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EPILOGUE

To my children, Shyanne and Jacob-

You are the light by which this story found its way.  Your love, strength and laughter are the heartbeat of every page.

To Ms. Anita-

For your kind heart, honest feedback and unwavering support.  Your wisdom helped shape this story in ways that words can’t express.  Thank you for believing in it, and me.  You are proof that some angels walk among us.

And to Emma Watson-

Your voice in the world inspired the voice of an angel in mine.  Though we have never met, the strength and compassion you represent helped shape one of my dearest characters.  Thank you for the unknowing gift of inspiration. 

Author’s Note

This story is not meant to preach, convert or poke holes in anyone’s beliefs.  It is a blend of old mythologies, dusty legends and a whole lot of “what if.”  You will find angels, gods, mortals and monsters all sharing the same kitchen table.

Yes, I twisted history a tad bit.  And yes, there is probably something in here that will make someone, somewhere, want to argue.  That’s fine because, at its heart, this story is about family, sacrifice, stubborn love and second chances.

If you are here for divine politics, ancient curses and the occasional sarcastic remark from a beautiful red-headed goddess—then you are in the right place.  Or should I say, book.

Welcome to my story.....
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My name is Jon Rienhaven, and that should tell you all you need to know.  Rienhaven, a fantastically insignificant, yet unusual last name.  A name that, though prosaic, carries the weight of mankind on its back.  My back...
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PROLOGUE
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Along the sprawling hills and valleys of the Blue Ridge Mountains there are a scattered variety of rural farms.  Acres upon acres of cow pasture, corn fields and the occasional goat farm.  Among these iconic representations of rural life in America, sits my family’s paltry piece of real estate.  A somewhat normal red barn sits adjacent to an early 17th century farmhouse.  Each in their own right appears to be nothing more than faded and slightly rundown remnants of times long ago.  

The farmhouse, for lack of a better term, sits on its original rock foundation.  This hand built foundation, with each passing year, sinks further into the red clay soil of Southwest Virginia.  The barn, from a passers-by point of view, appears to be nothing more than a large, possibly condemned outbuilding, having long since passed its best years.  The faded red paint, flowing up to a rusty tin roof, the whole faded structure leans ever so slightly to the right, almost seeming to inch closer to disaster with each passing season. 

Other than freshly laundered clothes hanging in the side yard, and a well-kept vegetable garden, many would assume that the farm was left abandoned well before Prohibition.  This being said, my family and I have called this place home since the first rocks of the foundations were laid.  Although it would be a great story if I told you that we were moonshiners or any other sort of famously rebellious hill folk, this is unfortunately not true.  

My story, my family’s story, started not in the derelict farmhouse or outbuildings, but beyond the eastern garden gate, about two hundred yards into the forest.  This forest is typical for Southwest Virginia, consisting mostly of non-deciduous trees, with poison oak, ferns and the occasional thorn bush scattering the forest floor.  Here, in this forest, a well-trodden path, winding its way over rocks, tree roots and the occasional creepy crawly, leads to a large clearing.  

There, where the trodden path ends, begins our story.  When my ancestors first settled on this land, the local Native American tribes were reluctant to enter into this portion of the forest, calling it DJOV OZA, spirit crossing.  My ancestor Johanne Rienhaven was the first of my family to venture into this sacred forest, nearly eighty years after his great-grandfather had settled the land.  As the story goes........
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CHAPTER 1
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A Traveler Among Giants

1850 A.D.

A lean but muscular man in his late twenties, Johanne was tending the family’s small cow herd.  The humid heat radiated from all directions, as the bright sun roasted his neck and arms.  Johanne took his hat off, setting it on a nearby fence post as he wiped the sweat from his brow.  His piercing blue eyes scanning the horizon for his family’s only source of milk, a cow named Milchig.  A sudden fear grasped Johanne as he began to wonder if a mountain lion or coyote had taken his favorite cow in the night.  As his gaze wondered from the lower southern slope of the family’s homestead, in the distance he heard a familiar bellow.  Milchig had wandered into the eastern end of the homestead.  

Johanne quietly opened the gate and began walking toward the forest.  The chiefs of the Woodland Indian Tribe had warned Johanne’s family for over a century to never step foot in the forest.  This warning echoed in Johanne’s head as he trekked through the tall grass, getting ever closer to the forest and the bellowing Milchig.  He stopped at the edge, took a deep breath, and pushing a small maple branch out of his way, he entered. 

The smell of decaying leaves and wood filled his nostrils as he stumbled over tree roots fighting his way through briars and underbrush.  “Where is that damn cow?” Johanne muttered to himself as another branch brushed the top of his blonde head.  In the distance he saw a light piercing the darkness of the forest.  As he fought further through the trees he saw Milchig standing in what looked to be a clearing.  The light was blinding as he stepped out of the dark forest.  

Johanne looked sharply right as he saw something move fast at the edge of the large clearing.  Then to his left he saw two more move fast and without sound.  His eyes widened as four more ran fast just beyond Milchig.  Time stood still as Johanne readied himself for a coyote attack, clinching his fists ready to fight to the death.  “I wish I had brought my shotgun Milchig”, Johanne whispered as he turned circle after circle.  More and more grey shadows whirled around the clearing, making no sound as they circled Johanne and Milchig.

Suddenly one of the shadows stopped and Johanne stood, mouth agape, as he saw what appeared to be a man standing at the edge of the clearing.  At least it was shaped like a man, but Johanne thought something wasn’t quite right.  The figure began walking towards him, still making no sound.  As it got closer, Johanne became increasingly terrified as the figure had no nose, only nostrils, a dark, somewhat pit-like mouth and eyes, “Oh Lord the eyes, they’re yellow!” , thought Johanne as the figure now stood only a few feet away.  

“Greetings traveler, you do not belong here.” said the seven foot tall gray man with a raspy, growling voice as he patted Milchig on the back.  Johanne stood still, as if frozen, no words would come out.  He felt like his mouth was tarred shut.  The gray man again spoke, “Traveler, you do not belong here amongst us.”  Johanne still could not muster the energy to speak, looking at the grey figure in disbelief.  His skin was greyish blue with a slight sheen as it glowed in the sunlight.  The grey man was wearing a green robe with intricate golden needlework around the seams.  

The grey man’s yellow eyes narrowed as he looked at Johanne, “Traveler, you must leave now.  I haven’t the time to talk with you, they know not the way!”  As the figure said this he pointed with a long, bony and somewhat corpse-like finger to a spot behind Johanne.  Spinning around quickly, Johanne fearfully looked in the direction the grey man had pointed.  Standing at the edge of the clearing was what appeared to be fifteen or more men, women and children staring at him.  “What do you mean?” Johanne said with a great deal of effort, finally turning back around to face the grey man.  “They are lost in their way, forever wandering this world.  It is my purpose to direct them on their journey toward the light.” rasped the grey man.  Johanne was extremely puzzled, but as he began to speak again, a great howl echoed through the forest into the clearing.

Johanne slowly turned to face the noise, puzzled and confused, looking for whatever had made such a noise.  The group at the edge of the forest began screaming and wailing, clambering into the clearing.  All hell had broken loose around him, and Johanne was caught in a swirling torrent of screams, bodies scattering for safety.  Another howl pierced the clearing, followed by large, thunderous footsteps that appeared to be heading towards the terrified group. The grey man stood beside Johanne, staring into the forest with a look of fear in his eyes.  

“Take your beast and leave here at once, traveler!” the grey man shouted as he pulled a sword from, what appeared to Johanne, thin air.  He looked behind him to see no sign of Milchig or the group of people.  Johanne turned around to see the grey man standing near the edge of the clearing, sword held in anticipation of an attack.  The crunching thunderous footsteps grew louder and louder, branches heard breaking as whatever howled was getting ever closer.  

Johanne, not thinking, ran to the gray man’s side, curiosity and bewilderment clouding his already confused mind.  “Leave now, mortal.  You have not the strength to vest this demon!” rasped the grey man as he shoved Johanne, knocking him 20 feet across the clearing, rolling him under a fallen oak.  Johanne briefly lost consciousness, his body aching from being thrown such a great distance.  “What the hell is going on?  Have I lost my mind?” Johanne muttered to himself as he spit blood out of his mouth, rising slowly to his feet.  

In the distance he saw the gray man, standing ready, facing a large shadow forcing its way through the underbrush. Another great, thundering howl pierced the air as the shadow broke through into the clearing.  Johanne screamed, perhaps more femininely as he would have wanted, as he finally saw what had made the terrible noises.  In front of the grey man stood another seven foot tall creature, this one with reddish brown skin, red eyes, bulging muscles and what appeared to be six or seven horns protruding from its brow and head.  With every breath, an orange fog appeared.  The creature stared at the grey man with an intense hatred, leering with utter disgust.

“Well, if it isn’t Dux, the last of the Dereliquerat.  Ha!” the creature said in a booming, somewhat growling, watery voice as it flexed its muscles in a threatening, defiant manner.  “Well if it isn’t Molentis, Mendax’s little bitch!” rasped Dux as he took a step closer to the creature, sword still at the ready.  Molentis scowled, furrowing his massive brow as he bared his yellow teeth, all sharpened to a menacing point.  “You are the last of your kind Dux.  It would be a shame if I were to separate your globe-like head from your weak body!” Molentis scowled, pulling a large, golden weapon from its sheath.  The two stared with hatred, leering at each other as they made circles around the clearing, Molentis hissing, lunging at Dux in a threatening manner.  Then, like a bolt of lightning, Dux jumped to the left, as Molentis swung his large axe-like weapon, shaving fabric off of Dux’s robe.

Johanne again watched in utter terror and awe, mouth completely agape as the two creatures engaged in battle, each making calculated strikes at the other.  The ground shook as Molentis rolled and stomped, swinging his weapon with increasingly aggressive strokes, narrowly missing Dux each time.  With each clash of weapon, an echoing gong rung through the forest, the ground around the battle blackened by flashes of fire, bursting forth from each slash of Molentis’s weapon.  As the odd titans fought, Johanne just stared, ogling at the spectacle before him.

“You’re getting slow in your old age, Dereliqueraterian!” spouted Molentis as he knocked Dux to the ground with a thundering kick to the chest.  Dux looked up at his opponent, yellow eyes widened with fear.  “You’ve finally bested me, you ugly bastard!” Dux panted, defiantly grinning at his opponent.  The giant demon raised his axe above his head, the handle sliding across his horns, mouth snarling with satisfaction, “I wouldn’t let your soul tarry long in this place, would be a shame if I should collect it!”  Molentis grinned, showing his hideous teeth, drool dripping from his chin, falling onto Dux’s chest. Molentis took aim with his red eyes, muscles bulging as he swung his giant golden axe upon his prey cowered in a defeated lump on the ground.  

Johanne watched in horror as Molentis’s axe fell swiftly, making a sickening thud.  Molentis stood on Dux, as he pried his axe from his prey, making a squishing sound.  The demon, taking a small, blood-colored gem from his belt, held it high in the air.  “Conjuro te animabus mortuorum!”, Molentis hissed as a great rushing wind swept into the clearing, bringing with it the group of souls who had so desperately fled the battle earlier.  Laughing, Molentis looked down at Dux, whispering “May your soul never rest in peace.”  With this, the titan like demon stomped away through the trees before disappearing in a cloud of yellow smoke.

Johanne slowly rose from his hiding spot, the faint smell of sulfur filling the air as he limped toward the center of the circle where Dux now lay breathing heavily, writhing in pain.  “Traveler, my time is nigh, leave me to die in peace.” Dux whispered as black blood poured from his mouth and chest.  “I will not!” Johanne said as he gently lifted the guardian onto his shoulders, limping as he made his way out of the clearing into the forest.  The trek was slow, as man and guardian slithered through the trees towards the Rienhaven homestead.  Johanne noticed as he finally clambered out of the forest with Dux on his shoulder, Milchig standing near the gate, chewing on the tall grass contentedly, seemingly unfazed by recent events.  As they reached the gate, Johanne thought to himself, “What the hell did I just see?”.  

“Jo, who is that and what has happened my love?” whispered Elizabeth fearfully.  Brushing her long curly brown hair out of her face, brown eyes widened with fear as light from the kitchen window illuminated the figure her husband had just carried into their house.  “What is wrong with him?  Why is he so pale?” Elizabeth again asked her husband as he laid the guardian on the dining room table.  “Quickly Liz, I need some cloth bandages and hot water!”  Elizabeth, still stunned at the scene in front of her, hurried to gather all the items Johanne had asked for.

Two small sets of blue eyes were staring around from the stairs curiously as Elizabeth rounded the corner heading towards the large living room hearth with a pot of water to boil.  “James, Olivia back upstairs, now!” whispered Elizabeth breathily as she hurried to the fireplace, wiping sweat from her face with her flowery apron.  She could hear Johanne in the kitchen, talking to the strange looking man.  “Lay still Dux, I need to stop the bleeding!” Johanne said forcibly as he struggled to examine the wound.

As Elizabeth was heading to the kitchen, she saw a figure out of the corner of her eye slowly lurking across the wrap-around porch, heading towards the kitchen door.  “Johanne, there’s someone on the porch, looking in the windows!” Elizabeth whispered into her husband’s ear.  Sudden fear gripped Johanne, his chest tightened as he imagined Molentis creeping on his porch.  “Have I doomed my family...?” Johanne thought to himself as he looked down into his wife’s fearful eyes, then over to his father’s shotgun hung over the entryway of the kitchen from the living room.  In one swift and quiet movement, Johanne darted to the entryway, grabbing the shotgun and pulling both hammers back.  He crept towards the door slowly as three taps echoed through the kitchen, making him jump as Elizabeth let out a small gasp.  

Johanne slowly opened the door, shotgun at the ready.  As he peered out the door, his jaw dropped.  There in front of him stood a woman, Johanne could clearly see she had long flowing blonde hair, vibrant purplish-blue eyes and was wearing what he guessed to be body armor, complete with a sword and helmet.  The strange woman slowly removed her helmet, tucking it under her somewhat muscular arm staring at Johanne suspiciously before speaking in a calm, watery voice.  “Hei reidende, jeg heter Eir!”  Johanne stood there, mouth still agape.  “I’m sorry ma’am, what did you say?  Do you speak English?” Johanne asked nervously, shotgun still in hand.

“I’m sorry.  I said Hello traveler, my name is Eir!” said the woman in an unusual accent. “My name is Johanne ma’am, ho...how may I help you?” Johanne asked nervously, the shotgun in his hands slowly lowering.  “I am here to help!” Eir said jovially as she pushed Johanne to the side, forcing her way into the house.  “You might as well leave that door open, there are more coming!” Eir said without looking back at Johanne as she walked with heavy steps to Dux’s side.  Elizabeth ran to Johanne, a look he knew all too well forming on her face.  “What the hell is going on Jo?!” , Elizabeth asked louder than she had meant, her face flushing with anger and confusion.  “Liz....you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, hell I don’t believe it and I saw it...” Johanne answered his love, pulling her close. “I don’t think they’re...I mean, they can’t be...” Johanne muttered more to himself than to Elizabeth.

“There’s someone else on the porch Jo!” Elizabeth fearfully whispered in Johanne’s ear.  Johanne spun around to face the door, gently pulling Elizabeth behind him as another figure appeared out of the shadows.  “Hello!” the figure sounded joyfully, “Has Eir already arrived?”  Johanne looked at the new arrival as she walked out of the darkness into the candlelit house, a shorter woman with long, slightly curly brown hair, beautiful pale skin and a large smile, wearing a long white, floaty robe.  Johanne stood there, mouth slightly agape as the new arrival appeared to emit a warm, glowing light.  “Y...yes, Eir is with Dux.  And you are?” Johanne asked.  The glowing woman smiled bigger, wiggling her shoulders playfully as snow white wings unfurled from her back, stretching out as the light she emitted grew brighter, her beautiful brown eyes glowing.  “My name is Rafaela, but you may call me Rae” she said in a sweetly British-like, euphonious voice. 

Johanne remained speechless, enthralled by Rafaela and her otherworldly beauty.  As Rafaela slowly retracted her wings, her glow diminishing slightly, Johanne smiled at her, still unable to utter a word.  This was swiftly changed as Elizabeth smacked Johanne hard in the back of the head, saying harshly under her breath, “Stop it!”.  Johanne turned a deep shade of red as Rafaela smiled brightly at him as she passed by on her way to help Eir with Dux.  “Should we be expecting any other visitors?!” , Elizabeth asked Rafaela and Eir, a tone of anger in her voice.  “One more dear...” , Eir answered her in a faint voice, still busying herself with Dux’s wounds, looking past the harsh tone in Elizabeth’s voice.  Elizabeth shot Johanne a look as to say the next visitor better not be a beautiful woman.  Johanne simply shrugged his shoulders, a faint smile lingering on his lips.

Hours passed as Eir and Rafaela continued trying to save Dux’s life, an air of urgency in every move they made.  Johanne had dozed off slightly, being awoken by the sound of footsteps on the porch.  He raised his shotgun in anticipation, peering through the darkness, eyes narrowed.  A figure appeared in the darkened doorway, slowly walking into the light.  A fiery red haired woman wearing a fancy emerald colored robe, her eyes a brilliant green, face covered in freckles.  “Dia dhuit!  Brigid is ainm dom.  An bhfuil Eir agus Rafaela anseo?” she said, looking quizzically at Elizabeth as she stepped in between her and Johanne.  “We speak English here!” Elizabeth said in a very harsh tone, narrowing her eyes angrily at the third guest.  “I’m sorry.  My name is Brigid.  Are Eir and Rafaela still here?” , Brigid asked in a thick Irish accent.  Elizabeth merely pointed an angry finger in the direction of the kitchen, not saying another word, still leering at Brigid.

“Liz...” Johanne started, but Elizabeth cut him short with a look.  “You still haven’t told me what the hell is going on Jo.  You bring a strange man into our house that looks like he’s been dead for months, then all these women start showing up, your eyes popping out of your head each time!  It is nearly daybreak, I haven’t slept...” she stopped there, looking down at her husband, taking this tongue thrashing without saying a word.  Johanne slipped an arm around his wife, pulling her close.  “I’m sorry my love, but I couldn’t let him die in the forest.  As far as our guests” Johanne began, carefully choosing his words as to not anger his wife further, “I  have no idea who they are and I had no idea they were coming in the first place.  You have been and always will be the only woman for me.”  Johanne pulled Elizabeth into a hug, smiling faintly as the toll of the day’s events weighed heavy on his heart and mind.  Unbeknownst to them both, Johanne and Elizabeth had opened their farm, their lives and the lives of future generations of Rienhavens to an unjust and brutal series of events.  In these beginning hours, the repercussions of Johanne’s decisions echoed throughout the world, settling in the throne room of Daemonium Urbis, kingdom of Mendax.
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CHAPTER 2
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Burning Love

2004 A.D.

“Jon!  Jon!  We have an issue out here that needs your attention!” , Rae’s voice echoed through the farmhouse.  Jon Rienhaven, a bigger yet stout man with a long, reddish, wizard-like beard smiled, scooting his chair back from the desk with a loud squeak.  He stood up, stretching slightly before closing his laptop and walking towards the sound of Rae’s voice.  “Where are you my love?” , Jon called out as he wandered the house looking for her.  “I’m in the bedroom looking for my brother’s quill he left the last time he visited!” Rae answered as Jon walked into their bedroom, smiling at the sight of his wife looking nervously for Mattatron’s quill.  Jon’s smile faded slightly as the scars left on either side of Rae’s back were exposed by her tank top, a grisly reminder of Molentis’ cruelty.

“Why are you so nervous my love?” , he asked Rae softly, smiling down at her furrowed face.  “It’s just your brother, it’s not like he’s the Scribe of God or anything..”, Jon said jokingly.  Rae turned back, giving him a hateful look before busting out laughing, wrapping her arms around his waist and hugging him tightly.  They stood there for a minute, forgetting about the urgent matters needing tending to outside.  “Hey!  There’s the little bastard!” , Rae said excitedly before picking up Mattatron’s quill from under the dresser.

Jon and Rae walked out of the old farmhouse, hand in hand before being greeted by Rae’s brother Mattatron.  “Jon! We have a serious problem with the Spiritus Transiebat!” , Mattatron said breathily, his shrill voice running up and down Jon’s spine like a jolt of electricity.  Just as short as his sister, Mattatron looked much older, his hair disheveled, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and on his brow showing more than usual.  “What is the issue Mattatron?” , Jon asked as he stepped down onto the lawn, the morning sun blinding him slightly.  Rae squeezed Jon’s hand before tossing her brother his quill, kissing his cheek and running off to the Sanctuarium to check on the refugees.

Mattatron watched Rae disappear down the hill, making sure she was well out of earshot before turning back to Jon and asking, “How’s her back healing”.  Jon’s face flushed, his voice deepening as he answered, “Her back is doing well, I just worry about her...” , his facial expression transitioning from anger to worry.  “So what is the issue with the Spiritus Transiebat?” , Jon asked Mattatron once again, trying to change the subject.  “The issue is, to be blunt, too much traffic!  It was not designed to withstand the amount of souls and creatures you and my sister are sending through each day.  The sheer volume of paperwork alone is stifling my workers.  This war is taking its toll on all of us.”  Mattatron stopped, hesitant to speak further.

“Speak your mind Mattatron; you’re my brother-in-law and one of the archangels, you shouldn’t be afraid to say whatever it is that you need to, though... you truly don’t have to tell me about the tolls this war has taken.  I’ve lost family members, friends and the love of my life lost her wings to this hellish war...” , Jon stopped, a tear rolling down his cheek, glistening in the sun before falling into his beard as he leaned back against the porch railing.  “Please do not misunderstand my intentions Jon”, Mattatron said softly, “We appreciate all you and my sister do, and everything your family has done the past century, but I don’t think you realize how much effort is put forth on my end.  Ensuring each soul is transitioned into the appropriate afterlife and each creature is placed into the appropriate dimensional plane.  It’s maddening at times!  You know, I accidentally sent a 98 year old man’s soul, destined for Heaven, to Valhalla yesterday.  Poor thing was shaking uncontrollably by the time I realized my mistake and retrieved him!”

Jon laughed hard at the thought of a 98 year old man fighting off Norse Pagan warriors in Valhalla, using only a cane and his dentures.  Seeing the disapproving look on his brother-in-law’s face, Jon quickly stifled his laughter.  “That sounds like a you problem, Mattatron.  Just keep pencil pushing in your safe little office while the rest of us fight this damned war...”, Jon said coarsely as he patted Mattatron on the shoulder, walking off to find Rae.

Down through the old cow pasture, past the long dried up creek bed, laid the Sanctuarium.  As far as the eye could see, refugees from every part of the world affected by the war sought comfort and protection. Established by James Rienhaven, son of Johanne and Elizabeth, the Sanctuarium had grown with each passing year.  Some only using it as a stopping point on their way to crossing over, while others, including a vast majority of magical creatures, used it as a semi-permanent home for the duration of the war.  Little magical neighborhoods had formed over the years, organizing the Sanctuarium into a city-like safe place.  

Jon found Rae sitting in the grass by the guarded entrance, her legs crossed, talking to a family of new arrivals.  The gnomes were about the size of a squirrel, each carrying tiny bags and looking bewildered.  The apparent head of the family, a slightly overweight gnome with a long reddish-blonde beard, was wearing a tiny suit, which Jon found unusual for a gnome as they are a race of expert gardeners, usually covered in dirt.  “I refuse to live next door to a gob of Goblins!”, the gnome stated defiantly in a surprisingly booming voice, looking up at Rae and shaking his fist.  Rae smiled at Jon as he sat down beside her in the grass, extending his pinkie to the gnome.  “I am Jon.  I see you have already met my wife Rae.  What seems to be the issue?”, Jon asked the gnome as he shook Jon’s pinkie like a hand.  “I am Borwass.  I was just explaining to your wife that we cannot live in close proximity to goblins, they would kill all of us!”, Borwass stated clearly and frightfully. Jon noticed Borwass had a peculiar mannerism, not like that of other gnomes.  Jon, forgetting he was mid conversation, began accessing Borwass’ appearance, his eyes squinted.  Rae, noticing her husband’s momentary lapse in manners, reached over and pinched his leg.  Jon jumped slightly, before giving his beautiful wife a scathing look, slowly moving his gaze back to Borwass.  “I am sorry my friend, but the only gnome burrow we have available is next to the goblins.  You should know that each refugee here in Sanctuarium is sworn under a magical oath to never harm any of the other refugees.  You and your wonderful little family will be quite safe here.”, Jon said, a forced smile appearing behind his beard, his mind trying to comprehend the small enigma that stood before him.  

Jon and Rae went about the rest of their morning greeting new arrivals as they poured in, Jon’s mind still on the strange gnome Borwass, concentrating, looking for some reasoning behind the gnome’s aberrant behavior.  This was quickly moved to the back of his mind as a group of refugees arrived, completely catching him off guard.  The family, consisting of a dad, mother and two children were the first of their kind to enter the Sanctuarium.  “I apologize for my husband’s lack of manners, but we have not had any of your kind stay or visit here...” , Rae said nervously, looking at the four vampires standing before her and Jon, covered in thick clothes shielding them from the sunlight.  “What kind of accommodations do you need?  We should be able to arrange something as quick as we can..” , Jon said, pulling Rae a little closer to him.  Once the language barrier was breached, the family of vampires spoke little to no English, a suitable place for them was created in the farthest part of the Sanctuarium.  Jon quietly asked one of the guards to keep a close eye on the newly arrived guests, imagining the worst as he watched them slink into the old cellar.

When lunchtime arrived, Jon, Rae and a clearly forlorn Mattatron sat in the Rienhaven’s kitchen, eating quietly, enjoying a peaceful break from the unusually busy morning, the silence broken only by the occasional clink of silverware on plate.  “Thank you for lunch Sis, but I must run off.  I’ve been away from the office for far too long!”, Mattatron said as he jumped to his feet, all but running towards the door.  The Rienhavens sat in silence, finishing their lunch.  Though neither would admit to the other, both of them felt an unease encompass the homestead, eerily devoid of reason.

After finishing lunch, Jon and Rae walked a well-worn dirt path, winding through the forest, ending in a clearing.  The clearing, which looked nothing like it did when Jon’s ancestor Johanne had discovered it almost two centuries ago, was now bustling with movement as souls and magical creatures alike clambered for a spot in line.  A gentle whoosh echoed through the clearing with each departure, a soft breeze following.  Jon walked up to a figure standing nearest the gateway, engaging in deep conversation as Rae walked through the que, providing reassurances to fearful departees.  Kneeling down, Rae tried to comfort Alva, a lone elf who lost her entire family along the journey to Sanctuarium.  As Rae was kneeling, two goblins began fighting over a spot in line, as one of them accidentally kicked her over.  Rae landed back first in the dirt, sliding a few yards down the trodden down path.  Jon hurriedly ran to Rae’s side, “Are you alright my love?”.  “Yes..” , Rae responded between sharp intakes of breath as Jon lifted her up onto her feet, gently brushing the dirt from her clothes before turning to face the goblins.  

The goblins, clearly ashamed of their mistake, looked to the ground as Jon stormed up to them, a fierce look on his face.  “Erlking and Trasgu” , Jon started, his voice shaking with anger as the two goblins moved their gaze towards him, “You just hurt my Love, someone who has always been kind to you both.  Give me one good reason why I should allow either one of you to enter the portal, or stay here at our home?!”  Jon stared down the goblins, face burning with a cold fury, teeth and fist clenched.  Fearful silence had gripped the clearing, nobody was moving as Jon took a step closer to Erlking and Trasgu, all eyes resting on the intense scene.  “Jon... leave it, walk me home please.” , Rae’s trembling voice echoed through the silent clearing, instantly calming Jon down as he turned towards her.  They slowly ambled back towards the farmhouse in silence, eager to be done with this day.

The setting sun cast long shadows across the entire homestead, transitioning a long, busy day into a peacefully tranquil evening.  All thoughts, good or uneasy, about the events of the day slowly faded with the sun sinking behind the western mountains.  Jon and Rae sat on their porch, holding hands as their gaze fell upon the night’s first star.  Catching his wife wincing as she readjusted in her seat, Jon turned to her and asked, “Are you alright my love?”  Rae forced a smile, looking over at Jon, a clear look of discomfort on her face.  “It’s your back, isn’t it?” , Jon asked worriedly, the peace of the evening fading away.  “Yes..” , she answered, tears running down her face as she winced again, the scars on either side of her back pulsing with pain.  It had been two years and the scars had never completely healed, a constant reminder of the darkest day of their lives.  Flashbacks often haunted Jon and Rae, a story perhaps better told another time.

Jon looked at the love of his life, crying in excruciating pain, completely helpless.  It was days like this that made Jon question his role as a guardian, the cursed position passed down from generation to generation, the position he never wanted.  Jon snapped out of his self-pity, softly kissing the top of Rae’s head as he walked down the porch steps, searching the yard for dead nettle, picking every plant he saw and chewing on them.  On the way back to the porch, Jon noticed the paracress flowers were blooming.  He picked three of the blooms, chewing on them as he made his way up the steps.  Gently bending Rae forward a bit, Jon spit the mixture out into his hand before gingerly placing equal amounts on Rae’s scars, his whole mouth numb from the paracress blooms.  “Come on my love, go lay on our bed and let the herbs do their thing...” , Jon said to Rae as he gently lifted her out of her seat. “Fucking goblins” , Jon muttered under his breath as he carried Rae to their bedroom, setting her down with utmost care.  Jon looked at his beautiful wife, tears streaming down her face as she lay face down on their bed.  Jon pulled a chair from the dining room, setting it beside the bed before plopping down on it, gently grabbing Rae’s hand, completely unaware of events unfolding on the far side of the homestead.

On the eastern barrier of the Sanctuarium, a small figure crept through the tall grass, darting behind a fence post when he heard faint footsteps approaching.  The figure watched as the elves continued on their trek, unaware of the tiny figure slowly easing closer to the edge of the forest.  “Borwass?!” , a shadowy silhouette hiding behind a large oak tree called out, their shrill voice echoing lightly through the darkness, “Come, quickly now!”.  Borwass sprinted the last twenty yards, reaching the edge of the forest.  A loud pop rang through the trees as the small figure instantly grew to the size of a human, adjusting his suit vest as he walked closer to the silhouette hidden behind the oak tree.  “You’re late Borwass!” , the shrill voice called out from behind the trunk of the oak,  “Are all our plans underway?”.  Borwass nodded, his eyes darting back towards the fields, fearing his transformation had alerted someone.  “The tunnel has been dug, filled to the brim with dragon’s breath and ready to be used at your command!” , Borwass whispered, nonchalantly trying to catch a glimpse of the silhouette’s face.  

“Very well done my warlock friend!  Go now, wait in your burrow until the full moon reaches its zenith, only then will the dragon’s breath be strongest!” , the silhouette said shrilly before completely fading into the darkness.  Borwass let out a sigh of disappointment as he transformed back into a gnome, slowly making his way back to his assigned burrow.  Crawling through the tiny opening, Borwass entered the gnome burrow, anxiously awaiting the moon to reach its zenith, sliding down the wall in a dimly lit corner, resting on his heels.  The bodies of his travelling companions were scattered across the room, blood had soaked the dirt floor, the smell of death was stifling.  Borwass surveyed the scene, slowly twisting his lips into a heinous smile, pride in his work gleaming in his eyes.  His peaceful slip into euphoria was quickly diminished as the sounds of dancing elves shook the tiny burrow.  “Fools!  If you only knew the horrors awaiting you this night, you would not be so keen to celebrate!” , Borwass muttered under his breath as he slowly eased towards the dragon’s breath filled tunnel, grabbing the fuse and dragging it to the entrance of the burrow, taking one final look at his grisly handiwork before clambering out of the tiny opening, fuse in tow.  

Borwass pulled the fuse taught, placing the end on the ground by his tiny feet before pulling his wand out of his suit vest pocket.  A smug look on his face, he raised his wand in the air as flames pulsed out of the tip.  Borwass knelt down to light the fuse, laughing menacingly.  The pulsating flames jumped from the tip of his wand as he moved it mere inches from the fuse, face contorted into a maniacal expression of glee.....  A loud crunch echoed through the darkness as a large work boot stomped Borwass into the ground.  “That’ll be enough of that!” , Jon said coldly as he lifted his foot back up, revealing Borwass’ crushed and broken body.  Borwass spit blood from his mouth, taking short breaths as he felt ribs sticking out of each side of his body.  “You....think....you....won?” , Borwass said in between breaths, each word growing fainter.  Jon watched the crunched warlock draw his last breath before picking up the tiny wand, breaking it in two.  

The night sky illuminated as great blasts of white flames sprung out of the ground behind Jon, engulfing everything nearby.  Jon turned around, watching in horror as the farmhouse was caught up in an enormous fireball as the dragon’s breath spread into the forest and all around.  Screams from all directions were drowned out by the roaring flames of the dragon’s breath.  Jon began running towards the farmhouse, dodging bursts of flame, knocking anyone and anything out of his way, fighting with all his might to get to Rae.  The heat from the white flames was intense, getting hotter and hotter as he closed in on the farmhouse.  Jon screamed at the top of his lungs, “Rae....Rae....my love!” , the anguish and sorrow in his voice echoed far across the homestead as the dragon’s breath began to settle.

Soon, only the crackling sound of flames could be heard, Jon listened for any noises from the farmhouse, but Rae did not answer his calls....the burning structure collapsed in a heap of flame and ash as Jon fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face.
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Ashes and Answers

––––––––
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The early dawn sun was masked behind a thick hovering mass of smoke, the smell of ash lingering in the mist. All was black and charred as far as the eye could see except for a random patch of green grass here and there.  In the ashes of what used to be an old farmhouse, Jon was sifting through the rubble, flipping partially burnt boards over, desperately searching for his wife Rae.  Jon was clinging to the hope of finding his beloved hiding in some space not incinerated by the dragon’s breath, barely able to breathe in the lingering smoke and ash.  Hours passed as the sun rose further into the sky, finally penetrating the dense layer of smoke surrounding the homestead.  Jon turned quickly at the sounds of footsteps behind him, seeing a few survivors of the night slowly making their way towards him.

At the sight of Jon, the survivors wept, not for their losses, but for Jon’s loss.  Rae always made an effort to speak to and get to know each refugee and soul that entered the gates of her and Jon’s home, providing comfort when they needed it the most.  A sparkle of light zoomed out of the dense smoke, landing lightly on Jon’s shoulder.  Elvina, a permanent resident of the Rienhaven homestead, who assisted Jon and Rae with daily chores and errands, was short for a fairy, being only four inches tall, short blue hair and large eyes.  “I just came from Brigid’s castle, she sends her condolences and said to tell you that whatever you need, all you have to do is say the word.  She’s only a prayer away....” , the fairy said in Jon’s ear with her thick Irish accent, before gently sitting on his shoulder.  Jon looked down at Elvina, eyes reddened from the smoke and endless tears shed throughout the night.  “Thank you Elvina..” , Jon answered feebly, barely able to muster the energy to speak..

The survivors, who had gathered to Jon, began helping him sift through the rubble and ashes, one by one, just as determined to find Rae as he was.  The hours slowly passed until all the farmhouse rubble and debris were cleared, but no sign of Rae was found.  “Perhaps she was able to escape beforehand!” , said a gnome hopefully as he popped out of the ashes, his tiny beard covered in soot.  The gnome’s optimistic exclamation was quickly diminished as an unearthly howl of rage and sorrow boomed through the air.  Jon, fallen to his knees and inconsolably grief stricken, was holding Rae’s partially melted wedding band in his cupped hands.  

From the distance, loud fluttering noises pierced the sky, getting louder as they drew near the charred remains of the homestead.  Everyone turned to the east to see two glowing figures with massive wings soaring through the sky, swiftly descending before landing with mighty thuds in the ashes.  The two figures, wearing shiny golden armor, furled their wings as they knelt next to Jon.  “My dear brother-in-law, weep not, we will find our sister.” , the booming voice of the Archangel Michael, Rae’s brother, said as he placed a war scarred hand on Jon’s shoulder, the other held tightly around the hilt of a large golden sword.  Michael did not resemble Rae or Mattatron, having short blonde hair, thick short beard and a threatening muscular build.  “Father sends his blessings and a message, be still and remain vigilant...” , Gabriel began, his deep and watery voice echoing far throughout the surrounding area.  Gabriel did not resemble Rae, Mattatron or Michael, having darkened bronze-like skin with short curly black hair and beard.  “Be vigilant, for the fallen ones’ plans are not finished .” , Gabriel finished, dropping his gold and ivory trumpet to the ground as he caught Jon who had collapsed from exhaustion, unconscious but still gripping Rae’s wedding band tight in his hand.

Michael and Gabriel carried Jon on their pinions, gently laying him in the shade of a great oak tree, untouched by the dragon’s breath.  The survivors who helped search for Rae, huddled around Jon as he lay in the shade, still unconscious and covered in soot, their eyes closed in silent meditation. Elvina sat on Jon’s arm, looking at him worriedly as Michael and Gabriel walked around the incinerated remains of their sister and Jon’s homestead, searching for clues.  “What is on your mind, brother?” , Gabriel asked Michael as they stood on the opposite side of the oak tree where Jon lay, his voice a mere whisper.  “Why is it brother, that this tree still stands?  All else is ash and death...” , Michael answered as he gently placed his hand on the bark of the mighty oak.  Michael slowly removed his hand from the trunk, turning to face Gabriel, a look of sadness and realization on his face.  “Come brother, we have much to discuss...” , Michael said in a cold and resonating tone before unfurling his wings, flapping them with a mighty whoosh, soaring quickly into the sky and out of sight.  Gabriel knelt beside Jon, placing a scroll on his chest before quickly soaring upward after Michael.

The solemn vigil of survivors remained close to Jon, offering prayers to their respective deities, occasionally placing a cool washcloth on Jon’s brow.  The minutes turned to hours as Jon lay unconscious in the shade of the oak tree.  As the evening sun began setting beyond the western mountains, Jon let out a faint sigh, stirring ever so slightly.  In an instant he sprang up, accidentally flinging Elvina and causing those huddled around him to let out shrieks of surprise and joy.  “Where are Michael and Gabriel?!” , Jon asked in a weakened yet determined voice, slowly rising to his feet, stumbling into the trunk of the oak tree.  “They ascended hours ago, after leaving you this...” , Elvina said as she flew up to Jon, carrying the scroll left by Gabriel.  Jon tore the blue seal as he quickly opened it. 

Our Dear Brother-in-Law,


Though we do not know her current whereabouts, know that all efforts are being taken for our sister’s safe recovery.

Michael  


Gabriel

Jon read and reread the scroll several times, a feeling of hope lifted his spirits, but several questions were running rampant in his mind.  Rae was still alive, but where had she gone and why would she leave without him?  Jon rolled the parchment back into a scroll before shoving it in his pocket and turning to the small group of survivors.  “Elvina, will you please gather everyone who survived and take them somewhere safe.  I don’t care where that may be, but please do so as quickly as possible.  This place, my home, our home, is no longer safe...” , Jon said, looking at Rae’s melted wedding band sitting in the palm of his ashen hand.  Elvina nodded silently before glowing bright, in an instant she and the survivors vanished in an explosion of golden sparkles.  A cold emptiness surrounded Jon as he looked around him; his once lively and busy home was nothing more than a scorched heap of ruin.

Jon looked towards the crater left by the explosion of dragon’s breath, following its trek to where he first saw flames erupting from the ground, searching for any clues.  In the charred dirt, a glint of light caught his attention.  Jon kneeled down, examining the tiny object, a shard of what appeared to be silver, about an inch long with writing scribbled on the surface.  The scribbling was in an unusual language, almost runic in nature though none Jon was familiar with.  Jon turned the piece of silver over in his hand, inspecting every tiny runic symbol.  The handwriting seemed somewhat familiar to Jon, though he could not place where he had seen it before.  

An eerie sense creeped up Jon’s back, a feeling of being watched caused the hairs on his neck and arms to rise.  He slowly turned around, peering through the scorched wasteland before spotting fingertips disappear behind the lone oak tree.  Jon kept his eyes focused on the tree, maneuvering quietly and quickly before he jumped around the side, causing his stalker to fall to the ground in fear and shock.  “Mattatron?!  Why do you hide from me, and where were you when your and Rae’s brothers came?” , Jon asked the cowering archangel.  Jon grabbed Mattatron’s robe, picking him up and slamming him into the trunk of the tree.  “Y...you were s...supposed to protect my sister.” , Mattatron responded, the fear evident in his shrill voice as he attempted to sound tough.  “I am not the one who let Molentis rip her damned wings off in battle Mattatron!  You cowered in fear, watching it happen and did nothing!  I lay bleeding on the ground, unable to move, but I saw you hiding, I SAW YOU!” , Jon yelled into the face of his brother-in-law, anger boiling out of his every word.  “I crawled, blood spilling from me, trying desperately to reach her, hearing her screams of agony.  Yet I still mustered the strength to run a sword through that horned asshole, but I was too late.  W...why didn’t you help...?  WHY?!” , screamed Jon as he released Mattatron’s robes, angry tears rolling down his cheeks.  “And now you ask me why I didn’t protect her last night.  You asked me, ME!” , Jon yelled again before raring back, swinging as hard as he could as his fist collided with Mattatron’s jaw, the loud cracking of bone ringing through the silent wasteland.

Mattatron fell to the ground, jaw slightly askew as he spit out a bloody tooth, groaning in pain.  Jon placed a well-aimed kick into Mattatron’s ribs, then another, the anger boiling, the frustration flowing through every kick and punch, leaving Mattatron a bloody, broken heap on the ground.  “How is it that an angel, no, an archangel, could be such a sniveling, cowardice useless piece of trash?!” , Jon asked the beaten Mattatron, aiming another kick into his stomach, causing Mattatron to retch.  “All the rest of Rae’s family that I have met, are warriors, powerful warriors who cower from nothing.  Then there is you....  Is that why you are a scribe?  Too pathetic to wield a sword, axe or even the damned trumpet?!” , Jon asked angrily, looking down at the bloody heap of an archangel.  Suddenly, a whirling torrent of wind came crashing down on Jon, knocking him several feet backwards as he rolled though the ashes, eventually crashing into a charred tree stump.  Peering through the cloud of ash his body had stirred up as it rolled, Jon saw two figures standing between him and Mattatron.  Jon jumped up, walking towards the newcomers with purpose, quickening his pace with each step before breaking out in a full run.  When Jon came within a few feet of the newcomers he jumped at them, swinging hard, making contact with one of their heads before he was slammed to the ground, a familiar golden sword at his throat.

“Michael..... Gabriel?” , Jon asked, anger still pulsing through his entire body, his eyes fixed only on Mattatron.  “That will be enough Jon!” , Gabriel’s voice echoed all around, this time with a tone of anger, the ground shaking with every syllable.  Jon moved his steely gaze from Mattatron, focusing on Michael and the sword currently resting on his throat.  “I’m finished... you can sheath your sword.” , Jon said pushing Michael’s sword away from his throat before standing up, leering at his three brothers-in-law.  “I didn’t say you could get up!” , Michael said angrily as he kicked Jon in the chest, knocking him backwards.  Jon’s face contorted with rage as he regained his balance, sliding his right foot back slightly, arms raised in a fighting stance.  “You do not scare me Michael, nor do you Gabriel.” , Jon said defiantly, looking back and forth between the two before asking, “Why do you protect that heap of cowardly shit?”.  Michael took a step forward, Jon quickly glanced at Gabriel then back to the advancing Michael.  

Michael swung his sword, narrowly missing Jon’s head as the wind blew his beard to the side, the next shaving off the tip.  “Hey man, kill me if you can, but leave my damned beard alone!” , Jon said as he sidestepped another attempted blow by Michael, smirking.  Michael stopped mid swing, looking at Jon, his head cocked to the side.  “Kill him!” , Mattatron said with great difficulty, blood pouring from his now crooked mouth.  “Be still brother...” , Gabriel said calmly, placing his hand on Michael’s shoulder, Michael’s glowing aura dimming as he sheathed his sword, never taking his eyes off Jon.  Gabriel knelt down beside Mattatron as he pulled a vial from his robes, sprinkling the contents on Mattatron’s forehead.  Mattatron looked at Gabriel, horrified as glowing ropes began coiling around him, tightening until he was unable to move.  “Mattatron, Father needs to speak with you.  Several questions require answers...” , Gabriel said as he picked Mattatron up, and with a whoosh of wings, disappeared into the sky.

Michael and Jon stared at one another, slowly walking in circles, readying themselves.  Michael stopped, lowering his head before looking back up at Jon and finally speaking.  “Jon, I do not wish to harm you.  Rae loves you, despite my objections.  Though


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SANCTUARY'S CURSE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





