speared through me.

“Damn, now I’ve gone and hurt you.” He raised his hand, all glowy again as he pressed it to my chest. “I’m sorry.”

My heart lightened, the pain receding. I couldn’t help but raise a brow. “That’s a nice trick.”

“We healers have a few up our sleeves.” He lowered his hand to my side and smoothed his fingers over my jean-clad hip. “Is there anything else Faith saw?”

“Yes, that you and I will release each other. After that, we need to remain in the middle ground, to be the two whose path favors no direction. Neither that of Peacio or Dralion. We both want what’s best for our world as a whole, which is something we need to stick to.”

“I’ve already agreed to protect Faith and Hope’s bonds with their mates, and even though I haven’t yet met Davio, I’ve trained with Silas at the station when he pops in to see Hope. I favor no direction. I can be as accepting of your people as I am of my own. All I truly desire is peace between our nations.”

“So you have no issue with releasing me?”

“I’m fake courting Faith, as well as now in the process of aiding Alexo in bringing Killian around to our side. There is no place in my life for a mate, not when I’m unable to be with anyone other than Faith here in this place.” He rubbed his thumb along my skin, just above the waistband of my jeans underneath the fluttery hem of my top. “It would be too dangerous for us to be together. Do you have any issue with us releasing each other?”

“No, not when there’s no other way around our issues.”

“You won’t be able to move on unless we do speak words of release, but before we do, I actually have something for you.” Slowly, he lowered his hand from my hip and dug in his pants pocket. He slid out a burgundy velvet pouch and held it in his open palm. “After I caught sight of you at your school last week and sensed exactly who you were, I purchased a small gift for you.”

“You did?” I tapped my ears. “Ah, you really bought me a gift?”

“Yes.” A crooked smile as he lifted his lips. “When my father first sensed his bond taking form with my mother, he bought her a gift and it was important to me that I buy you one as well, whether I saw you again or not.”  He pressed his hand out, the velvet pouch so temptingly close. “It’s a sentimental gift, I’m afraid. It comes from the healer in me.”

“I like sentimentality.” And I loved that he’d gotten me a gift, whether we saw each other again or not. The empath in me heartily approved of what he’d done.

“So you’ll accept it?”

“I shouldn’t.” Only I was dying to know what was within that pouch. “Maybe if we both exchanged gifts, it wouldn’t feel so, ah, wrong.”

“We can do that, exchange gifts.” He lifted a very cute brow, his smile growing cheeky. “Whatcha got on you?”

“Let me check.” That smile—I liked it. It appeared I had a playful mate underneath the serious one. I hunkered down in front of my backpack and rummaged through it. It contained only school stuff and half of an uneaten jam sandwich from lunch. I patted my jeans pockets, front and back, and found my lucky coin, one I always kept close at hand. Yep, this would make the perfect gift. I slid it out of my pocket and dropped it into his palm, right next to the velvet pouch. “I was given this coin on my first trip to Earth as a child. My parents took me and my brothers and sisters with them to show us all the delights of a world so advanced to ours in technology, only I didn’t wish to spend my money. I wanted to keep it as a reminder of that special day. I like keeping special mementoes.”

“It’s a great gift.” He stroked one finger over the coin. “Very special.”

“Ever since I’ve had that coin, if I ever had difficulty making up my mind on something, I’d toss it and get my answer. A heads-up is always a yes, a tails-up is always a no.”

“Then let’s try this coin out.” A mischievous
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