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Chapter 1
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The demon realm suffered somewhat of a loss. Without Pyro at court, things did not seem the same since the fairy nymph Karma destroyed him. For some demons, uncertainty remained, giving rise to the heaviness that consumed them while others appeared aloof. As though immunity was their right despite the circumstances. Secrets within the demon court existed; however, one demoness carried her secret with an understated pride and arrogance.

Astaroth and Moloch sat together, awaiting the rest of the court to fall in and begin discussions from the lost battle for Meridian's soul. Astaroth exuded a cold grin and relentless smugness through her eyes while she stared at the stone table. Her flaxen mane, exquisite complexion, and beauty fed truth to the rumors of demon deceptions. She looked past the floating flame above the table, not paying mind to the court members who strolled in.

Their feet drug across the gritty floor and with each stride, the scrapes were audible throughout the room. It filled their faces with disgust and did not reflect the polarized expression compared to Astaroth's smug pleasure.

"What are you grinning at? Can't you see what happened here? Karma destroyed Pyro, and there is no telling what will happen to Warrick now, not that we care. We may suffer the same wrath from the dark one?" Valefor exclaimed as he entered the great room of the dark one's addresses. He rushed his gait, giving the large boots he wore an astounding slam with each step. His dated but sophisticated attire told of the times he existed through. It gave the appearance of not just a duke of the dark realm, but a duke from the late 1700s. His hair was thick and comparable to the white powdered wigs of the time.

Moloch's eyes bulged out of his massive head. "Valefor, who cares about Warrick! Who cares about Pyro! He was a loose cannon who should have known he was in a weakened state. When he summoned Ipos through his sigil, Pyro's fate was sealed. Raina's soul is with us now, and her soul was her payment for the many favors we granted her. The situation isn't that bad. Where is Ipos speaking of him?"

An interruption of sorts stopped the heightened demon banter; all eyes fell upon the one who graced them with his arrogant presence. Astaroth blinked her eyes back into the present apart from her cryptic moment of hypnotic staring; she said, "Speak of the devil." She lost her gleam, and her smugness disappeared in exchange for disdain.

Lahash stood amidst the demonic circle and said, "What a compliment coming from you, Ms. Astaroth, however, I regret to say that as much as I crave advancement from my current station, I can't see that I would rise to such a title." Lahash locked eyes with the demoness as he strode into the room with a slight upturn of his lip and a half-raised eyebrow to boot while he continued his unwavering confidence.

He took his usual seat and placed his elbows on the massive armrests of the chair. Clasping his long fingers together, he answered Valefor's question. "Ipos has left for a bit. Strange Ipos, I never thought I would see the time come where a demon had to take leave of his demonic home again, for a short while I suppose."

Valefor quickened his sights on Lahash with doubt, "What are you speaking of? Ipos has left the dark realm? For what reason? He does not stand any wrath for the failures—only you, Lahash. You stand in a position for punishment. Moloch collected Raina's soul, and I have not had the chance to pursue my ultimate destiny to absorb the Universe's power hidden in the hall of souls. Also, you aided the nymphs to take out Pyro! Helping the spirit guides! You are a disgrace to our kind."

Lahash crept his hand to the table and stared at his long fingers as he drummed them. "Me? Trouble? I say not. First, they will need the nymphs who will rise to the occasion and aid Meridian and the rest to gain the quartz sword. She will need the sword to destroy Warrick if the dark one doesn't do it for her. If anything, they should hail me for saving Ipos. Pyro was nothing but trouble."

The ominous voice interrupted the exchange. "Silence, I know all. I do not wish to lose any of my demons, to nymphs. Ipos was more valued than Pyro. One less demon who allowed his own will to interfere with my works is against our laws, Pyro would have been subject to my wrath and destroyed either way. Lahash has carried out what I charged him to do, and he will complete what has been set forth. He will continue with Echo; destroy her and gain the quartz sword before the spirit guides do."

Valefor uncertain of his leader's casual commentary, said, "My lord, our plans have not gone in the way they were supposed to. Meridian's curse that Warrick cast upon was broken, and the nymphs set her free. She no longer needs the twin soul to fulfill her destiny. If she gets the angel's sword, we will be powerless against her and the others. Warrick let us down with this atrocity. He still believes he will reign over Etheria, with no clue what will come of him once we invade the hall of souls. I want my destiny fulfilled; it is my time. I do not trust Lahash's infatuation with that nymph. He will continue to ruin our plans!"

Valefor stared at Lahash with disdain while his admonishing words seemed not to rattle him in the least. Lahash maintained his smirk as though he had surely gotten away with something. He turned and locked eyes with Astaroth, who despite oozed with disdain for Lahash, had a notable upturn to one side of her lips, as though she was fighting something worth smiling about.

Their stare interrupted by the dark one. "Now that we have an obvious change in plans move vigorously all of you. Each one of you knows what your tasks are. See to it, the plans are completed to my satisfaction; otherwise, you will share Pyro's fate." The room fell into silence, and despite some cocky demeanor, each demon lost a bit of their heightened cockiness hearing the dark one's last words.
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Back on Earth, sadness gripped all those who knew Aiden. The precession leading away from the church where Aiden's funeral service took place headed toward the cemetery where they would lay him to rest. Many of Aiden's school friends included his best friend Chris, and even Josh and Eric attended in support. Straggling behind Josh was Aiden's ex-girlfriend Amy, who had not let go of him herself after their breakup.

As everyone arrived at the cemetery, Aiden's closest family members struggled to leave the family car and walk to where they would see him for the last time. His dear grandmother, he loved so much convulsed, and her whole body shook as her husband held her hands to help her walk. Collapsing from sadness, Grandpa held her close with his long arms wrapped around her.

Chris and his family already seated to hear the pastor's last words, watched Aiden's grandparents arrive as Aiden's grandfather was carrying his wife. Her weakened knees struggled to move her forward, to say goodbye. Chris's face, wet with tears, he too was breaking down but still had enough in him to help them.

"Oh, Chris, I can't believe he is gone. I can't take this; I can't take this; I can't take this." Aiden's grandmother gripped her hands onto Chris, throwing herself onto him as she continued to cry.

Chris wrapped his arms around her and said, "Grams, I am so sorry. I am."

"I do not understand how this happened. He was a healthy young man, never sick. How? How could this happen? Why has he been taken from us? I lost his mother, my only daughter, and I made it through that. But I do not know how I will make it through this." Grandma continued to shout into Chris's shoulder as he held her.

As Grandma continued to cry in confusion, Tallulah and Esmra arrived with only an embrace to offer while they remained speechless. Tallulah looked upon Aiden's grandmother, and she held back her overflowing emotions as her eyes welled up with tears.

She rubbed her eyes. "How did you know my grandson?"

Tallulah's wet eyes gazed into hers. "I met him through a good friend of mine."

Chris let out a sigh. "Grams, the doctor said that he passed of unknown causes. The autopsy revealed this. It is no one's fault." Chris struggled to make these suggestions as he stuttered on his words.

The pastor called for everyone to be seated and continued the rest of his service. Esmra and Tallulah seated their selves next to Chris. Tallulah leaned over to Chris and whispered, "Is that true?"

Chris nodded in confusion and whispered, "Yes, I mean, in the human world, how else would someone make sense of this. I wondered after he passed, what the official cause would be." Chris quieted with the service beginning, keeping his head down as he cut his eyes upward in concern of anyone listening to what he said. After a few moments of a quick scan, his eyes met Amy's, and it was uncertain to him if she had heard anything he said.

It seemed there were hundreds to show up for their support at the service. The cemetery had lines of cars that stretched for miles to include old friends, teachers, and neighbors. After the service completed and everyone said their goodbyes, there stood Chris and Aiden's grandmother staring at Aiden as he lay in his casket.

Grandmother had an old handkerchief held up to her face as she stared at her grandson. Aiden's grandfather, only a few steps away, shared his gratitude to the long-time pastor of their church. Every so often he would glance back at his wife, and he nodded to Chris who looked back at him. Chris kept his arm around Aiden's grandmother as she placed her hand on Aiden's forehead and brushed his hair away from his eyes.

There he lay, quiet and still, his face seemed bright, and the color of his cheeks remained even in death. His lips had a slight upturn as though wherever Aiden was, he was in peace. Not far away within the cemetery, there was one being, who stood in the distance paying his respects to his only son. Talon, even as a fallen, struggled to hold in his pain of losing his only son he never met - and the spirit guides did not miss Aiden's service either.

Relic and Kieren watched Chris comfort Aiden's grandmother while Pramlee and Ridge moved closer hand in hand to Aiden to say their goodbyes. As they approached, they turned their attention toward the ones who could answer the questions that the guides, Esmra, and Tallulah would have. There she stood, regal and deliberate, the Fairy Queen and her daughter arrived alongside the nymphs.

"Guides, have you been able to locate Aiden and Meridian?" Selena asked.

They all shook their heads. "Selena, we do not understand where they are," Ridge explained. "We thought you knew. We understand that Aiden was in his last life; this was his last human life. If he learned the lessons, the Universe sent for him to accomplish in his past lives, it would leave him with a choice, to move on to be a spirit guide or to live another human life."

Relic interrupted. "What if he lived another human life? Is he some infant somewhere? Or maybe he didn't learn his lessons?"

Pramlee irritated with Relic, shook her head with a face full of disdain. "Relic? Aiden was a wonderful person; I am sure he had the choice. He realized that when he gave his life that Meridian was set free, it would only make sense he was a spirit guide."

Talon shared his irritation with Pramlee with obvious disdain across his face toward Relic. Relic shrugged his shoulders and looked into Talon's eyes, with regret. "I am sorry I do not believe that either, but everything that has happened nothing makes sense."

Selena rubbed her chin as she thought, "The fairies, we have not seen his ghost at all. So, he is not lost or sticking around for unfinished business." She looked to Kieren and Relic and ignited a round of questioning. "So, have you all returned to Etheria since Aiden's passing?"

"Yes. Arianna, Charity, Janus, Cora, Brennan, and Chance are still missing. No one speaks of them. Warrick is back in the realm like nothing happened. He is calm, and he removed the ban on spirit guides watching over their humans. He hasn't cast any other guides out, and he isn't threatening all kinds of punishments on any of us." Kieren answered.

Selena's face grew in suspicion. "What? That is not like Warrick. What of Farrah and Slaten?"

Relic stared at the fairy nymph, Lotus, but broke his attention, to answer Selena's question. "They are there. I spoke with them both. They are just as baffled. He even called a gathering, just like we always did, where guides come to welcome the new spirit guides. Meridian or Aiden wasn't there, and Slaten and Farrah were just as puzzled once we told them what happened. Slaten is sticking around to monitor his father; he suspects he is up to something as usual."

Luna stared at Relic with sad eyes, as she missed him, and no longer in forced nuptials by her mother, she knew that he was taken with Lotus and felt she was losing her rightful chance with Relic. She walked up to him while the exchange was taking place and stood next to him in hopes to garner some attention. Relic fidgeted his hands, with her close presence and struggled to make any eye contact with the fairy.

Selena listened but kept her cold eyes on her daughter and Relic. Despite her fears for her daughter, she kept her agenda, to get down to the bottom of what was going on within the realms.

"Ridge, Echo still holds the key she stole from Warrick, the key to the hall of souls. The Angel gave the blessing for the chosen one to get the sword to destroy the demons. We need Meridian, how can we find her? Would the keepers have this answer? Would they share?"

Karma said, "When I went into the hall of souls, the angel was particular that only the chosen one might use the sword to restore Etheria. I did not hear that the chosen one had to be the one to retrieve it from the cave where the sword remains. "What if we all make the journey? What if we find the sword? In the meantime, we continue to track down Meridian and not to forget Aiden."

Tallulah, Esmra, and Chris stood during the exchange. Esmra was the only one who could hear the fairies and Tallulah struggled to connect to the spirits from an overload of emotion and lack of the energy it takes to foster such a connection. Chris, feeling left out was in the dark until the best friend witches recited what they said.

Selena stared at Karma with concern, she glanced around and then took a measure of Talon. "No. No more. We will find Meridian first, no more risks or chances." Selena looked to Ridge and said, "When is the next council meeting?"

Ridge said, "I can't be sure. They just had one. It may be more time. Warrick will not reveal the whereabouts of Charity or Brennan. He goes along as if nothing has happened. He just gave many of the guides excuses and vague answers at our last gathering."

Selena was quick, and her words were sharp as though something was driving her. "I need you all to return to Etheria, find out from Slaten when the next council meeting will be called. Confront Warrick."

"Selena, what are you getting at?" Pramlee asked.

"Warrick was a tool, a pawn. Maybe the demons get him first. We must find Meridian, something tells me with the way of her departure on Earth, she is in Etheria somewhere within the hall of souls, where Caius rests. Let's get the others out of the dark realm."

Luna's mouth dropped open; she was quick to her mother's side. "Mother! I will not go back there! We have been lucky in the past but breaking in to break other spirit guides out is madness! We can't take on the entire demon realm."

Selena snapped her head back at Luna, angered by her daughter's doubt in her plans. "We will not go head to head. We will sneak in. Open war in the dark realm; now is not the time."
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Talon drifted away from everyone, for quiet time, finding his way to the only place that kept the memory of his son alive. Back at Aiden's home, his grandparents remained seated in their favorite chairs. Talon made his way to Aiden's room, where he sat on his bed. Posters of Aiden's rock bands covered every square inch of the walls and the room was a mess, from when Aiden hurried to catch a ride with Tallulah to Salem. Clothes were strewn across the floor, and his backpack from school lay next to the door.

He strolled over to Aiden's desk where he had a picture of Meridian. She stood with Tallulah at Esmra's house, with her arms around Tallulah. Meridian looked happy to be reunited with both Aiden and Tallulah. Footsteps were audible from the old wooden staircase. Suddenly, Aiden's grandmother appeared, teary-eyed and hesitant to enter his room from the doorway she stood within.

She shuffled across Aiden's wood floors as she stared at the space in front of each footstep. It swelled her eyes from a thousand tears shed and as they ran down her check, they twinkled in the light. Her thin lips and wrinkled face brightened with her inner monologue. She made it to his bed, where Aiden left his dirty shirts for the laundry. Picking up the favorite black T-shirt, she brought it to her nose with both hands. She immersed her face into the shirt, taking a breath in.

Grandpa's heavy and slow footsteps interrupted her, she brought the t-shirt away from her face, turning around to face her husband as he now stood within Aiden's doorway. He glanced down at Aiden's backpack before drawing a massive breath in. He still had his old brown slacks on, his nice button-up shirt untucked, and his tie loosened. His arm up leaned on the doorway and brought his tired eyes to his wife, barely blinking as though he would miss something.

Aiden's grandmother still held the shirt in her hand, and she looked back down at the wooden floor and said, "Maybe we should, you know, have the floors redone."

Grandpa jerked his head back in surprise. "What would make you say that?"

"Before Aiden left to go back to school after Christmas break was over, I was doing my normal digging. He changed the subject and asked when the old floors would be replaced." She brought her eyes back to the-shirt still laying across her lap. She took her left hand and brushed the shirt across her lap as if to straighten it. A tear fell, darkening a small spot in the fabric. She lifted her head back and stared at the ceiling fighting away the emotion. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

"Everything smells of him. He is everywhere. There isn't a room in this house I can't stop seeing him in. He won't be here anymore, to be sassy or demand I make another cobbler where I have to tell him to not speak with his mouth full. He won't ever have the chance to marry a woman he is in love with, or father a child I know would be lucky to have Aiden as a father. We will never see him accept his diploma when he graduates. I'll never hear his truck blaring down the dirt road where I will have to remind him to get mufflers. Oh my god, I just can't take this." She broke down, her shoulders moved up and down with every uncontrollable thrust of her convulsing body. She buried her face back into the shirt, her voice muffled she hollered into her hands, and through her tears, in between the convulsions, she said, "Make it stop! Make it go away! Why! Why did this happen! He didn't deserve this; he was a wonderful person."

Her body continued to convulse, as her husband moved to sit beside her. Grandpa wrapped his long arms around his wife and squeezed her as hard as she could stand it. She collapsed into his embrace, burying her face into his chest.

"I love you and wish I could answer your questions; I feel the same way. No one knows when their time has come or where the wind will take them. Life is a mystery, and one I do not believe we were all meant to understand. I know that when I am flat on my back, I hope to feel I lived for something in this world bigger than me. To live for you, to have lived for Aiden." A tiny tear left Grandpa's eye as he continued to hold his wife. "I know in my heart that Aiden lived. Even in his short life, he lived, and he lived loving his family and friends. Doing anything he could to help another and standing for what he believed. That boy was so tenacious." He pulled away and looked at grandmother. "Do you remember that time when he was seven years old, we told him he couldn't drive the tractor because he was too small? Remember?" Grandpa snickered under his sadness. "We found him crawling up on the tractor. He even had the keys. He said if he was big enough to get on it and get the keys, he could do it himself."

They both laughed at the funny memory. "Aiden, he lived. He stood for what he believed in but was humble enough to admit when he was wrong. Few his age can do that. Wherever Aiden is, just like he was here, he will be okay. Remember, this isn't the end. We will see Aiden again. I promise."

Grandma's face turned serious. "What do you mean?"

"I do not know what happens when we die. I wished I knew for sure. But I believe that whatever happens, Aiden will be there." He said with confidence and a shimmer in his tired but hopeful eyes.

Talon kept his distance while he watched the suffering pair together get up to leave Aiden's room, struggling to hold his emotion in. His red face and yellow eyes seemed to bulge as though within his body, he held a dam of tears and pain from which he could not hold any further. As the unfortunate couple left Aiden's room, there Talon perched himself on Aiden's old desk, where he to let out his tears as he studied the picture of Meridian on the desk.

Aiden's grandmother left Aiden's bed, with hesitance taking her husband by the hand. While Aiden's grandfather helped his wife walk away, she couldn't help but turn and look over her shoulder and stare at Aiden's old t-shirt. Her face solemn, she carried a look of abandonment in leaving his room.

After Talon had his moment of silence to remember his son and watched the couple's sadness, it was all he could stand to remain in Aiden's room. He returned to the barn and another being greeted him. The last one he wanted to see.

There he sat casually on top of a solitary hay bale, pretending not to be interested in being there.

"Well, well, well. How did I know you would be here, Talon? Missing someone, are you? Is your mind full of unanswered questions? Must be quite a state you are in."

Talon's face, full of disgust and with a venomous tone said, "Lahash. What do you want? Why are you even here?"

Lahash stood from the hay bale and began a casual stroll within the barn. "Talon, is that a way to greet someone here to provide answers?"

"What do you want!? I just lost my son, who I never knew, never had the chance to know. Worse, he isn't in Etheria, the fairies haven't seen him. No one knows where he is. You wouldn't help me or anyone else. Get out!" Talon's voice was low and quick.

Lahash waved his index finger up, stopping in his casual stroll. "Now, now, Talon. I have helped you before, remember the witch. Maybe I can help you again."

Talon's body froze, his jaw characteristically locked tight, he stared at Lahash with mistrust. "Where is my son?"

Lahash threw his head back and said, "Not that easy now, Talon. I may need a bit from you first, a lot of things. I will tell you where your son is if you will tell me what your plan is."

Talon broke his stiff composure, and he turned away from Lahash. "No, I will not help you. What would you ask me, anyway? You have your ways of finding things out. You don't need me to tell you anything. Get out."

"I already know about the sword, the blessing from the keeper. I know the guides need the sword to destroy Warrick. What if Warrick's destruction could happen without the sword? He is on his way of falling out of any favor within the court. Ever think of that? That he may not be in Etheria with or without your help."

Talon briskly turned to face Lahash, followed by a futile stomping toward the swaggering demon, "What do you speak of? We will retrieve the sword. We will take out Warrick, and we do not need your help."

Lahash chuckled. "Oh, Talon, so feisty. Warrick will hold council soon, and he has convinced the Etherians that nothing is wrong, to go back to normal. He believes. Seems that some of them are not buying his story. It would help when the fairies break into the dark realm to have a little help?"

"What do you want Lahash? Spill it."

Lahash's face darkened and his eyes forceful, locked on Talon, "I want Echo, I want for my life to go back to the way it was before Warrick pulled his cursing stunt on Meridian. We can remove Warrick from power, Etheria can exist the way it always has; without him in power. Demons can continue to exist as the things were, just minding our own business on Earth and taking what we need from the downtrodden of humans."

"Lahash, things will never be the same. We will destroy Warrick either way. His time is closing in on him. With the help of the fairies, the spirit guides, and the fallen can achieve this. We don't need help from a demon." Talon lost interest and started to leave the barn.

Lahash, moved toward Talon and said, "Talon, you care to know where your son is, don't you?"

Talon stopped in the barn doorway and maintained his back to the swaggering demon. "Of course, I do, but not at the expense of others."

Lahash rushed to Talon's side, his face was in slight surprise that the fallen one was not so convinced. "I will create a way into the dark realm. No one will know you came. Bring the nymphs, and I will free your passage and the council members Charity and Brennan that have been held prisoners, will be freed."

It amused talon. "I thought you said you would tell me where my son is, or is that a lie? Do you even know?"

"Yes, I know where he is. However, you don't seem convinced. Bring the nymphs; and I will convince you. Gather who you can, create your portal from the old cemetery here in town. No one will bother you. You have my word." Lahash said with his voice in an echoing trail before he vanished from the barn, leaving Talon alone.

***
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THE FAIRY NYMPHS ACCOMPANIED Selena and Luna back to the fairy realm and made their plans to enter the dark realm and get the spirit guides that were held as prisoners. Orion stood watch at her door as he always did, returning to his usual self as seemingly one fairy. Things in the fairy realm remained unchanged as the other fairies that existed there went about their business. Within Selena's quarters, all the fairies gathered around her table, seated with the famous fairy Kool-Aid Relic spoke so fondly of.

Selena waved her hands up in the air and created a glowing image of the scenery, much like a map of the dark realm. There it stood, hovering over the grand table, a three-dimensional image of the dark realm. Siren and Venus stood up from their chairs as they watched the queen create such a spectacular image.

"Selena, how do you know about tunnels in the dark realm? I have not seen such passageways before. It was hard to discern where we came in, but we always arrived in the same place where all exchanges take place with the dark one. I only saw the one tunnel where Orion and Ridge came out of when we fought." Siren said.

"Yes, I know. You would not have been able to see these tunnels. They are hidden and guarded. The dark realm is massive, never-ending and each place within the dark realm has separate places for many things. They hide most of which from anyone." Selena lowered her voice, "I know many things, and some I wished I didn't know of the dark realm."

Lotus stood and gazed into Selena's unsuspecting eyes, "Selena..., things you don't want to know?" She questioned, and after no answer from Selena she said, "I know what Selena speaks of."

Venus sat playing with her fairy wing, uninterested looked at Lotus in amusement. "Lotus, how do you know? No one knows what Selena speaks of."

"Yes, I know. When we were there, during the fighting, I picked Relic up, and we flew upward and stayed on a ledge. I turned around and spotted a small opening where the dark one's demon soldiers were coming from. Open long enough for them to rush through before closing. I think beyond the opening there is much more."

Echo looked to Lotus in irritation. "Why didn't you share this before?"

Lotus shrugged her shoulders and looked away. "No one asked."

Selena raised an eyebrow to what she heard. "We can get in here." Selena pointed to the same area where Ridge and Orion exited; and Orion can lead us. I believe that this passageway will lead us to the other spirit guides that have been taken away. We need Charity, and Brennan. Once we get them back, the fallen will have to join us, we will return to Etheria at the council meeting and confront Warrick.

***
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MEANWHILE, WARRICK returned to Etheria and did not understand what the demons were planning and no idea that Selena continued to prepare to face him to expose him for what he was.

After having a gathering in the great room, that had not seen a crowd of new guides in some time, Warrick went about his usual routine aside from damage control he insisted could be done regarding his son Slaten and his wife, Farrah.

There he sat in his quarters at his great round table, alone, without his usual company or coup of guides who worshiped the ground he walked on. Alone, he sat pondering the way of things as he stared at some journals that Farrah had requested prior. The evil demon sat, going through the journals only rising to pace in front of his window. He wanted to look out upon Etheria, ensuring things were as they should be.

A knock interrupted him. "Father, it is just me, Slaten. I need to talk to you."

Warrick moved from his chair and arrived to open the door to be greeted by the son who had developed quite a disdain for him. There Slaten stood, looking down at his father with his steel-grey eyes. Slaten did not wait for an invitation, pushing past his father brushing against Warrick as he walked through. Slaten continued his walk-through Warrick's quarters and circled the table, his eyes surveying the journals. He stopped and stood behind the chair the Warrick always seated himself in and crossed his arms glaring at Warrick.

"Father, you know that there has been much left unsaid between us. It is not a secret I do not agree with what you have done to those I care about. I know who you are, Selena told us while in the Fairy Realm." Slaten's face turned red, his eyes sharp, and he raised his voice. "Why!? Why did you hurt Charity? Caius? Now a guide I care for, you took her away too."

Warrick appeared puzzled. "Who? What guide? Janus?" Warrick walked toward the window, keeping his face turned away from Slaten, rested his hand on the sill. Slaten watched his father's face in the reflection of through the windowpane. "Son, she broke the law along with that red-headed sprite of a guide who I do not understand how she came to be here anyway, Cora that was her name. They were conspirators in Caius and Arianna's escape."

Slaten shook his head, advancing toward Warrick. "No! You imprisoned both Caius and Arianna. You allowed your own personal feelings to ruin so many lives, and you do not care. You have been angry Arianna didn't want you. Then you betray my mother, with your affair. Having Pramlee as my sister is not something, I would trade despite how she arrived here. But the rest, killing Pramlee's mother! Lying about it to mother. I looked up to you and defended you to Caius when he shared the news of what you were doing. I didn't want to believe him!" Slaten's pent-up rage was rising to the surface, and he shouted louder, throwing his hands into the air over his head. "WHY! Why have you done this to me, to my family... to my friends?" Slaten shed a tear and break down through his anger.

Warrick in shock of hearing his son break down-turned and walked to the table. "Slaten, I never meant to hurt anyone. I loved Arianna, yes, but her husband broke the law. He made himself known to the human contemplating suicide. I forbid it!"

Slaten regained some composure, and for a moment, his break down subsided. "Why? Why is it forbidden? Before you came into power, guides always revealed their selves to those in need. That is what we did." Slaten's voice lowered, with an epiphany. "Oh, yes. I know why. You are not a guide; you never will be. You are the scum of the realms, nothing more than a demon." Slaten turned his back away and scanned Warrick's walls of the artwork of the pictures of those leaders come and gone through the centuries. "I know that you were born a demon, that you can't help what you are. But for me, for me." Slaten turned and locked his eyes with Warrick. "I am half demon and half guide now. According to Selena, it won't come to anything unless I submit my soul to the dark. Is this true?"

Warrick seated himself back at the table, resting his face on his clasped hands. He did not acknowledge Slaten. Keeping his eyes low and staring at the table and nodded. Slaten sat down at the table, his face lightened, he was hopeful for just a spell.

"So, it is true, for once a fairy told the truth," Slaten said as he relaxed his back into the chair.

Warrick shot his eyes upward. "Fairies cannot lie, they are just fantastic at manipulating the truth and playing tricks. They are not too different from demons."

Slaten leaned forward in his chair, lowering his head so that his eyes would meet Warrick's. "So, if she is telling the truth, and I will be okay, then I am not as upset about my existence. But it doesn't change how I feel about what you have done to my friends. I want Janus released. I want you to get the council members out, and release Caius from the hall of souls and let Arianna go. This is all madness. You can't make people feel something for you. Caius was a good being, and he stood for things. He cared about others. His daughter was meant to rule Etheria, and now we don't even know where she is. Stop this now. Maybe there is a way to live with each other again."

Warrick smirked and hissed. "Slaten, things can never go back to the way they were. I will rule Etheria, and I will release no one. Your mother will have to learn to live with the way it is. For you, I will never allow harm to come to her. Just for you. I want Pramlee to return, like you have."

Slaten abruptly rose from his chair. "No, I will not be at your side. I stay to protect mother from you and make sense out of the crazy things you have done, but it looks like that didn't work. I warned you and will not stand for this. I can no longer stay here, with good guides out there risking their selves for what you have done." Slaten stomped away.

Warrick rose from his chair. "Where are you going?"

Slaten left without another word spoken. He quickly rushed down the hall and found his mother, Farrah in her own quarters. Barging in without warning. "Mother, I am leaving for Earth to find the others. I will get the council members out of the dark realm. With Meridian missing, Caius still gone, things are going off track." He rushed his speech through his heavy breathing.

Farrah approached her son, but before she could say anything, Slaten put his hand up. "Don't even try to stop me. I am sorry mother, I love you. But things have gone too far. I can't sit here anymore and do nothing."

Farrah nodded and embraced Slaten, and as she wrapped her arms around her only son, Slaten let out a collective sigh of relief, loosening his tight composure. He looked down at her flaxen hair, he brought his hand up and brushed her hair, and kissed her atop of her head. "I love you, don't worry about me and stay here. I will make this right. When is the next meeting father has set for entrances of new guides?"

Farrah released her embrace and put her hand over her mouth. "I am not to sure, and I overheard one of his guards talking of the next one, but I couldn't make out when. Warrick seems to be on a mission to get things as close to the way they were before everything fell apart. Strangely there is no ban on guides seeing to their humans. Many of them have left for Earth. The prison is empty, you know. Chance, I worry about him and Arianna."

"I know me too. I will be back soon." Slaten disappeared.
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Chapter 4
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Back on Earth, Tallulah and Esmra were at Tallulah's house after the funeral. Esmra went upstairs to the room she stayed in. Atop the stairs, she stopped in front of Meridian's room, walked in, and sat on the bed looking around. She ran her hands across the fluffy down blanket and smiled at the memory of Aiden lying face down, giving everyone a scare the day they all believed that Meridian's curse broke.

Esmra continued to stare at the space where Aiden once lay recounting her thoughts. Tallulah broke Esmra's quiet reminiscing as she jogged to the top of the squeaky stairs.

"I thought you were here. I can still smell her. She is everywhere in my house, Esmra." Tallulah crossed her arms and dropped her head to hide a solitary tear rolling down her face. "Just days ago, Meridian seemed to have found an answer to that nasty curse; she had the one she loved and now look. We never should have left to get the sword. I should have known something would go wrong. I was so tired. If I had better reflexes, I could have avoided the wreck."

Esmra stood up from the bed, walked to Tallulah, and took her by her hands. "Look at me," Esmra said. "Look up at me." Tallulah raised her head. "None of this was anyone's fault. It would not have mattered if we had the wreck or not. Pyro, and Raina; all of that would have happened, eventually. Raina would not stop until she got what she wanted. Be thankful the nymphs destroyed her and Pyro, saving Meridian from being destroyed. We may not know where she is, but I believe that wherever she is, she is safe, and we will see her again."

Tallulah cried, and leaned in to take a much-needed hug from her friend. After a brief embrace, she let go of Tallulah, holding one of her hands. "Come on, let's go. I think the fairies will come soon. They have their plans.
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