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      Death does not part.

      Have you ever dreamed of finding your soulmate? Do you think you’d recognize him as the one the instant you met?

      Skye thought Raine was her dream come true when she finally fell in love with him. But her dreams soon became nightmares when Alec, King of the Vlad Vampire Clan, wanted them and every other witch of the Kersh coven dead.

      She had to find a way to stop Alec, end the war between clans, fight against the werewolves who turned her best friends Morgan, and keep Raine, her forever friend, at her side.
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      "You can't leave me. We were supposed to do this together." Alec whimpered as he stroked the dark hair of Obsidian Moore.

      Her perfect porcelain skin was violated with a steady stream of crimson from her forehead. The rounded face and button nose features that wooed him initially to her seemed almost silly to him now, as he stood helpless watching her die in his arms. He wished he could sway the gods to spare her, but shallowness comes with a price, just like any other mortal sin. 

      It seemed strange to compare himself to the mortals. His brown eyes, chiseled chin, and muscular build made him look every bit as human as a mortal. But his dead heart, the one that hadn't beaten in centuries, made it clear that he was nothing more than a vampire. Damned from the heavens and exiled from the Underworld. He was punished with a sentence far worse than nonexistence. He was dead among the living. 

      To him, humans had it easy. They possessed free will and could sin as much as they wanted to gain their desires, and it appeared they could do it without consequence. It seemed so effortless for them. It looked like an art. 

      Sin was something foreign to Alec. He never needed to use it because his wants were always granted. The dark gift made this possible. As a vampire, he could have his material desires met by merely thinking about them. His skills even gave him powers over the humans because their lustful desires made them easy prey. 

      All the powers he possessed, and all of the material desires on this earth, couldn't help him now. His reason for existence was dying in his arms, and he was powerless to change the course of destiny. His only choice was to watch her die. 

      Ryback Moore, a witch of the Kersh coven, cast a karma spell upon Alec long before The Were Rebellion had started. The irritant fool thought he could teach Alec how to treat his daughter, a lesson that was now backfiring on them both. 

      Alec could chant an incantation to the Mother Goddess, trying to disregard Ryback's spell. However, he knew his desire to keep Obsidian on Earth would be met with disapproval. His asking to have her stay, denying her of the soul she should become, would be considered selfish to the Mother Goddess. Even his meager offerings of himself would fall upon the Goddess's deaf ears.

      Alec wished it was all a myth. It was honestly unheard of to cast a spell on the undead, and Alec had actually laughed it off at first. Until he discovered what Ryback had done because the Sun God took pity on him and entertained his wishes. 

      Having no light inside of himself, Alec fell victim to the pact Ryback had made with the Sun God. Thanks to Ryback, Alec could no longer feed upon the humans. 

      This curse had definite karmic undertones, something humans took as law. Sadly, if Ryback had thought more clearly, and didn't allow his emotions to get the better of him, the spell's bark would not have been worse than the bite. Ryback essentially sentenced his daughter to death by extinguishing her one chance at existence.  

      "I will always be by your side in spirit," Obsidian said as she palmed Alec's cheek.

      "No! You can't die! I won't allow it! You just can't. If I have to, I will find a tribal elder and perform a resurrection spell. You just have to stay. You have no say in this matter." He stated flatly.  

      Vampires had a selfish nature. They took what they wanted when they wanted it. If that meant keeping someone from the destiny of dying, then so be it. Human law was of no concern to them. He'd do anything he could to keep her here. Existing without her was no existence he wanted to be a part of.  

      Vampires could not, as humans put it, commit suicide because it was forbidden. Alec could try, but it wouldn't end well. Through legends, he knew a tale of a vampire named Aleister who attempted the same thing.  

      He purposely stayed up to watch the sunrise. Wanting it all to end because he lost his love. The sun rose, but he didn't feel a singe of burning pain. The gods had apparently, as the legend states, made it snow. The clouds were thick enough that no sunlight could penetrate, causing Aleister to have a fate far worse than nonexistence. 

      Aleister did die that day. He proclaimed he'd never feel, taste, or touch anything again, and he buried himself deep within the earth. There was talk that he still resides in Transylvania, but it proved only talk. Until now, the story never intrigued Alec enough to seek its validity.  

      "I must go. The gods are calling me." Obsidian whispered as she loosely gripped Alec's hand. 

      He could hear her heartbeat fading. The sound was deafening to him. If he didn't know any better, he'd swear his heart was stopping too. He kissed her weak hand. It was pure anguish for him to see her like this. 

      He had been walking among the living for centuries. A feat few vampires had accomplished. He was respected by many clans. In fact, some of them called him the King of the Vampires. Alec was powerful, and unlike some of his counterparts, he had a hand at magic when his heart was still beating. A practice that made his dark gifts all the more intriguing. 

      The King of the Vlad Clan was a masterful master magician indeed, bending the elements, slowing time, and could persuade the living to do as he saw fit. He had immense magical powers, but not one of which could heal the dying.  

      His dark gift, however, could. He could give that gift freely to Obsidian, despite the curse. He was told he'd suffer the worst headache in his life, a small price to pay to keep his love, but there were still no guarantees it would work. 

      All he had to do was take a taste. Obsidian was so weak that she would not know until it was too late. She wouldn't have time to argue. She'd feel no pain. Her father, Ryback, would still be able to see his daughter alive and well. He could keep her with him for as many selfish reasons as he could dream. He was desperate to keep her all to himself. Any justification would have been a good one to taste her and bestow upon her the dark gift, the blood of immortal life. Any reason, except a pious one.  

      He had absolutely no right to her. He knew that because her soul was exceptional. A brighter one than he had ever seen in his dark existence. He couldn't extinguish that light, no matter how much he wanted to. Her soul was just too pure a hue of white to taint it a color any darker. No, she belonged with the gods, and he couldn't deny that.

      He gently kissed her hand again and put it to her chest as she took her last Earthly breath. He watched her essence leave the world he was in, and he let out a cry so shrill one would almost think that time momentarily stopped for his grief.

      She was gone, and there was nothing he could physically do to bring her back. He was stuck in a world without her and wasn't sure if he could bear it. His breathing felt shallow, which was a bit of a silly notion since his lungs hadn't taken air for centuries. Yet, he could clearly feel an escape of something within him. Something from deep within, a weight on his chest that wouldn't lift.

      He couldn't escape the feeling, and it seemed to grow worse. It was now inflicting his vision where he felt a tunnel forming around his corneas. Everything started to blur, and the world turned red like his pupils. His eyes became fixated on one person in the battle.

      His rage grew towards Raine, a man he entrusted with his love. It should have been easy for Raine to protect his flesh and blood. He was, after all, Obsidian's cousin. And a powerful man in his own right, the rom baro of the Kersh clan. Standing clad in his black ceremonial robe, he looked determined and focused, trying to defeat the werewolves. But his attention should have been on protecting Obsidian.  

      Alec wanted to yell and act upon his rage, but he knew better. The werewolves and their rebellion were the top priority, and their feud had to stop. The witches' and vampires' duty was to end this rebellion, which should have never happened in the first place. It was a silly squabble and had nothing to do with Alec's brother Armand or even Armand's heir. The wolves used Kate as an excuse. They caused this rebellion because they felt they were not respected by the vampires. 

      They were utterly wrong, of course. And what made things worse is that their selfish behavior could throw the entire planet earth out of balance and expose the magical community to the mortals. Their animal instinct clouded their judgment on vanquishing Kate. An open portal wouldn't kill her. It would only make things worse. 

      The humans could not know of the Underworld or other immortals' existence. It was unnatural and unlawful for that to happen. The humans would attack the immortals out of fear which is why an exposure law was set in the first place.

      Particular magical creatures could not readily defend themselves against humans. Sprites, nymphs, and fairies were some of the most vulnerable. If they were injured and unable to continue their magical tasks, an imbalance of nature would occur. And the planet earth would fall out of alignment, causing good and evil to shift. The veil between Earth and the Underworld would lift, freeing the demons. The immortals like Alec that do walk among the living would no longer have the upper hand, giving malignant spirits the ability to overthrow a vampire's power.

      It was for this reason, and this reason alone, that Alec's feelings had to be masked from Raine for now. He had no choice. Alec had to wait until there was a proper time to unleash them. His magical gifts allowed him to keep his thoughts to himself, even while in front of Raine, who was a skilled mind reader in his own right. But even though he could block Raine from his own mind, he couldn't stop his own from thinking.  

      You bastard. She's your blood, unlike that bitch you call a soul mate. I will kill you slowly, but not before I vanquish that shrew right before you. I will rob her of her soul. A befitting fate for you, my brother, indeed. 

      A faint smile formed on Alec's face as he killed a couple of werewolves with his bare hands. It had been a long time since he had smelled the permeating sweetness of blood, and he had ceased hunting anything but vermin while with Obsidian. 

      Ryback had always thought he had a hand in Alec's sudden change in tastes, but it was Ryback's daughter, and not the spell, that made all the difference. The smell of blood was menial with vermin, and Alec filled his nostrils with as much sweet nectar as he could before it dissipated.  

      Now that she was gone, nothing was stopping him. His love for existence was slain, ripped out of him, through her lifeless body. He saw little point in holding back because the pain of losing her was far worse than the pain of killing what he deemed as a meaningless mortal. 

      A werewolf, who was human most of the time, was considered mortal to vampires. However, many vampires felt that werewolves were a distant cry from regular human beings. If a werewolf was a table wine, an average human would be a Domaine Romanée-Conti.

      There was always little talk of vampires mistakenly biting a werewolf. Alec assumed they must have tasted vile, but he could never honestly know that. The vampires who made that crucial mistake usually never lived long enough to tell the tale. 

      The smell of blood was intoxicating, and Alec knew he'd have no problem coming off the wagon again. But this werewolf's blood smelled awfully gamey to Alec. He could only imagine that the taste would be the same. He had never cared to try, but he would make the exception this time. 

      Mortal virgins were the best to Alec. They would have been his prime choice before the spell. Their blood could be compared to sipping Perrier-Jouet Belle Epoque, the world's finest and most unique champagne. There was no disdain taste to a virgin because they were pure. Tasting them again would be his only enjoyment, and he hoped to find one in this battle soon.  

      He found another victim. It was a girl this time. He came up from behind her and snapped her right arm back. The sound of crushing bone was music to his dormant ears. His smile grew to more significant proportions as he lowered her body to the ground and tilted his prey's now brittle head back.  

      As the day turned to dusk, he could see balls of light forming an alignment out of the corner of his eye. Years ago, he would have never paid attention to such a thing. Other immortal's spells and superstitions were of no concern to him. He could exist beyond an Underworld attack, so a planetary alignment sparked little fear in him. 

      This time was different. And because of Obsidian, he momentarily stopped to look at the sky. He knew she was as dead as his soul, but for a second, he held unto the weakness of a human's hope.  

      Could her presence still be here? If she were in spirit, could he still have her?  

      She somehow still held power over his thoughts, even now. He wanted to feel her next to him, and he knew that was impossible. Those thoughts made his anger grow even more.  

      A tear droplet formed on the skin of his prey. It glistened in sparkles, signifying the beauty of the planetary alignment in the night sky. The beauty of that tear may have also persuaded him to glance up. But the fearful pain behind that drop lost meaning after Obsidian's last breath. The fate of the life between his hands meant nothing to him.

      He had never seen a planetary alignment before. The beauty of the balls of light held his attention as he drew his prey closer to his kiss of death. As he bit down, a feeling of ecstasy came over him, and even though he knew it could not be possible, he thought he could feel his own blood rush through his entire body. 

      The blood quenched his tongue first and then smoothed his throat. As the blood of his prey started to flow, the thirst and desire grew, and he began to gulp. It was a long and welcomed drink and one that didn't cause any pain. He wanted to savor every ounce. It was a drink he had missed for nearly a year, a tiny blip of time for a vampire. However, it was still sadly missed, and his foolishness wanted this kill to last forever as he closed his eyes tight.  

      He then opened his eyes for a minute, wondering if this could be a dream. The curse should have stopped him from this pleasure, and it clearly was not. Once his eyes got into focus, he noticed Ryback in the distance being thrashed and decapitated by a werewolf. 

      Alec then knew it was not a dream. Ryback's spell was as dead as he was. A few droplets remained and were still flowing as Alec removed the lifeless body from his mouth. It was sucked dry by his ravish behavior. As he dropped it to the ground, he noticed that her pale features reminded him of Obsidian. His thoughts of her started to race.  

      The connection to her is still so great. It is as if she were still here. Could she be? No. She was dead.  

      Overwhelmed with grief, he did something he had never done before. The thought was silly to a vampire but relatively humane for a mortal. He closed the eyes of the prey's lifeless body. He then walked away. 

      He wondered why thoughts of Obsidian were still plaguing him. She was gone. He saw her take her last breath, yet he could still feel her presence. It was almost as if she were right in front of him. 

      Alec reached into the air, where he thought he could feel her presence, trying to grasp what little he could sense. It was a foolish thing to do, and he didn't believe in such ludicrous things. But the reaching made the want and need of her tangibility seem more achievable.  

      He could never reach her, though, and that reality was setting in quickly. He had an eternity to mourn her. An eternity. It was an anguishing concept. There would never be a way of escaping the pain of mourning her. Damned to walk the earth forever, he had no escape or solace from the pain. The only thing he had left was the determination to find pleasure in his miserable existence.

      Revenge will be mine for the taking. All I have to do is wait because time is what I have a bountiful lot of.

      His thoughts turned again as he looked for his next prey and a white wolf stood before him on the mountaintop. He had never seen a white wolf before. Most of the ones he'd seen were a drab grey or buff-colored tan, and he had even seen a black one. That one went by the name of Keme Freeman.

      Keme was special in Alec's eye. He was an old wolf that lived longer than most and thought only about pleasing himself. It was almost as if he was cut from the same cloth as Alec. His color befits his demeanor nicely. The fur on that dog was something Alec could respect. The wolf he could not, but he could appreciate the coat's color.  

      The white on this one was incredible, though. It piqued Alec's interest in discovering how pure the color truly was. He found desire rising up in his body again. This hunt would be magnificent because nothing would please him more than taint the purity out. A hue of crimson was a perfect shade to slay the immaculateness before him.  

      Alec lunged forward and leaped off of the rock he was perched on. He outstretched his hands, tingling from the ecstasy of anticipation, and went for the jugular of the white one. The dog turned to look at Alec, anticipating his move, and shot an energy ball his way. 

      Alec became paralyzed from the blow, but the werewolf's azure eyes made him feel more of a retraction to incapacitate his body. The mere sight of this dog's eyes made him shrivel in his thrill for the hunt. The eyes looked familiar to him, and he tried to place them. 

      Was Obsidian truly back from the dead?  

      Alec tried to shake his head but had failed miserably. He was still stunned and could not move, but even if he was not, the thought was impossible. Obsidian was not bitten by a werewolf. She was slain by one of her own—a witch from the Nuri clan. He saw it with his own eyes. There would be no way that this werewolf standing before him was Obsidian. She was dead. And not that long. Even the gods could not force a reincarnation so quickly. No, she was gone.

      Another ball of energy overpowered him. He could feel his dead body going limp again. He wondered if this was perhaps what death felt like. Of course, he was not sure. He had never really remembered dying himself. He was made by Lilith, the Queen of the damned, and she was the most powerful vampire to walk among the living and the dead.  

      She discovered the veil between the two worlds during the times of Adam and Eve. Scorned by her first love, Adam, and her second love, Dracula, she retreated to the darkness of the Underworld with grief, waiting for that one day she could rise again. She found that chance in Alec.

      He tried to release his body, give in to the weakness, wishing that act could make him die. Death, though, was something he would never have. Lilith robbed him of that peace long ago because her insatiable love for him sealed his fate. 

      Lilith, like all vampires, was selfish and did not allow all of her gifts to be passed to Alec. The gift she chose to keep for herself was the ability to walk among the living and the dead. The selfish gesture made him feel like the bastard child, never being or feeling accepted in either realm. 

      What made it worse was that the gods didn't accept him either. He was born hard to kill, a master of magic and illusion, but doomed to an eternity of death among the living. Armageddon, a day most mortals fear, was a day that could not come soon enough, as far as Alec was concerned. He'd finally get his peace. The gods would absorb his essence, and he would cease to exist.  

      Lilith was not spared either. She was doomed to live an existence without a mate. Her betrothed, Adam, the first man to ever walk the earth, rejected her. It was indeed a fate far more significant than his at the time. Sadly though, she brought this upon herself. She chose to be petty. And, against the gods' wishes, she sired Alec.

      He could never understand it at the time. He was only a fledgling drunk with power, but he now knew exactly how Lilith felt. Losing love was beyond hell, and he could clearly understand her lust for revenge against the gods. He also sympathized with her want of nonexistence. Life was miserable without Obsidian. 

      A prick to his skin interrupted his morbid thoughts. The fangs from the white wolf dug into his arm. The pierce felt more like a prick rather than a puncture. But for him, it was always hard to tell. The dark gift never made him feel much pain. And becoming powerless from the energy balls was more reason for being unsure. His mind was cloudy, making it hard to comprehend what was happening.  

      Alec closed his eyes for a few minutes, and when he opened them, he was in a cave. He could hear the sounds of the war still going on outside, but he could do nothing in response. His body still lay limp, and his mind was too dizzy for him to try and attempt to stand.  

      He did have some sense about him. He knew that this white wolf was not what it seemed to be. It couldn't be because it spared him. If it indeed were a werewolf, it would not have done so. 

      Werewolves, in general, did not like vampires. They couldn't understand them. A vampire would never die for their kind, nor would they help a fellow vampire in need. Not unless it suited them. 

      Werewolves were loyal to the core. They'd do anything, even die for any member of their pack. This difference made it hard for the werewolf to trust a vampire. Vampires weren't completely untrustworthy, however. They would gladly align with other creatures if they saw fit, but that separated the vampire from the werewolf.  

      A vampire was selfish to the core. They were considered the immortal family's teenagers because they had all the luxuries of mortal life. Gaining worldly possessions, thrills, and anything desired was easy, but it was all behind closed doors. They were loners in the darkness. Some were so good at hiding in the dark that they became famous writers in the mortals' world. There was talk of Edgar Allen Poe being a child of the night, but that had never been confirmed.

      Vampires, unlike mortal teens, were not self-centered by nature. They would, on occasion, please a mortal, but only if that pleased them in return. This was primarily due to law and really nothing more. Vampires had a strict set separate from every other creature's codes of conduct. They did this because they felt superior to the other races.

      "You should rest, Alec. You will be needed again soon by the clan."

      Alec thought he could hear the comment as plainly audible dialogue, but he saw no one in front of him, and the sound did not seem like it was uttered in his ears. He became confused.

      "Close your eyes." The voice from nowhere said.  

      His mind wanted to ponder who this faceless voice could be, but he felt weak and entered darkness again.

      "That's it. Let the dark sleep take you into oblivion. We don't need to think about the love lost today. Let's just think about winning the war tomorrow." Whispered Lilith as she grabbed hold of him and dug them both six feet into the ground.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been almost 17 years, and they had not seen any sign of him since The Were Rebellion, but that didn't mean that Skye stopped looking over her shoulder. Skye and Raine moved to Savannah, Georgia. It was easier to leave the past that way, especially after losing Obsidian. The mortals' World War also made it easy to pack up and leave everything behind. There was not much left after the soldiers had the pillaging sprees. They found a modest, stead ranch with enough land to live comfortably off. The added crops also brought in a reasonable price in the city. 

      The days that turned into years were wearing comfortable. Thoughts settled in that perhaps Alec was not coming for them. Life became ordinary, which made Skye feel good. 

      Each crick and crack of the house instilled a nagging away at the goodness. Skye would close her eyes and try and block out the negative noise, but visions of Raine's demise would soon follow. It was terrifying and left her frozen with fear on her worst days and looking over her shoulder on the good ones. Her visions had been wrong before, especially regarding the paranoia known as Alec. But before him, it wasn't all that often that she was wrong. 

      She wished with her heart and soul that she could have seen more of the specifics in the vision. A day, or year, would have been nice. It would have made things easier, maybe even more apparent, because if she were sure that this would be their last day, the last kiss they'd share, she would have made sure it was more than just a good morning peck.  

      The barley was plentiful this year, and she knew he wanted to get a jump start on the day before the heat got to the crop. It would be a long and hungry winter for them if he did not. That jump on the day robbed her of any recollection of her visions from the night before. In fact, the day seemed like any other. 

      All seemed normal as she was going about her daily duties, and she gave no thought to Alec whatsoever. She even selfishly stole some daydreaming moments of being with Raine in bed that night while cleaning the coop.  

      After cleaning the coop and collecting the daily eggs, Skye walked to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. She heard a bang. The broom on the opposite end of the kitchen fell to the ground, signifying unwelcome company coming. She quickly reached for the broom in a desperate attempt to cleanse the house, but before she could complete the task, a whirl of misty green light rippled around the kitchen. The light turned into balls and began to form a man's figure. 

      It was too late because Alec found them, and there was no time to prepare for battle. It was not in Alec's nature to take them as prisoners, and he wanted them and every other Kersh witch to pay for Obsidian's death.  

      She whispered under her breath, praying that the gods would be forgiving, but she knew better. The outcome of this war between them and the Vlad Clan wouldn't end well.
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      The alarm interrupted her nocturnal downtime for the third night this week. Skye was beginning to loathe her iTunes version of Bach’s Fugue in D minor. Fugue had gotten her through the college years better than any latte. But now, it seemed to lack its luster, grinding out her dreams instead of enriching them with sweetness. 

      It was silly for her to attempt, but she felt obligated to try and remember them. She knew it was a desperate attempt to think that the recollection of such things would cure her fears of going insane. Her four walls seemed to be caving around her, and this uneasiness might never have happened if she didn’t meet Raine.

      Raine seemed to be a permanent fixture in her dreams and at the local haunt where Morgan took her every weekend. He had dark features with olive skin, and his toned muscles chiseled out broadness in his shoulders, biceps, and chest. The man boasted an eight-pack while wearing his skin-tight back tee to the bar. Not that she was always gawking at him, but she wondered what his sexy V looked like underneath his jeans. His face was soft and rounded, giving his tousled hair, dark brown eyes, and chiseled chin some contrast. And he appeared to be in his early to mid-thirties. An appealing age as opposed to the twenty-year-olds that were clearly just out of diapers.  

      He was everything Skye wanted and couldn’t ask for better. He was the picture-perfect man of her dreams, which was probably why he starred in them. Raine had a lot going for him, and judging by how he carried himself on the dance floor, the guy knew it too. Skye hated that fact, but she had to admit he was gorgeous. A definite piece of eye candy she could get used to viewing while hanging out with Morgan.  

      There was only one problem with her viewing delight. Every other girl at the local dive thought the same way. A side of green she hadn’t felt in ages crept up in her belly. Skye wasn’t into competing with other women because she was tired and thought it best to leave that game to the younger ones. Yet, she wouldn’t mind finding a little extra energy if she had a chance to turn his head in her general direction, which scared her.  

      Skye shook her head as she crawled out of bed. She really had no idea what to make of him. There was nothing logical in her feelings that she could put her finger on. He seemed to be a nice guy, but Skye could only guess at that. Her stalking observations would only get her so far. She couldn’t tell if he was putting on the kind of front most men do when they want to get into a woman’s pants. Skye hoped he wasn’t like that, but given her age and wisdom, she knew her chances were probably slim. Her thirty-two years of age made her the perfect target for cheaters or sloppy seconds. After the Hunter fiasco, she wasn’t looking to score. She just wanted companionship.  

      Skye wouldn’t have even noticed Raine if Morgan didn’t intervene. Morgan Walker was Skye’s tried and true friend of five years. A definite looker in her own right, Morgan had ebony hair, dark eyes that looked like jewels in the dim light of the bar, and her build was on the slender side with good muscle tone. Morgan really liked to work out, and it showed. She was five years younger than Skye, in her late twenties, which seemed to give her an edge when looking at life a little rosier. Skye, who viewed things more cynically, kept to herself and was alone at home most nights.

      Morgan was Skye’s only cheerleader, always there to give Skye the nudge she needed to live a little. This nudge, however, was starting to look like a slap in the face. Skye was infuriated with Morgan for even suggesting that she should hook up with Raine. She just didn’t have room for a frivolous and fruitless affair. Not now, not when the boss was talking about promotion.

      To make things worse, the bar’s entertainment for the evening was karaoke, a favorite pastime of men who wanted to impress the ladies. Raine was no different. He decided that Prince’s Raspberry Barrette would be the best-suited serenade for Skye since her choice of accessories for the evening complimented the song. Skye was not amused, especially when everyone in the bar began to stare at her as Raine descended the makeshift stage.

      “I bet you sing that to all of the girls.” she taunted back at him as he sauntered over to her.

      “No, just the pretty ones. I go by RJ, short for Raine Jacoby Thaler, but you can call me Raine.”

      Skye’s blood started to boil, her nostrils flared, and her dark brown eyes transformed into night’s ebony veil. He was besting her. She knew it. But she couldn’t let him win. Not today. Not after she had officially declared to swear off men. No. She had to give him a grand retort. Something that was bitchy to keep him at arm’s length yet, playful enough to possibly want him to come back for more. She needed time to think about this one because Hunter had her all screwed up in the head. It was a silly thought to want to string Raine along for the evening, but she just wasn’t sure what to do with him. The only thing Skye knew for sure was that he was making her tongue-tied. And she didn’t like that one bit.  

      What could be memorable enough? And why did it really matter? 

      Raine had the pick of the litter. The fact that she actually even cared about what he thought was making her nose itch. She instinctually rubbed it, trying to rid herself of the irritation. 

      How will I get through this uncomfortable minute, let alone the rest of the night?

      “Hi, Raine. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Skye Falkland. “ 

      That was it. That’s all that Skye could muster. She had nothing, no line, no intellectual comeback, no retort. Raine left her dumbfoundedly speechless, which was hard to do. Especially when someone majored in English and minored in Journalism. Skye hoped this would not become a habit; if it did, she might have to reconsider her passion for words.

      As the night pressed on, Skye noticed that Raine’s stride seemed to glide slightly off the floor as he made his rounds from girl to girl. She would glance his way from time to time, hoping his gaze would meet hers, but her hopes were growing dim with each hug he gave to the ever-growing competition.  

      Skye’s thoughts were interrupted by a floating microphone in front of her lips. The MC quickly and flatly stated to Skye that it was Kamikaze Karaoke Night, and Skye was the next victim. Singing was fun for her, and this interruption was gladly welcomed, but her singing enjoyment might have been hampered if she did not know the song. 

      To some, that might be the most embarrassing thing that could ever happen in one’s life, but not to Skye. It honestly didn’t terrify her at all. She knew she was singing to a bunch of very happy drunks, and their liquid-filled minds would not remember her name much past the song’s first stanza, let alone the morning. Still, she hoped she knew some of it, so she didn’t look like a fool in front of Raine, the only other sober person in the room. 

      The beat started, and it was a familiar favorite, Kim Wilde’s Keep Me Hangin’ On, a fitting retort to Prince, she thought. Skye stood up and walked onto the stage. Skye began to belt out the lyrics as if singing was her lifetime profession. When the song was finished, the audience showed their pleasure by cheering, clapping, and whistling at her as she descended the steps of the Vegas-decorated stage. The popularity was a welcoming change from her awkward high school years. But the blurry-eyed smiles made her feel like she was in a time machine. It was as if she was reliving those uncomfortable teenage years again. Every shoulder pat from the sea of people on the dance floor connected as she stepped from the mic to the bartop where Morgan was. 

      Skye felt a bit of uneasiness in the air as her feet touched the dance floor. She thought it was just a slight breeze that released an extra blast of fog from the dry ice machine they had near the stage, but Skye knew better once her eyes met Raine’s. He was clapping, but it seemed different, slightly offbeat from the rest, making them quite distinct to Skye’s musically trained ear. Raine walked up to her while continuing to clap. Though almost as black as the night sky, as opposed to the chocolate brown she’d been accustomed to, his eyes glistened in the strobe lights.

      “Wow, you are terrific. We don’t get a lot of talent around here. Well, besides the MCs, of course.”

      Skye lowered her eyes as she mumbled a thank you. She wasn’t used to compliments because they were hard to come by. And usually, when she did receive them, it was from someone who wanted to get in her pants.

      Raine’s compliment seemed to fit because the hooded look in his eyes spoke volumes. He wanted her. It was a request that she did not want to give into so willingly, yet she knew that she would have if he had asked. She almost didn’t even notice the slow song starting to play in the background. A sea of people started forming around the two of them.

      “Dance?” Raine asked coolly as he motioned his head to the middle of the dance floor.

      Skye nodded, hoping she wouldn’t have to use a suddenly failing voice. She reached for his hand and felt a ripple of electricity flow through her arm that soon shot through her entire body. Her legs felt like jelly as he moved her to the middle of the dance floor, and Skye feared the power he seemed to be exuding over her would leave her frozen in place. Terrified, she yelled to her brain to coax her legs to stride to the beat. By the chorus, her legs were finally in unison with him and the rhythm.  

      Raine smiled as he pulled her close. Skye could feel the beat of his heart pressed against hers. She wasn’t familiar with the song being played but hoped it was long so she could savor the time she had with him. She was in a moment of weakness being with him, but she still wanted to make the moment last, no matter how silly it felt. 

      The sobering thoughts, though, wouldn’t stop. Raine was a man and a rather popular one with the ladies at this bar. All he could bring was anguish to her, and she didn’t want that in her life anymore. Skye had vowed that she’d never fall in love again. The only way she’d break that promise was if an adorable cat or dog needed a home. She was doing pretty well with her pact too. Up until Morgan introduced her to all the available men in Connecticut.  

      Still, there was something to Raine that made him seem different than the rest, but Skye couldn’t put her finger on what that might be. This guy was clearly one to stay away from in her book, yet, she felt comfortable with him. It was almost as if they had met before, but Skye knew that probably wasn’t possible.

      “You look familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?” Skye wound up saying the words aloud.

      “Yes, you know me,” Raine had a smile in his eyes that glistened in the track lighting above them.  

      Skye was taken aback by his words for a minute. She never had someone admit that they knew her before. Her senses quickly returned as she questioned, “Where do I know you from?”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll remember, sweetie. I’ve got that unmistakable and familiar kind of face. In fact, some people mistake me for a movie star.” Raine grinned, and he hugged her before gliding onto the next pretty thing on the dance floor.  

      The song was over, and Skye had more questions than answers. 

      Why would he say something like that? Is he trying to be cryptic and brooding on purpose? Or was he just pompous? Should I stay away from this guy? Or should I pursue something casual?  

      She was always so sure of herself and her impressions of people. Being a human resource manager had some perks because she could sense the motives of men coming from miles away. This one made her nervous, though. And this couldn’t be happening to her, not now. She had everything going for her. Her co-workers and boss finally took her seriously and offered her this recent human resource management position. It was the one thing in her life that lifted the weight off her shoulders. An end to her looming college debt was in sight with the dent that her paycheck made.  

      Getting involved now would mean he’d want to spend time with her, causing her to ask for time off. She knew that wouldn’t look good to her divorcee boss, who burned the midnight oil and expected everyone under her to do the same. 

      It took Skye forever to wipe the baby-faced image off her 15-year younger-looking face. She had started there in her early twenties and gave them her good years. She felt this way because even though she was still considered young by many in the latter part of her twenties, she felt old. She spent what should have been her carefree days running a store 90 hours a week and taking no vacations, sick time, or personal holidays. It was tough growing up in a company, wobbling around as if you were in your mother’s shoes, unsure of the steps you were making. 

      Skye was, however, confident with one thing. She knew the type of man she wanted. Skye yearned to meet a kind, gentle man who was there for her. She also wanted a man that could potentially father her kids. And what made the top of the list was a man that wouldn’t leave her for the next pretty thing to come along. Raine didn’t seem like any of those things, Skye could see that, and still, something was drawing her to him. She did not like that fact one bit.  

      The night ended, and the early morning hours were made known by the bartender who uttered the last call. Skye’s heart sank. She really didn’t want this night to end. She had wished she could get to know Raine a little better, or at least find out why he seemed to think she knew him, but that wish was growing dim as the lights brightened. 

      Skye thought it best to just get home. Morgan, Skye’s ride home for the evening, was busy chatting with some old high school friends. Skye figured Morgan would be a bit longer, so she decided to tally things up with the bartender. When she reached the bar, she came face to face with Raine.  

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      It was getting late, and one more drink would make Skye fuzzy. Usually, that would be okay, but Morgan was not always the most reliable designated driver. She sometimes got depressed that she was single and had too many drinks. And even though tonight was different because Morgan vowed to be a soda drinker, she still wanted to have a clear head with the Casanova in front of her.  

      “Sure.” Skye found herself saying with little thought.

      Damn it!

      Her inner diva got the better of her thoughts, and a glass of this dive’s version of white zinfandel appeared in front of her hands. The wine was one of Skye’s favorite drinks. It was hard for a bartender to have a heavy hand with a glass of wine because many would let their hands slip when mixing the alcohol with the drink. That was not very copasetic with Skye. She liked her drinks to taste like drinks.

      Skye was neither a connoisseur of wine by any means nor an exclusive kind of gal when it came to strictly red, white, or pink. She was content with whites, reds, and blushes when it suited her mood or season. That didn’t mean Skye was clueless because she knew what she liked. This bar’s wine was far from what normal white zin should taste like. It was more of a rosy Chablis, but it was wine nonetheless. Skye had been drinking it all night, and she didn’t think Raine had noticed.

      “Thank you.”

      “Not a problem,” Raine said as he waved his hand toward the glass. “So, have you figured out where you know me from yet?”

      “Not unless you shop at the mall. I’m a retail manager at one of the stores there.”  

      Skye knew many familiar faces from the mall. Most locals in the area would shop at her store for anything from tires and batteries to clothes and shoes. It was a pretty general, all-around kind of store, which meant she knew a wide variety of people by face, even some of the bar’s regulars shopped at the mall.

      “I don’t shop much, so I doubt it’s that. Maybe you’ll remember later?” Raine said while his eyes deepened.  

      Remember from where? 

      Skye wasn’t exactly a social butterfly because her life consisted of work. She knew that this guy was not someone she had bumped into regularly. 

      Where could I know him from?

      The set of lights came on in the bar, making Skye tired. She did not want to go to breakfast, but Morgan looked like she needed a cup of coffee and food. Morgan was social because she liked to chat with the barflies after hours to keep up with all the latest gossip. This visit would be for the two of them to catch up. Skye had been so busy lately at work she hadn’t had time to see Morgan in several weeks.  

      Skye wasn’t much for the gossip and liked to keep to herself. She never felt she’d had much in common with other girls at the bar. She was always a responsible adult and would probably bore them to tears with her lack lustered work life. Skye was also almost always the designated driver when they went out because they all could count on the boring one to give a safe ride home. 

      Driving did have its perks. Skye could leave when she wanted to. Of course, being the overly responsible type, she always had to leave the bar early due to her job. She hated that and would love to live a little, but paying the bills meant she had to be boring. 

      Morgan sometimes didn’t care to know her limit when it came to having fun, which is why she wasn’t always a reliable designated driver. Many nights, Skye found herself drinking soda so they’d have a safe ride home. 

      Skye was all too familiar with limits that were fueled by guilt. Her motherly personality played a huge role, but the death of a friend under the influence put the exclamation point on her staying sober. Jimmy’s death was something she’d just never get over. 

      “What’ll ya have?” The waitress said with a frown that clearly showed how much she hated the three AM rush.

      “I’ll have a Western Omelet with a cup of coffee, high test, please,” Skye said as politely as she could. She made a mental note to herself to give a bigger tip than the standard twenty percent because the waitress’s darkened eyes signified the woman was working for her kids.

      “And I’ll have eggs over easy with a side of bacon and a cup of coffee, as well, thanks.” Said Morgan.

      The waitress only momentarily looked up from her order pad to grab the menus. She returned quickly with two cups, a fresh pot of coffee, and some creamers.

      “Your food will be coming in a few minutes. My name is Jane. If you need anything else, just let me know.”

      “Thank you,” Skye replied with a smile that didn’t meet Jane’s eyes. Skye thinned her lips slightly, sad that Jane had to work shit hours.

      “So, I’m going to come right out and ask you, Skye, are you into Raine?” Morgan asked abruptly after Jane was off to the far end of the restaurant.  

      “Raine’s not my type,” Skye stated as flatly as possible, hoping her all-knowing best friend wouldn’t see past the façade.  

      “Not your type? What do you mean? He’s gorgeous, Skye! You can’t tell me that you aren’t the least bit attracted to him.”

      “Look, I’m just not that interested right now. I’m still hurt, and I certainly don’t need a rebound! I’ve been there and done that more times than I can count.”

      “I don’t know, Skye. I think you’d enjoy the ride with this one. And the pun is intended, by the way.” Morgan snickered. “You should get to know him, Skye. You’re getting wound a little too tight and could use a good screw. Besides, you don’t have to marry the guy, so stop with the ‘I need to be responsible’ act! You stopped believing in Cinderella the day you quit wearing diapers, so loosen up and have some fun!”

      “Leave it to you to be so blunt!” Skye gave her a half-smile. “Maybe I should be his friend. Lord knows I’ll need a few if I keep going to the dives you drag me to. He’d be better at keeping the creepy guys away from me than you. Somehow, the lesbian thing just isn’t working anymore. They either keep fantasizing about a threesome these days, or it doesn’t phase them because they are bi.” Skye said with a bit of a chuckle in her voice.

      “Yeah, you are right. The lesbian thing doesn’t work, but neither does that bit you tried. The one about becoming a nun.”

      “True. We both must find a boyfriend or stop going to the bars.”

      “I vote for finding a boyfriend on one of the apps because I have too much fun at the bars. So, same bat time, same bat channel for tomorrow?”

      Skye was reluctant to say yes. She was tired from a long work week and wanted nothing more than to curl up on her couch to watch an action movie. Skye wasn’t into girly-girl movies. All she wanted was some back-to-back John Cena in The Marine and 12 Rounds. The acting was as scarce as the romance between the characters, but the biceps made up for it. 

      Skye’s focus suddenly turned to Raine’s broad shoulders and imagined him shirtless on a treadmill working out. She shook her head. It was silly to even think about Raine because he’d be a rebound to forget about Hunter. 

      Skye knew Raine could never take away her hurt for Hunter, but she wouldn’t mind if he tried. He was as mysterious as a Sherlock Holmes novel. But no matter how she sliced her mental thoughts, she knew the absolute truth. She wanted to read that novel, cover to cover. Savoring each satiable word by the fireplace in nothing but a blanket. A sequel would be gladly welcomed too.  

      “Hey, Ms. Daydreamer, Are you going to come back to reality?” Morgan said. “I asked you if you wanted to go to Backtrax tomorrow because Raine said he’s going to be there.”

      Skye blinked hard. She was so lost in her thoughts she didn’t realize that Raine was sitting in the booth right behind Morgan. Skye had to say something, but what? What would be a good excuse to ditch a night out? She could use the old, my mom is sick line, but Morgan knew that one all too well, and Skye didn’t want to ditch Morgan, just Raine.

      “That sounds good. I’ll be there with bells on.” Skye blurted it, almost as if her brain was on overdrive.  

      A pit of bile swelled in Skye’s stomach, making it hard to concentrate. She shouldn’t have said yes because now Raine had a reason to look forward to seeing her, and the hunt would be on as far as he was concerned. She closed her eyes briefly, hoping the act would make her disappear.

      Some warmth came against her left shoulder. It was a comforting feeling while she sat there sweating through the stress. The heat started to blanket her body. Curious, she opened her eyes to a hand on her left shoulder. It was Raine’s.

      “You don’t have to wear bells, but a mini would be nice,” Raine said as he looked down at Skye’s legs. 

      She had dark skinny jeans on tonight with a bulky pink turtle neck sweater. Skye didn’t like dressing up at night if she didn’t have to. She wore business attire all day, and the last thing she wanted to do was dawn a skirt in the evening, even if it was a shorter version than her daytime attire. Heels were also out of the question because her dogs would not only bark, but they’d howl and whimper at an all-day and night run. It wasn’t happening.

      “Then, a mini it is.” Skye was committing verbal diarrhea, and no amount of Pepto in the world could save her ass.

      Raine smiled as he rubbed her shoulder and then glided out the door. As she watched him walk out the door, she noticed that he was not with any acquisition of the evening. He was with the bartender and wait staff of Backtrax. Skye thought this was odd, making her wonder if he wanted to make a good impression on her. She knew he had no idea she would go to the diner afterward. 

      Skye shook her head again. She was overthinking this whole Raine situation. A good night’s sleep would give her a clearer perspective. Luckily for her, she could sleep in tomorrow. Skye looked forward to the weekends for this reason, even if it was just for an extra hour. It was one of the few pleasures in life she had.

      Skye and Morgan finished their coffee and got up to pay the bill. Skye felt a presence behind her and turned to see who it was. She saw Raine through the glass doors, still in the parking lot, smiling at her. A slight chill came over her as Skye exited the diner. She could feel Raine staring at her as she and Morgan got into the car.
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      Skye flicked through a couple of TV channels before pulling up her covers in bed. She hoped she could fall asleep rather quickly. It had been a while since Skye had stayed up so late, and she hoped that wouldn’t make her cranky in the morning.

      Skye was not the social butterfly that Morgan was. In fact, if it wasn’t for Morgan, Skye wouldn’t get out at all. Skye usually went to both work and home in the dark. She used to joke with people telling them that if she didn’t know any better, she’d swear a vampire had bitten her since the light of day scorched her eyes. Skye felt herself drifting while remembering the words Raine said.

      “I don’t shop much, so I doubt it’s that. Maybe you’ll remember later?”

      She turned onto her side to get into a more comfortable position.

      What could Raine mean by that? How could she remember him from anywhere but work? 

      Pictures looking like a movie formed in her mind. Dirt was beneath her feet, and the walls, which looked like clay, were covered with artwork that resembled hieroglyphics. A woman who had some of Skye’s features appeared in the room. She wore a white robe with a gold chain wrapped around her middle. Her head dawned an antique gold-colored crown shaped like a cobra. The etchings of the cobra’s scales were black, and the cobra’s eyes contained red ruby jewels. She wore a gold wedding band, a large chocker, and square-shaped gold earrings.  

      The woman smiled at another woman carrying a bowl of grapes that suddenly appeared in the room. This woman was wearing clothing that resembled muslin or burlap. A plain, thin rope was tied around her waist, and her face was pale and lacked makeup, unlike her gold-adorned counterpart. She also looked weary. It was apparent that she was a servant to the richly dressed woman. The rich woman resembling Skye placed one hand upon the servant’s shoulder and took the bowl of grapes from her with the other. 

      “Go now, Djet, and I wish to be alone.” The woman said to the servant.

      The servant knelt before the woman and outstretched her hands as if to ask for the bowl back. This servant seemed to revere the rich woman and wanted nothing more than to please and serve her. The rich woman, who looked precisely like Skye, smiled and lifted the servant’s head.

      “Go be with your husband if you wish to please someone. I wish to please him tonight, and you should do the same with yours.” Skye said with another smile. The servant left with a beaming smile of her own.

      A man entered the room wearing a matching white robe, belt, and crown to the woman. In this dream, he may have been called Djet, but he looked exactly like Raine. 

      Skye tossed and turned in bed, confused about what she saw. 

      Was this a dream, or was it somehow real?

      She could feel herself waking, but she did not want to get up. She had too many questions that she hoped would be answered by the dreams she was seeing.

      “Where is the servant girl?” Raine said.  

      “I sent her away to be with her husband, Djet. I wanted to serve you,” Skye said.

      “If that is your wish, then so be it,” Raine said with a smile.

      Skye peeled a grape from the bowl and fed it to Raine. A loud noise was then heard from the far right of the room. A group of men burst in. The men claimed that the man and woman were treasonous towards Egypt. The spokesman for the group, Alec, claimed the man and woman had no right to pay slaves for services they provided, nor were the slaves allowed to marry under Egyptian law.

      “A king makes the laws as he sees fit,” Raine stated in a firm voice.  

      He stated that slaves were human beings and should be treated as such. It was a powerful speech made with great conviction and made Skye proud to be his queen. The spokesman for the group named, Alec did not take kindly to the king’s ideals and slit his throat.

      Skye shot up from her bed. She did not need to see what would happen next because she somehow knew she would have met the same fate as Raine. A usurp in those days could only occur if both the king and queen were to die. 

      Skye glanced at the red-illuminated clock. It screamed 3 am. A feeling of being overwhelmed pelted her like a ton of bricks. She knew she had to fall back to sleep if Skye had any hopes of functioning for the day. But she also didn’t want to be plagued with any more awful scenes from this somehow familiar nightmare. Staying up for a bit might be a better idea.  

      Could that have been a flashback from a past life? 

      She knew people talked about past lives. She even read the book, Many Masters, Many Lives because the subject intrigued her. The truth was, though, she was never truly convinced that people had past lives. That is, of course, until now. The dream was just too powerful to ignore. If it was true, and she was really, indeed, dreaming about a past life, then the possibility she’d dream about more as the night wore on.

      She decided her fears were foolish. These scenes were just merely, in fact, a dream. They couldn’t hurt her, even if they were in her past, and it would do her no good to stay up and harp over it. She pulled up the covers and turned over on her side. A feeling of peace came over her as she drifted again.  

      Pictures quickly lit up her mind once more. This time, she was in a 16th-century Spanish dress and sitting side saddle on a horse. Raine approached her and tipped his hat to bid her a good day. Skye could not help but smile at the next part of the dream. A faint frown came across Raine’s face as he noticed he was competing for her attention with the other men in the city. They, too, were all bidding her a good day.

      Skye was beginning to wonder what type of dream she had slipped into. It was strange to see every man in the city find her attractive. She also felt compelled to flirt with these men that came her way in this dream. It was almost as if she trying to keep up an appearance of some sort. A thought hit her as she turned over in bed. 

      Could she be a prostitute in this dream? How could this be? Was this another past life? 

      Skye knew that prostitutes were respected at one point long ago, but this dream was starting to become too freaky for her liking. She shook her head, trying to escape what seemed like another nightmare. She soon found herself in different clothes and another time. 

      She was now in a plum and black jacquard dress. The dress started around her chin and had a thin lace layer, thickening throughout the rest of the body of the dress. The thing cascaded to the floor, covering her high-laced boots. A series of layers within the dress seemed to bind Skye at every curve, including the restricting petticoat and corset. Skye could gather from the confining clothing that this dream was happening somewhere in the Victorian Era.

      Skye was walking through a field of wheat, and it abruptly came to a clearing. A house and waterfall stood in the distance. The place looked like a modest-sized cape but was well-built. Closer to the waterfall was a table and seat made of grey slate rocks. Skye walked over to them and sat down. She folded her hands on the table and closed her eyes briefly. Surprisingly, Raine did not appear yet in this dream.  

      When Skye opened her eyes in the dream, the clouds parted, and an image of Raine’s face overtook the sky. This seemed odd because the other visions she’d had previously seemed more life-like than surreal. Raine appeared looked god-like in the sky. Yet she was talking to him in the dream as if he was sitting right next to her.  

      She told him how much she missed him, and he, in turn, apologized for leaving her so soon. She discussed how their daughters were doing in school and how their witch identity needed to be kept a secret. Sadly, this dream almost seemed like two normal parents discussing their lives. If it wasn’t for the word witch and the whole face encompassing the sky parts, one would almost think this dream was typical.

      Skye then saw a bunch of men coming toward her in the dream. A spokesman of the group called Alec, who bore an uncanny resemblance to the spokesman of Egypt, asked her where her children were. She did not reply. The spokesman then stated,

      “You leave me no choice.”

      He made the other man hold her while he started to pile up some wood. Skye bolted up out of bed. There was no way that she wanted to finish this dream sequence. Skye was fascinated with past lives but had no stomach for watching her demise. 

      She still didn’t know if she should commit to calling these dreams past lives. They were vivid and genuine, but it all seemed too far-fetched after the last one. The possibility of having a past life was logical, but that didn’t mean she was ready to be considered nuts. She also certainly never dreamed that Raine was a part of her past, let alone a rather large one. 

      If these dreams were indeed an indication of a past with Raine, it would make things even more confusing. Skye could hear even more questions popping up in her head. 

      Just how many lives had we lived together? Were we always romantically involved? And how can I face him now that I have dreamed about him all night? This just can’t be right. Perhaps all of this is just my active imagination. 

      Skye thought as she rolled over once more.

      She would see Raine tonight and didn’t want to give him the slightest inkling that he haunted her dreams. She feared her face was an open book and would give away her embarrassment. She had no idea how she’d put on a front with him, but she had to try. She already promised Morgan they would go out, and she promised Raine a mini skirt. If it wasn’t for her sense of guilt and loyalty, she’d find the nearest rock to crawl under and hide out for a century, possibly two.  

      Her sense of guilt and loyalty to Morgan wasn’t so much of a noble thing as it was a self-centered one. Skye hated to hear Morgan mope, and Morgan could be an awful bitch when she didn’t get what she wanted. Skye hated listening to it because it sounded worse than a toddler’s tantrum. At times it was so draining to listen to it that it made Skye wonder if she was babysitting or actually with an adult. 

      Skye, however, never complained. She just let it all blow over. She accepted Morgan for who she was. Bitching was just as much a part of Morgan as breathing, and Skye couldn’t fault her for that. Aside from that, Morgan’s bitching was something Skye actually admired. 

      Speaking one’s feelings freely was challenging to do. Skye, at times, just never had the guts. She was always afraid of hurting someone, or worse, the whole thing could backfire. Complaining to anyone and having your feelings validated seemed like an art. But for Skye, it was just as messy as finger paint. No one ever seemed to care or listen to her plights. On the other hand, Morgan seemed to be able to bitch so effortlessly that there was just no recourse. Skye saw that as a beautiful trait to have.

      Skye wondered if that type of bitchiness would work on Raine. Would he stop flirting with all the others for her if she cried like a three-year-old? Thoughts started eating away at her. Skye realized she couldn’t shake the fact that she wanted Raine and didn’t want to admit it to herself.

      Skye always hated it, but her head ruled her heart after Hunter. She needed to take the logical road. The fear of being hurt was just too great. Rationally speaking, it could never work with Raine. He just couldn’t make her happy by any stretch of the means. All he could do was hurt her. She just knew that. 

      Her heart was fighting, though. No matter how hard she tried to get Raine out of her mind, she still wanted him. She couldn’t shake the fact that there may be a guiding force that was pulling her, leading her to believe she was supposed to be with him. Fate, from her logical standpoint, wasn’t worth putting stock into. It was a silly notion to her, especially after all the dreams she had just had.

      * * *

      “Hey there, sexy, you’re looking good tonight.” A familiar voice said. A glass of white zinfandel was waiting in the booth seat next to Raine.

      “Hi, Raine. It’s nice to see you again,” Skye said, hopping into the booth. She quickly pulled on her short skirt, hoping it would cover more skin.

      The booth seat was in a particularly dark corner of the bar. The owner only put a little lighting over there. He didn’t want all the patrons to know about the second bathroom because he wanted to keep one clean stall for the employees. Skye always thought that was silly because the large bathroom was never trashed, but that didn’t stop Skye from looking down at the floor before she walked in. Looking for potential landmines gave her and the shoes she was wearing comfort.

      That corner was mainly used by local patrons who wanted a little privacy. And it was, of course, one of Raine’s favorite spots in the bar. It was just dark enough for him to hide. Most people typically left him alone while he was there, thinking he wanted to be alone with a conquest. Those rumors made things easy when he tried to blend in and be alone with his thoughts.  

      This was different, though. Skye wasn’t a rumor or a conquest. She was his everything, and that everything had discomfort in her eyes as she slid in next to him. It wasn’t hard to see, and he didn’t have to be psychic to figure out where that discomfort was coming from. She was his lover for so many lifetimes that he lost count, but he had no claims to her in this one. She could very well tell him to fuck off if she wanted to. She didn’t have to be with him. It wasn’t written in stone.  

      He wasn’t proud of his bar reputation of nightly conquests. Sure, the rumors were of some comfort during the days that Skye wasn’t with him, and it made him feel wanted, but now those rumors could very well hurt his chances of being with her. 

      Dying in each life was nothing more than an interruption of time spent with her. He always hated that separation, but things were written that way. Karma and free will superseded everything, including one’s love for someone else. And therefore, no one, not even a soul mate, could lay claim to an individual in any lifetime. Still, that didn’t give him the excuse to be reckless. He should have found a way to look less like a flirt. 

      “Thanks for the drink.”

      “I wanted to serve you,” Raine said in a feeble attempt at jogging her subconscious. He knew she had dreamed of him last night. Raine has always been able to read her thoughts, a connection they both possessed with each other that was stronger than titanium. It was a blessing he has cherished in many lifetimes.

      His heart beat slowly and ached for her to remember that line in her dream. He hoped it didn’t sound crazy because she wouldn’t understand that he was psychic. In fact, he wondered if she even believed in any of that. 

      Raine was always a patient man when it came to Skye. He hated rushing her memory, but he couldn’t help it. She was just so damned sexy, and Raine needed to feel that rush of falling in love with her all over again. His patience was always welcomed by her every lifetime, but he had no choice but to rush things along. He did long for her, wanted to savor every inch of her body, but there was another reason to force her memory. It was looming over him like a hawk, waiting to strike. Alec was coming for them both.  

      The 14th century was challenging for them and the rest of the magical community. In Alec’s blindness for revenge, he found a way to gain greater power. He hoped to use it against every supernatural being. He and his brother Armand, twins since an earthly birth, came into a massive amount of power during that time. They could find and perform a spell in the Colorado Mountains during a planetary alignment that would grant them, heirs. 

      In several legends, the mountains of Colorado were dubbed the Onyx Mountains because of their dark power. It was an old stomping ground for the Vlad Vampire Clan, who took refuge from many of the werewolf packs. To this day, some still refer to them as the Onyx Mountains. 

      One had to perform the dark arts to access the mountains’ power. Very few wanted to perform any dark magic for fear of losing their mind. For this reason, spells of that nature were scarce to begin with.

      It also took advanced skill to bend the elements and the universe. Many trained witches at that time needed more experience to pull it off. Alec and Armand, however, were not only advanced enough, but they had the balls to do it. By the time they learned enough magic, they had used the spell six centuries later. 

      Their distaste for the laws of the gods made them almost unstoppable. For Armand, an heir would only mean a legacy for his own coven, so the probability of him producing a powerful heir was not as great as it was for Alec. An heir for him could mean so much more. 

      Many rouge vampires and other clans respected Alec and considered him king of the entire Vlad clan. His offspring could have great power because of his stature. If that power was bestowed upon an infant, the baby being hard to control was highly possible. 

      Raine and Skye were lucky then. Alec, at the time, was a friend. Now, it was horribly different. They may not be able to defeat Alec in this lifetime. The knowledge he acquired from the planetary alignment alone could destroy them.

      Raine wanted Skye to remember as much as she could so they could call upon their Kersh ancestors to aid them in a battle against Alec. He hoped such power would be enough to vanquish Alec once and for all. There was a nagging feeling in his mind that he should worry about Armand too, but his vision was clear. Only Alec was after them right now.

      Defeating Alec would not be easy. In fact, it would be more challenging now than in any other century. There were a lot of factors to think about. Today’s technology is very advanced, and smartphones have made it hard to hide such a magical battle from the mortals. Many were hell-bent on opening up their spirituality, trying to find themselves, and proving they were not alone. The damned world was riddled with amateur ghost chasers. Flashes of light and images appearing out of the corner of one’s eye weren’t just dismissed anymore. They were filmed. 

      It was easier during human wars, disease, or natural devastations because the mortals were closed-minded during those times of darkness. But it was even more manageable in earlier American history to deceive humans. The Salem Witch trials were the easiest of times to deceive mortals. They kept to themselves, only concerned with their own affairs. They thought nothing of a stray flash of light and were desperate to dismiss it as gunfire so they could preserve the only life they knew.

      Another problem was Skye’s free will. There was always that possibility that she might not want to fall for Raine, or worse, she might not want to fight Alec. He could never force her free will because it was the law to allow her to make up her own mind. 

      And if she chose not to be with him, he would gladly allow Alec the pleasure of vanquishing him. Life wouldn’t be worth living if she was no longer a part of his.  
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        * * *

      

      “Serve me?” Skye’s pulse started to race. She tried to fold her arms to hide the trembling in her hands. 

      How could he have known that line from the dream? It was impossible unless he could read minds. But how could he? That was just too unbelievable.  

      She remembered Morgan saying that Raine was a tarot card reader, but she thought that stuff was fluff. No one who reads cards could see the future because they were merely good at guessing and behavioral observations. At least, that’s what she thought. This, though, was just too coincidental. 

      Could he really know what I was thinking?  

      “Well, I thought that is what you might wish,” Raine said.

      Skye, now mortified, began to tug at her all too revealing skirt as she crossed her legs. She remembered that line in her dream too, and it was now beyond coincidence, she thought.

      “It wasn’t just a dream, was it?” She found herself uttering out loud.

      “No, it was not.”

      “What was it then?”

      “It was a past life regression.”

      “Oh, I see,” Skye mumbled, only half believing what she was hearing.

      Raine brushed his hand through Skye’s hair. A smile started to form on his face.

      “I’m glad you’re back, old friend. I’ve missed you.”

      Skye felt a tingle surge through her body as Raine touched her hair. It was almost hard for her to admit that she liked it.  

      Missed me?  

      She was dizzy and finding it hard to think with any logic. The conversation she was having with Raine was just too surreal. Past life regression or not, she had no idea where this relationship would go.  

      She knew her feelings; they had surfaced with many other men before, but this was somehow different. Not like any other. There was a power behind it and boasting a faintness of familiarity. This power made her weak. She wanted to give in and act upon her illogical side. But she just found she couldn’t help herself. There was no turning back now. A surge rose up in her, and it was instinctually primal. And just like in the dream she had, she reached for his hand and kissed his palm.

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      She pressed her palm into his, uttering words from a language she had only briefly heard the night before in her dreams.

      “Nos es unus.”

      She had no idea what she was saying and was starting to frighten herself. Her palms began to sweat as she contemplated what the meaning and the ramifications of such an utterance would be. Skye could almost swear she heard some similarity to Latin in her word choice, but she couldn’t exactly be sure. It had been a long time since her high school Latin classes. The language was strange yet familiar, but she felt foolish speaking the phrase in a sophomoric sense.  

      A smile started to form on Raine’s lips. He took her face in his hands and said with a faint whisper, “Nos es unus. We are one, sweetness.” 

      He then drew her lips to his. His touch was soft and gentler than any other lover she’d remembered kissing. She’d never had any lover be this tender—not even the more gruff Hunter, who she’d stupidly excepted a ring from. Raine’s touch was far more inviting and something she could get used to—if she allowed herself to fall for the guy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      The annoyance of light would peak through Skye’s curtains each morning. Today proved no different. It was as if it were a ritual. She’d shut her eyes tightly, roll over, and put her alarm on snooze, or, in this case, turn it off entirely since she had nowhere to be this morning. Night after night of lost sleep was becoming a living nightmare because she couldn’t escape the dreams she’d had of Raine. Not all of them were from brutally violent past lives. Some were snippets of lust-filled daydreams she’d wished would come true. The warmth of his lingering lips was from this most recent one. Raine had been making love to her in a condo she’d never seen before. She traced a line over her lips that would probably not feel so swollen if she were fully awake. Her mind flooded with heat, and an image of Raine’s tender touch squeezed at her heart.

      No! Stop thinking about that sexy man! Must focus on getting up and out of Dodge!

      Sleep was something that had always come naturally to Skye. She used to enjoy the birds chirping and even liked watching the sunrise with a cup of coffee because it was a peaceful ritual. But with her nights growing longer and her dreams becoming more vivid, the sun felt more like an arch enemy than the once welcomed friend.

      Skye turned to her left. Raine was still lying there, fast asleep. She was surprised he was still around even though he all but begged her to spend more time with him. And Skye couldn’t say no, even though she had wondered if staying overnight at a hotel with him was a good idea. It had started to snow heavily while they were at the bar. Skye had a reliable car but didn’t like driving in snowy and icy conditions. New England hadn’t seen heavy snow in a few years, which made Skye a little apprehensive. Through experience, Skye knew that many drivers in the state of Connecticut couldn’t drive well on a sunny day. They would speed excessively and not stop at traffic lights or stop signs, but the worst was the lack of use of a directional signal. 

      Since it was hard for them to drive in pristine conditions, anything less than perfect would make things difficult. Snow brought out the crazy in people. And that was something she didn’t want to see at night. Being with Raine was far safer than trying to fight the road rage warriors in the wee hours of the morning.

      Raine looked adorable in his sleep. His hair was still perfect, not mussed. Feeling a little jealous of that fact, she self-consciously stroked her fingers through her unruly mane. 

      Of course, there wouldn’t be much reason for his hair to be wild. They didn’t go any further than lay next to each other. Occasionally, Raine’s arm draped over the length of her body, but that was the extent of their sleeping together. It was a pleasant thought having a guy by her side, practicing the dead art of chivalry. But Skye really thought she would have to persuade Raine into being good. 

      An empty feeling hit her stomach as she thought of Raine as a perfect gentleman. It was nice to be pleasantly surprised that she didn’t have to fend him off, but she secretly hoped she would have to. Even if it was just a little. It was sad to admit, but in her book, that would have meant he was attracted to her.  

      This gentleman-like side Raine was sporting made Skye completely self-conscious. Her head filled with self-conscious thoughts, so she wondered if he was into her. He was flirting with all of the other girls in the bar, and she knew he could hurt her. It seemed evident that he saw girls as just a piece of ass, so why was he suddenly showing chivalry with her? Especially after that mind-blowing kiss at the bar? Well, it was mind-blowing for her anyway. 

      Could I have said the wrong thing? Or was it worse? Maybe the attraction wore off once the buzz did? That’s always possible. 

      Then a horrifying thought hit her. 

      Perhaps the kiss wasn’t good for him?

      No guy ever told her she was a lousy kisser, but there could always be a first time for anything.  

      “Good morning, beautiful,” Raine said with a smile, touching her cheek and breaking her from the dark thoughts consuming her chilling body. 

      Skye could only muster a smile, still absorbed by her self-conscious thoughts.

      Raine’s hand slid up and down Skye’s back. He drew her close to him and kissed her. His lips were just as gentle as the night before. She took a deep breath as his lips moved to her cheek and neck. She didn’t want to move, nor did she want the moment to end. Raine kissed her again as his hand caressed her breast. She let out a soft moan of pleasure just as Raine put distance between them. She let out a soft whine, mourning the warmth that had filled her moments ago from his touch.

      “Yup, you’re just as beautiful this morning as you were last night,” Raine said as he held her face in his hands. Skye looked into his eyes; they were still dark, even in bright daylight. As he moved closer to the one beam of light that had shown through the curtain, she could see them glisten, almost like a black pearl. “Don’t forget that sweetness. You’re beautiful.” He said as he touched her nose with his index finger. “And my feelings for you don’t fade when coming off a buzz.” 

      A deeper chill came over Skye. 

      Was I wrong last night? Can he read my thoughts? How could that happen? Or even be possible?  

      The thoughts became cliché, almost shifting like sand in an hourglass. If Raine could read her mind, that could be scary. She had no idea what she was getting herself into. He’d know her to the core, and Skye would be completely vulnerable with him, which was terrifying. But what seemed even more startling was that she didn’t care.  

      She wanted him and didn’t care about the consequences; she couldn’t deny it any longer. She reached for his lips and kissed him hard. Her lips quickly found his neck. She then found his ear and took a nibble as she pressed her body to his. Her body was tingling uncontrollably with electric heat. She needed him inside her now.
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