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  "Ascension of the Chronicle" signals the final installment of the pentalogy "Chronicle of Ceres," a storyline that dropped into my mind in 2018.

I would never have published the first book "Beginning of Tomorrows" if it hadn't been for the encouragement of Jimmy "Super" Flanagan.

A writer himself, Jim understood my angst and nervousness regarding my project. 

He provided the nudge I needed to soar on my own wings. He told me, "Just publish it and send it out into the universe. You'll learn so much after you do that."

He was right. With each book I've completed, not only did I learn more about the writing industry, but I learned more about myself.

I celebrate Jim in each book by including a Flanagan's Pub. Jim loved everything Irish and this was the perfect way to ensure he'd always be a part of my writing journey.

Jim is with me in spirit – my muse if you will – as I write each day.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Meet the Characters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Medicine Wheel
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Fen's Disappearance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Leaving England
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Nine Muses
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        A Prisoner Behind the Veil
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Clash of Wills
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Returning Home to Denali
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The Plan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Cererian Homecoming
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Cererian Trial
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Cererian Justice
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        The Labyrinth
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Bear Seamount
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Complications
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Stygian
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Circle of Calm
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The Imposter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Homecoming
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Bound by Blood
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        A Constantly Changing Plan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The Lure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        A Development
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Battling a Shadow Man
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Preparations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        A Cererian Betrayal
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Crow Magic
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Breathing Underwater
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        A Cererian Response
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        An Impossible Mission
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        A Storm is Brewing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        The Final Plan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        A Guardian Boulder Awaits
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        The Speaker of Truths
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        The Cererian Prophecy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thank You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Meet the Characters


The characters in the Chronicle of Ceres pentalogy revealed themselves as I wrote the various novels. 
I don't do outlines. Instead, I choose to let the individuals tell me the story as I write. Hence, many characters emerged when they needed to carry the storyline forward.
Here is the wonderful cast and the books in which they introduced themselves:

Beginning of Tomorrows, Book 1
	Darrius Dagda (benevolent Cererian)

	Prasad (benevolent Cererian)

	Chance Kemp (Keeper of the Records)

	Kai Kemp (Keeper of the Keys)

	Fenna "Fen" Kemp (Guardian of Peace)

	Hilliard "Hilly" Kemp (Guardian of Battle)

	Stygian Chernobog (Yfel Brethren leader)

	Curtis Dawson (Hilly's husband)

	Jeff (Kai's husband)




Denali Rising, Book 2
	Jake Pierson (Keeper of the Word, Shaman)

	Lolo (Jake's bush plane that is a spiritual entity)

	Samuel "Sammy" Taylor (A nahwiht, meaning "nothing")

	Aaron Aningan (evil Cererian)

	The Sentinel Boulder (earth spirit that binds the Word to Jake at the age of 8)

	Great Mother Denali (earth spirit)

	Raven (Hilly's spirit animal)

	Everild, Thane, and Benedict (Yfel Brethren who kidnap Curtis)




Shasta Beckons, Book 3
	Benedict (becomes a benevolent Cererian)

	Axel (coyote earth spirit, Kai's spirit animal)

	Troy (bigfoot earth spirit)

	The Leohts (orbs, Kai's ancestral family)

	Mount Shasta (earth spirit)




Bluestone Shadows, Book 4
	Janet Kemp (Chance's wife)

	Wyatt, Maeve, Myla (3 of Chance's children)

	Alden Stark (benevolent Cererian)

	Gabriel Telfer (Chance's cousin)

	Hildred (white stag, Chance's spirit animal)

	Balor & Cary Atwood (twins, Yfel soldiers)

	Ryan Pierson (Jake's father who became an Yfel)

	Yr Wyddfa (Welsh earth spirit)

	Bran, Dylan, and Ellis (the giants of Mount Snowdon)




Ascension of the Chronicle, Book 5
	Miriam (Ryan Pierson posing as an earth entity)

	Galena (a sacred sister who resides in the Circle of Calm)

	Bodhi (white bison, Fen's spirit animal)

	Robert "Bob" Downs (benevolent Cererian)

	The Senator (Cererian)

	Orion, Mason, and Luther (Cererians, High Order of Truth)










  
  Chapter 1
The Medicine Wheel


Guardian of peace, a warrior stands.
The Big Wheel turns again.
Healing, atonement, and visions, the quest begins.
The time is nigh. The battle approaches.
Gather the troops and reclaim the forgotten throne.

Fen floated on a cushion of air. 
Where am I? she thought.
Moments earlier, as she sat in the English cottage surrounded by her friends and family, someone rushed at her. She threw her hands up in surprise but relaxed when she recognized her old friend, Prasad.
Come with me, Prasad had instructed telepathically then he gripped Fen’s hand.
That was her last memory. 
Now she was alone and drifted on her back with her eyes closed while being soothed by the warmth surrounding her. Sandalwood wafted by. 
Prasad’s favorite incense, she thought. 
Contentment filled her heart. Prasad would never harm her.
Fen glided through the void, buoyant as if floating in a pool of water, yet lighter as though her body skimmed along gentle air currents.
There was no urgency.
She was at peace.
The sweet scent of sandalwood drifted by again.
She smiled, thinking of Prasad, the Cererian she had dared to fall in love with. A man who willingly journeyed to the Land of the Dead and traded his life so her sister could live and fulfill the prophecy. 
The granon! Her heart hammered as she remembered the Cererian plant that contained Prasad’s life essence. I left it on the dresser in the cottage. I need it.
Fen, an androgynous voice echoed in her head.
Fen tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t. 
Fen, an ensemble of voices, male and female, telepathically called out a little louder.
Floral notes floated - chrysanthemums and tulips.
Mother? Fen thought. Mother loved pink tulips. Did I die in the cottage? Is this the afterlife? Mom, are you reaching out to me from beyond the veil?
Be at peace. You are safe within the embrace of your ancestors, the voices replied. 
Am I dead? She thrashed with fear, trying to wake up.
Chanting began.
Starting low, the rhythmic cries grew louder while a distant drum beat a measured tune. The familiar melody thumped in time to Fen’s heartbeat and she hummed the tune. The cadence of the chanting and drumbeats lulled her into a peaceful reverie.
Then silence.
“Awaken, Fen,” a female voice requested gently.
Fen slowly opened her eyes and squinted in the dazzling sunshine. She held her hand up to shield her eyes. Gently swaying red and yellow blossoms of Indian paintbrush and coneflowers towered above her. 
She propped onto her elbows and gazed around.
She was still alone.
A warm breeze licked at the beads of sweat on her face. Above her, popcorn clouds moved lazily through an azure sky. 
“Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone there?”
The wind rushed through the wildflowers, and they rustled a reply.
Fen rose and stretched. A patchwork of red, yellow, and orange blooms bled into the horizon in all directions. 
“Where am I?” she said aloud.
“You are home,” a female voice answered.
Fen whirled. A woman appeared ten feet away. A friendly smile and dark eyes with gold centers softened the stranger’s tan face. Long, dark hair cascaded over her shoulders and spilled down the front of a sleeveless beige shift that kissed the tops of her knees. Red dust coated her bare feet.
“Welcome home, Fen,” the women said. “I am Miriam. I…we have been waiting for you.”
“We?” Fen asked. A hesitant smile flickered across her face. She sensed no malevolence from the being in front of her, yet she couldn’t detect benevolence either. It’s as though this person doesn’t exist, she thought.
“I, we, it’s all the same,” the woman responded.
Is this a dream? Fen mused. 
The young woman laughed. “This is very real.”
“You read my mind,” Fen admonished. “That was wrong. You should have asked permission.” Fen shuffled backward and glanced around nervously. The flower meadow had disappeared. Instead, a dry red desert stretched toward the distant mountains.
Fen narrowed her eyes. “If this is real, then how did I get here? I was in England minutes ago.” 
“Your ancestors brought you,” the being responded.
“How?”
“We were guided by the beacon you wear around your neck.” The young woman pointed to Fen’s necklace.
Fen touched the tiny dreamcatcher pendant. “This? This is how you found me?”
The woman nodded. “Yes, the Guardian boulder protected you with his amulet. The moment you put it around your neck; it sent ripples into the universe so we could locate you.”
“But why? I was with my family.”
“Because you are in danger. The darkness would have found you had we not intervened.”
“What darkness? Stygian?”
“Walk with me, Fen.” The woman extended her hand. 
Fen hesitated. “Where’s Prasad? He came to me in the cottage. Where is he?”
“Once he delivered you to your ancestors, the Cererian returned to the Land of the Dead.”
“And where are we?”
“You are suspended in the magic of the sacred medicine wheel.”
Fen frowned. “This is a dream. A place I’ve concocted while napping at the cottage.”
The young woman gripped Fen’s hand and squeezed. “Do I not feel real?” She brushed her fingertips across Fen’s forehead. “Do you not feel my gentle touch?”
The woman spread her arms wide. “This place is a sacred sanctuary that has been in existence since the beginning of time. Our ancestral home hovers between the dimensions of the physical world and the great ether.” She gazed upward.
“A dimension,” Fen repeated. “My friend, Jake, can shift into the dimensions.”
“Jake Pierson cannot enter this space,” the young woman snapped. “The shaman is not a member of our ancestral tribe. Come with me and let me introduce you to the great healers who lived before you.”
Reluctantly, Fen allowed the woman to pull her forward. After several steps, Fen stopped.
“Is something wrong?” the young woman asked.
“The darkness you spoke of. Can it enter this place?”
The woman gathered Fen’s hands and gazed deeply into her eyes. “No evil will find you here, Fen. You are home. You are safe.”






  
  Chapter 2
Fen's Disappearance


“Fen can’t disappear without a trace!” Chance roared as he dashed upstairs. 
“Chance!” Jake shouted. “Stop and listen to me for a minute.”
“She’s not upstairs!” Chance bellowed. “Did anyone look outside?”
Chance hurdled the railing and landed hard in the foyer. “I’ll search outside.”
“Stop!” Alden held up his hand and blocked the front door. Chance grimaced and rushed the Cererian.
Snap!
Alden snapped his fingers.
Chance stopped mid stride. His lips curled back in a snarl, and his eyes narrowed on Alden. One arm was pulled back, ready to drive a meaty fist forward.
“Cool,” Kai said as he joined the group in the foyer. “Is he aware we’re here?”
“He’s perfectly aware,” Alden said as he moved away from the door. “I’ve just stopped him in his tracks, so to speak.” He whispered into Chance’s ear. “Now, if I release you from this suspended animation will you sit down and let us talk to you?”
“Uh.” The strangled reply was the only sound Chance could manage from his frozen mouth.
“Was that a yes?” Kai asked.
Alden waved his hand and released Chance’s head from the magic.
Chance twisted his head at Alden. “Let me go you son of a bitch!”
Alden snapped his fingers, and Chance froze again. This time his mouth was wide open, his teeth bared like a wild animal ready to bite. Alden shook his head. “He’s not quite ready to listen to reason. Why don’t we go back into the lounge and discuss our next move.” 
“Uh!” Chance grunted.
Alden stopped. “Do you want something, Chance?”
“Uh-huh.”
Alden ambled into Chance’s line of sight. “You’ll calm down and do as I say?”
“Uh-huh.” Chance’s eyes vibrated with emotion.
“Alright, I’ll release you. But be forewarned, I’ll suspend you instantly if you don’t behave.” Alden snapped his fingers. 
When Alden unfroze him, Chance lurched forward and crashed into the door. He crumbled to the floor and pouted.
Alden squatted next to him. “Chance, we all want to know where Fen went, but let’s discuss it in an orderly manner and not run off half-cocked.” Alden gripped Chance under his arm and hefted him to his feet.
“Come on. Let’s go talk with the others.” Alden pulled Chance down the hallway and into the lounge. “Sit over there.” Alden guided the magician to the sofa and gently pushed him back into the cushions.
“Everything is sorted, Darrius,” Alden reported.
Chance sat on the couch rigidly, his arms crossed in front of his chest, his jaw muscles bunching.
“Very well,” Darrius began. “Jake, please explain what happened to Fen.”
Jake gazed out the window into the garden. A slight drizzle fell against the glass. He turned and faced the others. “Fen has been claimed by her ancestral tribe.”
“How the hell do you know that?” Chance barked as he sprung from the sofa and sprinted at Jake in a blur. The two men stood chest to chest. “How the fuckin’ hell do you know where my sister has gone?”
Chance glared, but Jake averted his gaze and moved past his friend. “Fen is no longer in England. She is with her ancestors. And no one will be able to find her.”
Defeated, Chance returned to the couch. His hands fidgeted in his lap.
“How do you know?” Darrius asked.
Jake turned back to the garden window. “I saw them coming,” he whispered. “They arrived on the currents of the storm.” He turned back to Darrius. “They left the same way within a second.”
“How could they take Fen without us seeing them?” Alden asked. 
Jake smiled a cock-eyed grin. “Magic. The pendant she wore was a beacon that allowed her people to locate her.”
“Did they teleport?” Benedict asked.
Jake shook his head. “Nah. Her people are not of this physical dimension. They passed by all of us and took Fen in plain sight.”
Darrius nodded. “They exist at a higher vibration.”
“Yes,” Jake replied.
“But Fen is of this physical world,” Alden argued.
“She was. But she has transformed. She exists on a different plane. One I can’t enter. One no Cererian can enter.” Jake faced Chance. “Your sister is safe in the arms of the Healers.”
Chance glanced up at Jake with sorrowful eyes. “Will she come back?” he whispered.
Jake sighed and looked out the window. “My gut tells me no.”
Kai joined Chance on the sofa and wrapped an arm around his brother. “It’s you and me, Big Brother.” He nudged Chance. 
Chance elbowed him back hard. 
“Ow!” Kai yelled. He shoved his brother with both hands. Chance retaliated, grabbing Kai and rubbing his knuckles into his scalp.
“Take that, you little pest,” Chance growled.
Jake sighed and walked away. “Things are back to normal,” he uttered as he passed Darrius.

      [image: ]Jake strolled into the kitchen and took the Woodford Reserve from the shelf. He grabbed three tumblers and placed them on the kitchen table. He sat down and poured bourbon into all three glasses.  
He held one but didn’t drink. Instead, he swirled the golden fluid and silently counted to himself. When he reached ten, he glanced up as Chance and Kai slid into the kitchen, pushing and shoving each other.
“Care for a drink?” he asked.
“Why not,” Chance answered. He snatched the glass and slumped into a chair.
“Sure.” Kai slid into a chair next to his brother.
“To Fen,” Jake said, raising his glass.
“To Fen,” the brothers chorused.
The men sipped in silence. 
Chance gazed at his drink. “That’s it then?” he said.
“What is?” Kai responded.
“The world won’t know peace,” he answered. “Without Fen, I can’t restore my crystal to its seat of power. Without my crystal and Fen’s crystal, peace will never be restored to Earth.”
Jake refilled the tumblers. “You believe that?” he asked then he tossed his drink back.
“Yeah, of course I do,” Chance replied. “We can’t do shit without Fen.”
“Appears that way, doesn’t it?” Jake acknowledged. 
“Isn’t there something we can do?” Kai asked. “I assisted Fen at the Guardian boulder in Denali and in Wales. Maybe there’s something we can do with just me?”
Jake shook his head. “Nah, it’s gotta be Fen. She’s the reader of the symbols.”
Kai swirled his drink. “Is there a way for Fen to help us from where she’s been taken?”
“Don’t be an idiot!” Chance shouted punching Kai’s arm.
“Your brother’s not wrong,” Jake noted.
“What?” Chance responded.
“Fen may be on a different plane, but we can still work together.”
“How?” Chance asked skeptically.
“Hold your hand up,” Jake instructed.
“Why?” 
“Just hold your hand up.”
Chance thumped his elbow on the table and held his palm up facing Jake. “Now what?” he demanded.
Jake placed his palm against Chance’s and then closed his eyes. Soon a white light glowed around their hands.
“Hey! What’s going on?” Chance yelled, whipping his hand away.
“Oh, I get it,” Kai said as he placed his hand against Jake’s. Soon, a soft light glowed around their hands. Kai snatched his hand away. “You see, big brother, we have our own conduit between the dimensions.” He pointed at Jake. “Fen may not be able to join us in the physical plane, but Jake can bring our worlds together.”
“I still don’t get it.” Chance pouted.
“Remember how you and Fen used your combined magic to penetrate the Land of the Shadows when Hilly and I were held hostage?” Jake asked.
“Yeah.”
“Same principle. Your power penetrated a space no one else could go. That’s what we’ll do with Fen. We’ll combine our power, so she can join us at your Guardian boulder.”
“Ah,” Chance said, nodding. “I get it. Will that work?”
“Definitely,” Jake answered confidently. “But it will involve water.” Jake grinned and downed his drink. Then he stood and left the kitchen.
Chance turned to Kai. “It will involve water? What the hell does that mean?”
Kai shrugged. “You know Jake. He’s always messing with you.”

      [image: ]Jake strode into the lounge and found Darrius, Alden, and Benedict facing each other. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he said as he ambled to the garden window. “I need a change of scenery.”
The Cererians followed Jake as he passed by and then reconvened their telepathic discussion.
The trial begins in two days, Darrius noted. I think we should all be there to ensure justice is served.
What about Jake and the Kemps? Alden asked. We need to ensure they are escorted on their journey.
We could insist they stay here until our return, Benedict added. Besides, with Fen removed from this plane, how will they be able to accomplish uniting Chance’s stone with its Guardian boulder?
Jake whirled and faced the Cererians. Because I’ve figured out how to unite Fen with her brothers.
“How were you able to jump into our private conversation?” Darrius demanded. “I cloaked it.”
Jake winked at the Cererian. “Interesting, eh? Ever since Fen and Chance bombarded me with their combined power, I’ve found that I can easily listen to your conversations, cloaked or not. Don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me. Besides, I wager The Cererian Prophecy reveals more to me than all of you put together.” Jake smiled and pivoted. 
He opened the door leading into the garden. A damp, chilled gust rushed through the opening. He paused before walking out into the rain and shutting the door behind him.
The Cererians stared after him.
“What do you make of that?” Alden asked.
“Like everyone else, Jake is transforming,” Darrius replied. 

      [image: ]Chance and Kai remained in the kitchen.
They had stopped drinking in favor of scrounging for leftovers in the fridge. They settled on cold fried potatoes and mushy peas when Jake re-entered.
Sopping wet from head to toe, Jake lingered in the doorway.
“Raining?” Chance asked.
“A bit,” Jake responded. He grabbed a dish towel and slumped into a chair. He briskly rubbed his hair.
“Any reason you chose to go out in the rain?” Kai asked.
“To clear my head,” Jake responded as he patted the towel on his shirt and pants. A small puddle pooled at his feet. “Walking in nature frees my mind. Besides, I didn’t want to be around them anymore.”
“Them?” Chance asked.
“The Cererians,” Jake replied. “I’m tired of their interference.”
Kai raised an eyebrow. “Interference? Have they done something?”
Jake draped the towel around his neck and hung on to the ends. He narrowed his eyes at Kai.
“Well…um…what I meant…” Kai stammered shifting his gaze from Jake. 
“What’s got your jockeys in a jumble?” Chance demanded.
Jake stared at the table. “Things are happening fast. I would rather not be joined at the hip with a Cererian every time I make a move.”
“What’s happening fast?” Kai asked.
Jake slammed his hands on the table. “You’re just full of questions today, aren’t you, Kai?” He pushed away from the table, and the chair slammed up against the range. He leaned forward and glared first at Kai and then at Chance before storming out of the kitchen.
The brothers watched their friend leave and shared a puzzled look. 
“Jake’s upset about something,” Chance noted as he stood up.
“I wouldn’t go after him,” Kai added. “He might slug you.”
Chance marched out of the kitchen and found Jake standing in the lounge staring out the window. He held his hands behind his back. The Cererians were nowhere to be seen.
“At the risk of being throttled, what the hell is going on with you?” Chance asked from the safety of the doorway.
Jake sighed and dropped his head. “I need to find Hilly.”
“Oh. Can you sense her at all?” 
Jake shook his head. “Lord Yr Wyddfa is holding her prisoner behind the magical veil at Mount Snowdon.”
“How do you know she’s a prisoner?” Kai asked as he strolled in.
“She’d be here if she wasn’t being held against her wishes,” Jake reasoned.
“The giants were healing Hilly and refastening the blue opal,” Kai added as he joined his brother. “Perhaps they’re taking longer than originally thought.”
“If she was free, she’d find a way to reach out,” Jake insisted. He turned and faced his friends. “She’d reach out to one of us and let us know she’s okay.
“Why don’t we travel to Snowdon and find out for ourselves,” Chance suggested.
“We can’t,” Jake replied.
“Why not?” Kai asked.
“Because I said so.” Darrius said as he walked up to the trio.
“I thought you left for Ceres,” Jake said.
“Soon,” Darrius responded as he gazed at the three men. “So, you’re planning to leave the cottage, I see.”
“Yes,” Jake replied. “There’s too much to do, and we won’t get it done hanging out in England.”
“I would prefer you remain here until we return from the trial.”
“It’s in our favor to leave now. We need to prepare for uniting Chance’s crystal with its Guardian boulder,” Jake replied. “The Yfel will hunt for us regardless of Stygian and the twins being tried on Ceres. There are hundreds more Brethren waiting for us to make a mistake.”
Darrius and Jake studied each other for several moments.
“Very well,” Darrius said. “Leave the cottage, but don’t go to Yr Wyddfa’s kingdom. Hilly will contact you when she’s well enough to travel.”
Jake turned away.
“Do we have an understanding, Jake?” Darrius asked. “Jake?”
Jake whirled, his tanned face was flushed red. “Yes,” he seethed through clenched teeth.
Alden and Benedict strode into the lounge. “We’re ready when you are, Darrius.”
“I’m ready,” he replied. “Jake, I’ll contact you as the trial progresses.”
Jake jutted his chin at Darrius and turned away. 
“Thanks, Darrius,” Chance mentioned. “We appreciate that. I hope all goes well.”
Darrius smiled weakly. “I hope so too.”
Without another word, the Cererians disappeared one by one.
“Now I understand your ‘Cererians are shitty’ monologue in the kitchen,” Chance said to Jake. “I thought there was going to be a nuclear meltdown between you two.”
“What’s our plan, Jake?” Kai asked.
Jake stared into the garden.
“Since you don’t need Hilly to find the Guardian boulder—” Kai began.
“Don’t tell me my job, Kai!” he snarled.
Kai held his hands up. “Okay, okay. Be grumpy. Get it out of your system because we have work to do.”
The room grew quiet.
Chance shifted his gaze between Jake and his brother.
Jake returned to staring out the window. The drizzle ended, and sunshine filtered through the gray clouds. “We leave tomorrow morning,” he stated softly.
“Okay,” Kai responded. “Where are we going to?”
“He can’t tell us,” Chance added.
“I can tell you where we’re going to meet up,” Jake said. “Kai and I can fly, but then there’s you, a flightless bird, unless you can flick to a known location.”
“So where are we going?” Chance asked.
“To The Nine Muses,” Jake responded.






  
  Chapter 3
Leaving England


The next morning, the men met in the kitchen for breakfast. 
Jake arrived an hour earlier and brewed a strong pot of coffee. He eased back in his chair and sipped his second cup while watching Kai spar with the eggs and bacon sizzling in the skillet. 
“Take that, you dastardly dragon,” Kai joked as he flipped the food onto his plate with the spatula. The food spat grease at him.
“Morning,” Chance grumbled as he ambled into the kitchen. He snatched a strip of bacon from Kai’s plate.
“Get your own,” Kai complained as he sat down. “You’re such a moocher.”
“Whatcha make for me?” Chance asked as he gazed around the kitchen. “I’m hungry too. Didn’t you make enough for all of us?”
“Do I look like your personal chef?” Kai pushed food into his mouth. “Get your lazy ass over to the stove and cook something.”
Chance attempted to steal another slice of bacon, but Kai rapped the back of his hand with his fork. 
“Ow!” Chance wailed. He sauntered to the coffee pot grumbling under his breath. After shoving two slices of bread in the toaster oven, he returned to the table with a large mug of coffee. He slurped and glared at Kai.
Kai chewed, swallowed, and smiled at his brother. “Not a morning person, are you?”
Chance growled and hunched over the coffee, allowing the steam to warm his face.
Jake tilted back in his chair. Chance and Kai continued to bicker, but he wasn’t listening. He focused on Hilly. Time and again, he mentally reached out to her only to receive silence. 
The last time he saw her was on Mount Snowdon when she was pinned against the boulder with a gaping hole in her neck. He was helpless then and felt useless now.
“Yo, Jake!” Chance bellowed snapping his fingers in front of the shaman’s face.
Jake jerked. “What?”
“I’ve been trying to get your attention.”
“Why?” Jake sipped his coffee.
“I thought we should talk about our plan?”
Jake looked past Chance, into the garden, and watched a wren flit among the tall flower stalks.
Chance shrugged and gave Kai a puzzled look.
“A plan, Jake…” Chance continued. “Remember how you held me captive in the lounge and forced me to hammer out a plan to find my crystal? Having a plan was goddamned important then. What about now?”
“Yep,” Jake responded and leaned forward. The front legs of the chair thudded to the floor. He jumped to his feet and poured another cup of coffee. Then watched the autumn breeze blow the remaining leaves off the trees.
Chance and Kai exchanged a glance.
Kai filled his cup and sauntered beside Jake. The two men sipped in silence. Although Jake peered outside, his eyes were glazed over and unfocused. 
“Jake, is everything okay?” Kai asked.
Jake sighed, and his shoulders rolled forward. “Kai—”
“Yes?” Kai interrupted.
Jake looked at his friend with tired eyes. “I’m okay.”
“Alrighty then,” Kai said as he returned to the table. 
“Guys,” Jake began as he turned around and leaned against the sink. “I’m doing fine, but these last few days have been shitty. My father lured me into a battle through so many dimensions that I lost count. Then I woke up in the arms of Kai, Fen, and Darrius with no recollection of how I got there. Then I was forced to watch Aaron torture Hilly, and I couldn’t do a goddamned thing to stop him—” Jake gripped the edge of the sink so hard his knuckles blanched.
“I don’t know if my dad is dead. I hope he is, but he’s a tough son of a bitch. And I don’t know if Hilly is okay.”
“She’s also tough,” Kai added. “She’s the toughest person I know.”
“She is.” Jake agreed, staring at the floor. He smacked the edge of the counter. “Enough reminiscing,” he blurted. “Time to get our shit together and head home.”
“Now, you’re talking,” Chance said. “What’s the plan?”
“We’ll meet in the living room of The Nine Muses,” Jake explained. “Kai and I will fly over. You can flick over.” 
“Perfect,” Chance replied. “I haven’t practiced my flicking much, so I’m anxious to try it on The Nine Muses. I know exactly where I’ll materialize…right in front of that massive old fireplace.”
“Oh yeah,” Kai said. “The one that was never lit, even when the weather was freezing.”
“Sounds wonderful,” Jake lied.
“Oh, you’ll love the old homestead,” Kai said. “Huge mansion and luscious grounds on a cliff above the Atlantic Ocean.”
“I wonder what condition it’ll be in,” Chance pondered. “Has anyone kept an eye on it since we left?”
“Good question,” Kai replied. “I assumed the Cererians would have posted someone there since it is a major hub for portals.”
“Oh?” Jake asked.
“Yeah. The short story is the Yfel targeted our parents after Dad got a little sloppy with his travels,” Chance explained. “Stygian destroyed a central portal in the front yard and then sickened our mother with some Cererian disease.”
“I had no idea,” Jake said.
“Yeah, there’s a lot of history in that old house...” Chance trailed off.
“You can tell me more when we get there,” Jake said. “Now, about our plan, once we arrive, we need to ensure the house is protected. Then we lay low until Darrius, and the others return.”
“What?” Chance bellowed. “We’re going over there to sit on our butts and wait for the Cererians? Then what was all that crap about leaving England? Why not stay here and then go together?”
Jake held up his hands. “Easy, Chance. There’s a reason. Once we arrive at The Nine Muses, I need to go gather information to bring you and Fen together at the Guardian boulder. I need to explore my options. Plus, I need to get familiar with the area. So, while I’m off doing that, you and Kai will be manning the mansion.”
“How long will you be gone?” Chance asked. 
“As long as it takes,” Jake replied. “Hopefully, no longer than a few days.”
“Okay,” Chance said. “While you guys are flapping your arms across the ocean, I’ll arrive first and canvas the house.”
“I wonder if Darrius and Prasad’s magic is still cloaking it from the Yfel,” Kai mused.
“Stygian still found it despite their magic,” Chance scoffed.
“Because of Hilly,” Kai added. “Their blood connection changed everything.”
“True. Still, I’ll check out the old place and reinforce it with my own special magic.”
“Should we inform Darrius?” Kai asked.
“No!” Jake barked. He noticed his friends’ startled faces and added, “What I mean is I don’t want to bother Darrius. He’ll be busy with Stygian’s trial and providing testimony.”
“Sure,” Chance replied. “But when are you going to let Darrius know where we went?”
“When I decide he needs to know,” Jake answered.






  
  Chapter 4
The Nine Muses


Chance materialized inside the foyer. 
Dust swirled in the dim light. He turned slowly and reminisced. Childhood laughter echoed in his head as he recalled the epic hide-and-seek games he played with his siblings late at night. 
He froze when he faced the gaping black maw of the stone fireplace. Fear squeezed his heart like the cold fingers of a malicious spirit pulling him from the past. A shiver raced up his spine when he saw the family oil painting above the mantel. Layers of dust muted the once-vivid colors, and the picture appeared bleak and forsaken. It depicted an ancestor clad in full armor, standing on a beach and raising a sword into the stormy sky. When he was a kid, he had concocted fairy-tales around the lone figure never expecting that the scene would, one day, become his reality. 
The battle with Stygian on the beach steps from The Nine Muses replayed in his mind. Chance, Kai, and Fen had thrust their blades, they barely knew how to use, through their sister, Hilly, as she lured Stygian inside her body.
Though the battle had occurred seven months earlier, adrenaline surged through Chance’s veins as though he was still fighting. 
His mouth went dry, and he gagged. 
I need a drink, he thought then he rushed to the nearby study. 
The room was exactly as he had left it seven months ago and, thankfully, the decanters were still full of bourbon. He poured some into a glass and held it to his mouth. His hands shook violently, and the tumbler clicked against his teeth as he sipped. He set the glass down.
Beads of sweat peppered his forehead, and he gasped for air. His heart galloped.
Fuck, a panic attack! He plopped into a chair and put his head between his knees. 
Slow breaths. Slow breaths. 
Moments later, he raised his head. A distant memory of Darrius, Prasad, and his siblings gathering in the room and discussing war strategies tugged at him. He sighed. He checked his pulse. His heart had slowed, and his hands no longer trembled.
“Come on, Chance. You’ve got this,” he said aloud. He stood and snatched the drink from the counter and gulped it. He winced as the bourbon burned the back of his throat.
He poured another one.
“A little early for binge drinking, isn’t it?” Kai asked as he entered the room.
Chance jerked.
“Jumpy, big brother?” Kai teased.
“Kai!” Chance grabbed his brother in a bear hug.
Kai pushed him back. “You okay? I just saw you ten minutes ago in England.”
Chance stared at the floor. He could feel the heat of embarrassment creeping into his face. He turned away and grabbed his drink. “I’m fine.” He tossed the bourbon back. 
“Pour me one,” Kai said. He pulled the curtains open and daylight flooded the room. 
Chance handed Kai a drink and they stood in silence gazing at the calm Atlantic Ocean.
“Where’s Jake?” Chance asked.
“On his adventure.”
“The asshole couldn’t stop and say hello to me?” 
“He’s got a lot on his mind. He’s not fun to be around. He abandoned me halfway across the Atlantic and rocketed out of sight.”
“Yeah,” Chance agreed. “Something’s pestering him, and I don’t think it’s only Hilly.”
“He almost died, Chance. Even Darrius nearly gave up hope on healing him.”
“I didn’t know that. Thank goodness for you, Fen, and Darrius.”
“His obsession with Hilly is interesting though,” Kai added. “In Alaska those two tormented each other, but in England, something changed...”
“I think Jake knows a lot more than he allows us to believe. I think he’s more in tune with the Prophecy than Darrius.”
Kai raised an eyebrow. “Yep.” He turned and set his glass on the counter. “Come on, Chance. Let’s check out the house.”
Chance gazed at the decanter.
“We can drink later,” Kai added. “Let’s go, I’ll race you upstairs like the old days.” A mischievous grin spread across his face.
Chance loved a good challenge, and Kai’s smugness added fuel to the fire that burned in his belly. Chance slammed his glass on the counter, the sharp sound scattering the dark memories. Then he dashed out the doorway. His legs pumped furiously as he climbed the stairs easily, four steps at a time. 
Kai soared after him. Flying in front of his brother, he curled a finger and taunted. “Looks like you’re losing.”
“Get out of my way, you annoying insect!” Chance bellowed as he swatted at Kai. The men reached the second-floor landing at the same time. Neither of them was out of breath.
“Tie!” Kai shouted.
“You’re nuts. I got here first,” Chance claimed.
A strong gust of cold wind rushed by them.
“What the hell?” Chance said as he looked down the hallway. “Did you feel that?”
“Yeah. I think a window’s open.”
“For seven months?”
“Let’s check it out,” Kai suggested. He pushed Chance ahead of him. “You go first.” 
The two men crept down the hall toward the bedrooms. When they reached the end of the corridor, they glanced left and right.
“See anything?” Chance asked.
“Nope.”
“You go right, and I’ll go left,” Chance said. “Check the bedrooms.” They split up. As they checked each room they shouted, “All clear!” Until finally, they reconvened in the main hallway. 
“That was weird,” Chance said. “It was a gust of cold air, but the windows are secure.”
“Except that window in Fen’s old bedroom,” Kai added. “It’s always been a little wonky and never closed all the way. There’s a bit of a breeze blowing in, but not like what we felt.”
“Interesting,” Chance mused as he rubbed his chin. “Let’s check the kitchen. Maybe there’s food still there.”
“After seven months, I wouldn’t want to eat it,” Kai added.
The men used the back staircase that led directly into the kitchen. Chance flicked the light switch, and the overhead lights flickered on.
“You check the fridge, and I’ll look in the cabinets,” Chance suggested.
Kai pulled the fridge door open. “Yikes! There’s only a shriveled cantaloupe in here. How about you?”
“Cans of vegetables and baked beans. Oh, and a package of pasta.”
“I wish Prasad was here,” Kai said. “He was a marvel in the kitchen.”
Meow.
“Did you hear a cat?” Kai asked.
“Yeah. It sounded like it came from that direction.” Chance ambled into the dining room with Kai close behind. They searched under the table and behind the buffet but found nothing. 
A blur of red dashed out the door.
“What the hell was that?” Chance said, dashing into the living room. “I don’t see anything.”
Kai yanked the brocade curtains aside. Brilliant sunshine streamed in and illuminated dust vortices swirling throughout the room. He sneezed several times.
“Remember when we first arrived here?” Chance asked. “There was that odd cat that checked us out. I think its name was Pyewacket.” 
“You know Pyewacket was Darrius…right?”
“Of course I do. But maybe he came back to spy on us.”
“He wouldn’t leave the trial. And Darrius would let us know if he was going to join us.”
Meow.
“Shit!” Chance yelled as he whirled. “Where is that fucking cat?”
“Sounded like it came from the foyer.” Kai hurried toward the fireplace. 
“I don’t see anything,” Chance said. “I’m getting tired of this game.”
A blur of red dashed into the study.
“I saw a fluffy tail!” Kai shouted as he chased after it. “Shit. Nothing’s in here.”
Meow.
“Damned cat’s outside!” Chance shouted as he ran for the front door and yanked it open. 
“Stop!” Kai yelled. “Don’t go outside. The house is protected, but the grounds aren’t. Remember what happened to Hilly when Mr. Spatz lured her outside.” 
Chance filled the doorway, leaning across the threshold enough to peer right and left. “There’s no cat.” He stepped back inside and slammed the door. “I’ll reinforce the magic just in case I broke the Cererian protection spell.” He signed sigils in each corner of the doorway.
“Good morning,” a male voice whispered.
Chance and Kai whirled, their hands raised and ready to fight.
A short man with flaming red hair and rosy cheeks stood between them and the study. A friendly smile filled his face, and he looked at them with bright, cheerful eyes. His hands relaxed across his large belly while his fingers tapped his paunch rhythmically. 
“Relax,” he said. “I won’t harm you. Let’s see. You’re Chance Kemp and you’re his brother, Kai. Is that correct?” 
“Who the hell are you?” Chance growled.
“I’m Robert Downs, but you may call me Bob.”
Kai gently touched Chance’s arm and lowered it. “It’s okay, Chance.” Turning to the stranger, he asked, “Are you the benevolent Cererian assigned to this house?”
“Yes, Mr. Kemp.”
“Call me Kai.”
“And call me Chance. We heard a cat. Was that you?”
Bob nodded. “It’s the Cererian way of investigating. Darrius sent me to keep an eye on you.” He scanned the room. “I believe there were supposed to be three of you. I don’t see the shaman, Jake Pierson.”
“I haven’t seen him either,” Chance snarled. 
“That’s most disturbing that the shaman isn’t here. I’ll need to advise Darrius that there’s been a change in his plan.”
“No!” Kai shouted. “Um…what I mean, is that Jake will soon be here. He had business to take care of. We wouldn’t want to bother Darrius over something trivial, would we?” 
“Yeah,” Chance agreed. “When we left England, Jake told us he was taking care of a few details and would arrive a little late.”
Bob’s gaze shifted between Chance and Kai before he pursed his lips and said, “Fine. I’ll give the shaman an hour. If he doesn’t show by that time, I’ll need to report his absence to Darrius.”
Kai exhaled audibly. 
“I imagine both of you are hungry,” Bob said.
“Yes!” they chorused.
“I can take care of that.”
“We’ve checked the kitchen,” Kai noted. “There’s nothing but cans of old vegetables.”
“Please go into the dining room,” Bob instructed. “You’ll find a nice selection of food waiting for you.”
“We were just in there,” Chance argued. “There’s no food.”
“Follow me,” the Cererian said. He opened the door, and the savory aromas of roasted meats wafted.
The brothers were transfixed by the spread of food on the table.
“I wasn’t sure if you preferred ham or turkey, so I made both,” Bob said.
“My god,” Chance uttered as he walked around the table, snatching bits from each dish and popping them into his mouth. “Look Kai. There are two bowls of mashed potatoes.”
“Check out these fresh rolls,” Kai said, He tossed one to Chance who shoved the entire bun into his mouth.
“I assume you’re pleased?” Bob smiled.
“Yes!” they said in unison.
“Excellent. I’ll leave you here while I inspect the house and ensure all the protection spells are in place.” He narrowed his gaze at Chance. “And I’ll make sure the front door is secure. It’s fortunate that Kai stopped you before you negated our protection spell.”
“I reapplied magic,” Chance mumbled as crumbs fell from his mouth.
“That was thoughtful of you. But I’ll recheck all the entry points.” Bob closed the door as he left.
Chance snatched a turkey leg and stood by the window gnawing on it. Juices dripped down his chin and onto his shirt.
“Interesting man, eh?” Kai asked as he joined his brother. His plate was piled high with mashed potatoes with gravy puddled in the middle. Various vegetables
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