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From the Back Cover
WHEN TRAGEDY STRIKES, Rae makes a terrible choice and strug-
gles with the aftermath. In the wilderness of the Tongass rainforest, she
finds herself hunted by creatures of hell, monsters she never dreamed
could be real. A hidden world, an ancient race, and a secret she discovers
by accident give a new meaning to her life but only if she can escape and
return to civilization. If she is to survive, Rae must comply with Ari, her
reluctant hero, and allow him to wipe away any memory of this realm.
Knowledge is power but is it worth dying for?
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"And into the forest I go, to lose my mind and find my soul."
Unknown
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Chapter 1

SHE RAN THROUGH THE darkness of the forest without looking
back. Rae ducked under the low hanging branches the way she had a mil-
lion times before. A howl from nearby brought her to a halt. Smiling, she
wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand and whis-
tled. He was close enough to hear her.

"They found me! Take everyone back to safety, and I'll take them off
your trail. I'll see you later!" Her words came out in a rush but she had no
doubt he understood. Without wasting another moment, she ran in the
opposite direction. This wasn't her first rodeo with the forces of evil.

A dark cloaked silhouette emerged from the cover of a thick tree. His
voice was hoarse, and he mumbled something under his breath. As Rae
got closer, his words got clearer. He was chanting in a language she didn't
understand, yet their effect wasn't lost on her.

A debilitating headache almost blinded her. She fell to her knees,
grasping her temples, breathless, as blood trickled from her nose. A sharp
pain tore through her head. An ear-splitting scream left her lips with
what she imagined was her last breath. It was a signal for the others
to keep running and not look back. They were on their own. The pain
stopped as suddenly as it started, and she panted, filling her lungs with
air again.

Rae rubbed her eyes and waited a few moments to regain her sight
while she used her sleeve to clean the blood up. The cloaked man knelt
and sobbed while someone's face buried in the crook of his neck, long
blonde curls cascading over his shoulder. Seconds after the sobbing
stopped, the man dropped to the ground. Blondie stood up and turned
towards Rae.
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"Are you OK?"
"I am now, thanks to you!" She recognized her sister's voice and felt

at ease.
"It's my job to look after you, Rae."
"Maria, it's almost dawn. You should find shelter. Run as fast as you

can! I'll be fine on my own. I promise I'll be careful!"
Maria stopped for a moment and smiled. The full moon lit her face

in a grotesque picture of pitch-black eyes, bloody lips, and protruding
fangs. She took a deep breath, and her face morphed back to human. Her
eyes reverted to their natural blue, revealing the pretty girl behind the
monster.

"Please be careful! You're getting cocky, and that makes you reckless.
That was one of their elders. You're no match for them. You were lucky I
got here when I did. As a shadow, too many lives depend on you. We can't
afford to lose you!" Her voice softened. "I can't lose you!" After a quick
hug, Maria disappeared in a blurred motion into the darkness.

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and listened for any sound
that would give her stalker away. She counted the bodies she left in her
wake, adding the one Maria killed. There was at least one more hunting
for her. She couldn't be taken by surprise if she expected an attack. Rae
didn't have to wait long. A twig snapped at her right. She pivoted with
grace on the ball of her right foot and faced the threat. A man stepped
out from the treeline holding a dagger and glaring her way. She rubbed
her palms to create friction, a blue flame balling up between them. He
didn't stand a chance. Her lips curled into a smirk as the blue flame shot
from her palms and hit him on the chest, stopping his heart. She was
getting good at this. Another confirmed kill. This is where she belonged.
Believing her actions kept the Resistance safe from the Council pleased
Rae. She was part of a greater plan, more than a mere pawn in the grand
scheme of life. She mattered!

She was about to give herself a pat on the back when the smell of
brimstone tested her gag reflex. That scent always came with bad news:
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hellhounds! She couldn't outrun them, and her power was useless on
them. Her best bet was to make it back to her car and drive like a bat out
of hell. Her legs started working long before she finished her thought.
She rushed towards the treeline where her car was waiting, and she al-
most made it. Almost! Her sprint was brought to a halt by a hunk of a
man leaning shirtless against her car. His eyes caught her off guard: end-
less pits of smoldering fire. But his stare was ice cold. Just then, a waft
of brimstone and coal tickled her nose and made her eyes water. Hell-
hounds were the most vicious chimeras: only used as enforcers by the
Council. No one figured out what they looked like because no one lived
to tell the tale.

RAE WOKE UP GASPING and covered in a sheen layer of sweat. Re-
ality came down with a vengeance. This kind of dream took a toll on her.

It all started the night Maria died. They weren't on speaking terms
and Rae hadn't even known that her sister was sick. Rae loved reading
fantasy and paranormal books, so when she woke up from her night-
mare, she assumed it was all because of her late-night readings. Then that
dreaded phone call came and changed everything.

A woman claiming to be Maria's next-door neighbor gave her the bad
news. These dreams plagued her each moment she managed to get some
shuteye. Rae had trouble accepting the sudden death of her sister, so she
imagined her dreams came as a coping mechanism. Her brain changed
Maria into a vampire so she would live forever. She believed it wasn't real,
but it made her feel better. Despite being almost always nightmares, Rae
welcomed them. In her dreams, she was amazing: fearless, strong; a fight-
er who could shoot blue light from her hands and save the world. In her
dreams, she became a hero, and her sister was still alive. In real life, none
of these things were true. She was meek, scared, and alone.
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IT WAS SO UNFAIR, SHE thought, feeling useless as she stood in the
rain that day, at Maria's funeral. Raindrops molded with tears on her
cheeks, failing to wash away the pain.

Dealing with her sister's death was hard on Rae. She tried to find
comfort in the thought that Maria's suffering was over.

Inside Rae, a dam broke and she was overwhelmed by everything
coming her way: regret over not mending fences, deep sorrow, doubt,
fear, and rage. Her mind flooded with conflicting thoughts, leaving her
numb. She wondered about the meaning of life and the dull patterns
it follows. People are born, they grow, go to school, make friends, lose
friends, get married, have children, grow old, and die. Rae had just
turned nineteen that summer, and up till then, her life had followed
roughly the same pattern. She had lost her parents in a car crash when
she was eleven. Her sister Maria was all she had left.

Maria had been 19 at the time of the accident. She had to raise
Rae since they had no other family left. Actually, that wasn't entirely
true. There was aunt Gwen, their mom's estranged sister. The girls would
spend most summers at her house on the outskirts of Skagway. They
loved it there, and they loved Gwen and her funny stories. Mom's
younger sister had a way of attracting wildlife to her house. Curious ani-
mals would visit them daily and almost act tame. Rae remembered fond-
ly how cute and soft the ermines were and how exciting it was to feed
the deers. Summers with Gwen were magic until that dreadful night.
Rae was too young to understand what was happening and Maria nev-
er talked about it. Their parents came to Skagway in the middle of the
night. There was screaming, yelling, and cursing. They took the girls, and
Gwen was forever banished from their life. Less than a year later, the car
crash left them orphans. Gwen didn't show up at the memorial, nor at
the funeral and Maria refused to talk about her. Strange as it felt, Rae
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stopped asking questions when she wouldn't get answers. So without any
notice, Gwen disappeared from their lives.

After a while, Maria sent Rae to a boarding school in London. Rae
never asked where she got the money from. She assumed that Maria used
her college fund because she never went to college afterward as planned.
Maria always wanted to become a teacher, she loved kids. However, she
never married, nor had any offspring of her own. Rae blamed Maria for
sending her to London, away from her. She had felt abandoned at the
time and turned a cold shoulder to Maria. But all that was water under
the bridge. All that guilt and remorse felt pointless now.

A knock on the door woke her from her inner musings.
"Hey...you ready?" Diane asked. Diane was Maria's next-door neigh-

bor. She had been a good friend of Maria's, and she helped Rae with the
funeral. Once it was over, she offered to take Rae to the airport.

"Hey, Diane. Yeah, I'm done packing. Thanks for everything, I
couldn't have done it without you." Rae meant every word. She felt lost,
and her appreciation was genuine.

"Don't mention it! It was the least I could do. I wish we met under
better circumstances." She actually looked apologetic.

"I'll go get my bags, and I'll meet you outside, OK?"
"Sure thing, honey. I'll go wait in the car for you."
"It'll only take a minute..." That was all she needed to say, her final

goodbye to her past: to Maria.
Rae had a one-way ticket to Alaska where her aunt Gwen lived.

There, in the woods of Skagway, was where she and her sister spent a lot
of summers when Rae was little. Living in a remote area of the town, the
forest started from her backyard. It was exactly what she needed right
now, just some time to regroup and figure out what to do with her life.
That and Gwen's comforting teas and delicious pie. She'd always loved
Gwen's cooking. She hoped to find solace in a familiar place and counted
on reconnecting with her aunt. Surely Gwen wouldn't hold a grudge. It
wasn't Rae's fault her parents stormed out with her and Maria when they
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were kids. Gwen would understand and would take her in. Being there
with her aunt would help ease the pain and clear her head. She needed
moral support now more than ever.
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