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			Acknowledgements 

			A tremendous thanks to my editor Karen Fuller for her patience and support for my books! Also, thanks to my beta reader, Cheryl Peña, for encouraging me and pointing out the flaws in the manuscript. Thanks to my family—Mom, Dad, Grandma Ama, and Uncle Bryan, and my friends Amadeus Rockefeller, Barna Donovan, Blake Alb, Candice R. Lisle, Darrell Sawicki, Denise Sawicki, Gloria Lakritz, Judith White, Tonya Penrose, and Wulf Moon. I’d also like to thank the late Maxine Bringenberg, my previous editor, for her hard work and dedication to the Otherworld Trilogy. Her contributions will not be forgotten, and I sincerely appreciate everything she has done for the series. Last but not least, thanks to my readers for picking up this novel. Set between In the Name of the Otherworld and Marvels of the Underworld, Eric’s Tale is more slow-paced and focuses on the subtle interactions of the characters. It is my wish that you will find Eric’s philosophic meditations relatable, thought-provoking, and relevant to today’s society. After all, literature mirrors and parallels reality to some degree. Thanks again for reading Eric’s Tale!

		

	
		
			Chapter One – Shadows of the Past

			The meandering meadows and magnificent mountains traced the skyline of the Otherworld with their craggy peaks and clear silhouettes. Eric Williams beamed, drinking in the vivid hues of the scenic landscape outside the floor window. 

			Although it had been a year since he’d relocated to the Otherworld, there were times like now that he still couldn’t believe his good fortune. King Patrick and Queen Marianne, the rulers of the Otherworld, doted on him. Plus, he had his own posse among the Court of the High Advisors. It was common knowledge that belonging to one of the many cliches and fitting in with their peers was a necessity in order to survive in the palace. Also known as the Elders, they lived in the palace with the king and queen and served as their courtiers and advisors in the royal court. Eric, who turned sixteen in July, had his initiation ceremony in the fall. That had been two weeks ago, but still, every day was a brand-new adventure to him, and he cherished and treasured each with all his heart. 

			Life had been far from easy for Eric in his first fifteen years, which he had spent in the Underworld. Forced to live under the shadow of abuse inflicted upon him by his own mother, Alta Williams, he knew nothing but endless misery and distress. In her eyes, he was unworthy of any degree of affection. She derived a sadistic pleasure from watching him suffer every day. Eric was a hostage to her, a lifeless punchbag to be ravaged and smothered by her intense rage. His limbs had once been streaked with gashes that displayed a palette of crimson, blood oozing from the innumerable wounds. Now, they had all healed, but Eric could still remember their exact positions. The scars his traumatic childhood left on his heart would not fade away that easily. Even the simplest of objects—a chair, a rope, or a dagger, for instance—had the ability to trigger flashbacks from his past, which would summon to his mind horrible memories he’d been doing his best to repress ever since he escaped from that hell of a home. Eric was certain that the ghosts of his past tragedies would never stop haunting him.

			The history between the Otherworld and Underworld was complicated, a tale as old as time. Alta and Alto, the tyrants that reigned the latter, were Queen Marianne’s siblings. Queen Marianne had a severe argument with them in their youth, which was the catalyst for their parting ways. She had abandoned them in pursuit of knowledge and ventured to the mortal world alone in the hope of paving her way to the pinnacle of success. Craving to learn about the advanced technology the non-magical humans had created, she chose the path that led to their inevitable imploding. Alta and Alto, who lost faith in their sister, converted to the dark side, dethroned the rulers of the Underworld, and turned it into a realm of dark magic. In the meantime, Queen Marianne created a world of peace and harmony with the help of her husband, who later became King Patrick.

			The Otherworld and Underworld were polar opposites. Alta and Alto were the epitomai of evil; they tortured and slaughtered innocent creatures to satisfy their sick craving for entertainment. The bearnixes, unibirds, kittenpillars, and dogfishes were brought to the Throne Room and brutally beaten only because the siblings enjoyed the violence. Any Underworldians who had the nerve to defy their rulers would meet the same sticky end. Everything in the Underworld was dark and depressing, and nothing about it brought one positive thought to Eric’s mind. It signified his pathetic past and symbolized his fear and trepidation. He hoped he’d never have to see Alta’s sallow, twisted features, the damp, wet dungeons, or the obsidian palace that had trapped him within its confines for as long as he could remember. 

			“Lord Eric,” Bessie the bearnix, who was standing guard at the Throne Room, raised a vermillion wing in salute as he passed her. 

			“Morning, Bessie,” Eric greeted her. 

			He wasn’t used to being addressed as a “Lord,” even though a year had gone by. He once was humbler than the meanest servant in the palace of the Underworld, despite being the prince. Alta had no respect for him and had never stopped making his life miserable in every aspect. Apart from the usual snarls of insults, he was also accustomed to whips, fists, and the excruciating pain that accompanied them. When Eric was small and ignorant, he’d ask his mother why she treated him so. He got the same answer every time: that he reminded her of his father too much. Eric’s father. That was a taboo topic nobody dared mention in Alta’s presence. Eric had no inkling of who he was or what he looked like. Never ask about his mother’s past. That was something Eric learned when he was five. It was the best way to avoid an additional beating. Minimizing his interaction with Alta and staying out of her view. Alta loathed him so much that he doubted whether she was capable of feeling affection. He was convinced her cold, emotionless heart had been chiseled from metal. No regular human could rival her in evil.

			A torrent of conversation jerked him back to reality. It was seven-fifty, and the morning assembly would begin ten minutes later. There were less than ten Elders in the Throne Room. Eric took a moment to appreciate the two hundred small golden thrones and the two tall, magnificent ones at the end of the cavernous room. The pristine walls of white marble seemed to stretch all the way up to the heavens. A chandelier with thousands of crystal teardrops dangled from the soaring ceiling, innumerable tiny rays of rainbows twinkling on each of them. Drunk with color, hugeness, and magnificence, Eric feasted his eyes on it as if he could never get enough.

			“Hi, Eric,” said Evonne Fitzgerald, one of his fellow Elders and best friends. She tucked a tuft of her dark blonde hair behind her ear.

			“Hey, Evonne.” Eric nodded. “How come you’re not with Helen?”

			“King Patrick sought her earlier, and she hasn’t been back yet.”

			Eric nodded. He sauntered over to his small throne and sat down, watching the throng of Elders file into the Throne Room in twos and threes. The Elders were garbed in varying hues of purple since it was the color of the Otherworld; the depth of their outfits predicated on their status. The regular Elders, those dressed in lilac gowns and tuxedos, took up three-quarters of the crowd. They laughed, chatted, and gossiped about almost everything. The lavender figures—the Elite Elders, on the other hand, were quieter and graver. More experienced and skilled than the regular ones, they were the serious ones during assemblies. Among them, Eric could see Zachary Valentino and Lilith Jackson, his two close friends. Both of them were in their thirties. Even though Eric was only a teenager, their age gap yielded no barriers between them.

			The gilded double doors flung open, and Helen Edmunds breezed in, the chapel-length train of her dark violet ball gown trailing behind her. As the Representative Elder, the leader of the Elders, she was the wisest and oldest among them, forty-one this year. Eric respected her very much, and so did his friends.

			“Elders,” said Helen as she reached her seat. “Your attention, please. All rise for the king and queen.”

			Everyone got to their feet, and the doors yawned open again. King Patrick and Queen Marianne sauntered in, appareled in robes of deep purple brocade and golden embroidery. The Elders greeted them as they took their thrones before the crowd. Noir the dogfish handed Helen a scroll, a roster of the Elders’ names, and they began the roll call. 

			Among the magical creatures in the Otherworld—bearnixes, unibirds, kittenpillars, and dogfishes—the spirits of fire, sky, nature, and water, bearnixes were ferocious animals with heads like bears and bodies like phoenixes. Unibirds, creatures that dwelled in the clouds, were winged unicorns that could fly. Kittenpillars were caterpillars with catlike heads. Dogfishes, dogs with fishlike bodies, were creatures that could breathe underwater and live on land as well. Many of them worked in the palace as guards, nurses, and waiters. Eric had a cordial relationship with them, and so did the other Elders. 

			Meanwhile, Helen was going through the last few names on her list.

			“Zachary Valentino?”

			Zack’s hand shot up into the air. “Present.”

			“Mary Wallace?”

			“Present,” a young Elder who wore her jet-black hair in a braided crown answered.

			“Eric Williams?”

			Eric proudly raised his hand. “Present.”

			“And Katherine Zeller?”

			“Present,” replied an Elder with dark olive skin and flowing red hair that reminded Eric of his cousin, Alexandria Richardson.

			“The roll call has ended. Two hundred Elders are present. I now yield the floor to Your Majesties.” Helen curtsied at the rulers and returned to her seat.

			“Elders, let’s start today’s assembly with a quick debate and voting,” said Queen Marianne with a smile. “About this month’s infrastructure budget and how we should divide it.”

			This was one of the things Eric admired about the Otherworld—the Elders, mostly Otherworldians who wanted a say in their kingdom’s politics, could propose ideas and issues they wished to be addressed. Expressing their opinions and concerns and debating over them was strongly encouraged. This was impossible in the Underworld. Alta and Alto’s words were the law. Nobody was to act against them or disagree with their policies, no matter how unreasonable they sounded. In other words, only obedience, never defiance. 

			Even though Eric wasn’t an Otherworldian, he was allowed a say in the meetings. Every Elder was, and he was no exception. This meant a huge deal to him. For the first time in his life, he felt that his existence mattered. He was no longer an object, a possession, or a trophy but a being with emotions and thoughts who was respected for his individuality. 

			How Eric became who he was today, he had his cousin to thank. A year ago, when he’d escaped Alta’s custody and flown away on a unibird, someone shot it and landed him in the middle of nowhere. However, that was the exact place where a redheaded girl and her group of Otherworldians found him and asked him for directions. Eric learned that she was Alexandria, his cousin, and she and her companions—Clarissa Dawson, Eileen Spencer, and Daphne Sinclair were the heiresses of the four Creators of the first magical world—Ember, Zeru, Fern, and Walters. The four Creators each had the ability to harness an element. Ember was the goddess of fire, Zeru the god of the sky, Fern the goddess of nature, and Walters the god of water. 

			Alexandria and her fellow heiresses, who were accompanied by Helen and Zack, had gone to the Underworld on a mission to retrieve the Gem of Hope, an artifact that had been stolen by the Underworldians. Eric gave them directions to the palace to gain their trust, and in the end, he successfully won the Elders over. He was granted permission to join them on their mission and return to the Otherworld with them. It was a life-changing moment he would never forget. The oath he swore to prove his allegiance was his ticket to redemption, his gateway to freedom. It was from that day on his life changed in more ways than he had ever imagined. Joining the Otherworld and freeing himself from the shackles of his past was a decision he’d never regret making. Apart from the precious prospect of living in the light, Eric’s choice also led to his becoming more than friends with Eileen Spencer. Her rosy cheeks and sweet temper were still fresh in his mind. He yearned to see her again and hoped it wouldn’t be long until the rulers sought the four heiresses. 

			“No way,” said Kerry Jenkins, one of the Elders. Her shrill voice penetrated Eric’s reverie, and he jolted back to the present. “Helen, what you’re suggesting is totally unacceptable.”

			“How is it unacceptable?” Helen demanded. Her waist-length hair seemed to quiver with rage. “The Otherworldians in Zeru Province need necessities. We should budget at least a hundred sapphires and distribute them to each household. Not give all the resources to the affluent provinces.”

			“You’re wrong,” Jenkins retorted. “The Otherworldians in the wealthy provinces will refuse to join us if we don’t do more for them. And needless to say, our recruit rate will drop. Would you like to be responsible for that, Madam Representative?”

			“Well, we could have a vote,” Evonne suggested. “And decide how to split the money according to the results.”

			The Otherworld’s system of currency was split into four denominations—rubies, topazes, emeralds, and sapphires. Fifty-two rubies to a topaz, thirty-nine topazes to an emerald, and twenty-six emeralds to a sapphire. 

			“I say we divide our budget of one thousand sapphires into equal shares for the fifteen provinces,” Sheldon, King Patrick’s brother, advised. 

			Jenkins rolled her eyes. “Go ahead if you want our recruitment rate to drop. Ember Province has the highest population among them all. Surely they deserve a larger share.”

			“But they already have everything,” Lilith cut in.

			Eric listened to their argument. Anyone in his place would’ve found the meeting insufferable and the topics tedious, but not to Eric, never to him. He enjoyed hearing different voices and viewing things from various perspectives. Conformity and lack of diversity, the two largest conundrums the Underworld was facing, were the products of Alta and Alto’s dictatorship. Under the negative influence of their continuous brainwashing, everyone thought alike and behaved alike, their thoughts uniformed and conservative.

			The Elders in the Otherworld was a whole different story. Although they were sometimes harsh when it came to defending their own opinions, Eric liked their toughness. They had utter confidence in their beliefs; it was evident they knew what they were talking about. Instead of acting like a crowd of blind, brainless weaklings, they voiced their thoughts and persuaded the rulers to accept them. Eric admitted he was a little biased and chose to overlook the times they crossed the line between defensive and aggressive during their intense debates, but he didn’t deem it a big deal. They were merely harmless little spars. And anyway, noisy as the Elders could be, they harbored no malice; that he was certain of. 

			Eric listened to the rest of the assembly half-heartedly. There was no conclusion in the end, but instead, a follow-up was scheduled for tomorrow. 

			“Hi, Eric,” said Zack as they met in the corridor. “Our next meeting is canceled.”

			“Really? Good for you.” Eric smiled as they strode down to the Elders’ Lounge together. They passed Sheldon, who was arguing with his wife, Juniper. She was one of the Elders, too, but Eric wasn’t fond of her at all. For starters, she was the only one who protested against Eric’s application to join the Elders, even though she herself barely passed the recruitment test. It seemed to Eric that nobody was able to get on her good side, for she was impossible to please. She despised Evonne and hated Gidget, another friend of theirs who was a half-dwarf. Eric had heard theories about the less-than-pleasant life Sheldon had with his wife, and the floods of rumors convinced him that Sheldon deserved better than a spouse who didn’t spit poison and fire complaints every day. Willy, another Elder friend of theirs, had a quarrel with Juniper last week because she shoved him out of the way when he was blocking her path. Eric deemed the entire accident ridiculous.

			“What do you think about Juniper Richardson?” asked Zack as he, Eric, Evonne, Helen, and Lilith settled down in a remote section of the lounge. “Why is she always picking up a fight with poor old Sheldon?”

			“I have no idea,” replied Helen, twirling coils of her ebony waves with her fingers. “All I can say is it was a mistake admitting her into the Elders. She barely makes any contributions during the meeting and seems determined to distract Sheldon from his duties.” 

			Eric gaped at her, taken aback. The Helen he’d known was always professional and never emotional. However, he had to admit she had a fair point this time.

			“I think she’s jealous of Gidget,” Evonne remarked.

			Grace, one of the kittenpillar waitresses, wriggled over to them and filled five crystal goblets with a silver liquid from a flask. “Would you like some Mystery Potion, lords and ladies?” 

			“Yes, please,” said Eric, as the others echoed his sentiment. Nobody could refuse a goblet of the gleaming beverage that would magically turn into a drink of their choice with just a command.

			“Cherry black tea,” Eric said to his goblet, satisfaction brimming up in him as the potion darkened and became burgundy. He took a sip of the beverage and smacked his lips in contentment. 

			“You know,” said Lilith, who hadn’t touched her drink yet. “Don’t tell Gidget I said this, but I think Juniper’s still sore over what happened during the recruitment test. Though you can’t really blame her. Since Sheldon’s King Patrick’s brother, everyone had high hopes for him and, of course, Juniper.”

			“You mean Juniper losing to Gidget in the dressage test?” Helen asked. 

			Otherworldians who desired to join the Elders had to be trained by one for a year and then pass a recruitment test, which consisted of four subjects—archery, swordplay, dressage, and spells. Each category was worth twenty-five points, and only the top twenty Elders-in-training were qualified to join the Court of the High Advisors. 

			“Exactly,” said Lilith after ordering her Mystery Potion to turn into an apple smoothie. “That was Juniper’s only advantage, dressage. We all know how awful her performance in archery, swordplay, and spells was. She lost to Gidget in the dressage test and didn’t make it into the top twenty. She wouldn’t have been here had King Patrick and Queen Marianne hadn’t lowered the qualification standard and accepted ten more candidates this year.”

			“Why do you think they did that?” Eric asked Lilith. “To spare Juniper Richardson the shame of being the king’s sister-in-law and failing the exam?”

			“Must be,” Lilith asserted.

			“I actually feel bad for her,” Zack piped up. “Think about how hard it must be for her to replace Elysia Adams.”

			“Who’s that?” Eric asked. 

			“Elysia Adams was an influential figure in the field of agriculture in the Otherworld,” explained Helen. “But she died in an experiment that involved poisonous plants. Sheldon married Juniper Smith six years after that accident.”

			“Right,” Zack said. “Juniper’s a mediocre Otherworldian, the daughter of a rich businessman. She’s not skilled at….” He glanced over his shoulder nervously. “Well, anything.”

			“But Gidget, on the other hand, is an amazing inventor,” Lilith piped up. “She’s been creating potions and dwarf-sized weapons since she was seven. Another reason for Juniper to envy her. She’s talented like crazy.”

			“Yes, but that’s no reason to justify Juniper Richardson’s prejudices against Gidget,” Evonne pointed out. “You know what that sore loser thinks? She’s under the impression Gidget tampered with her unibird and made her fail the test.”

			Helen scowled. “If I ever catch her making unfounded accusations like that, she’s going to explain herself in front of King Patrick and Queen Marianne. I can’t believe she has the gut and gumption to say this. Causing rifts among the Elders with her pathetic theories….” She shook her head.

			“If we’re not careful enough, we’ll have a second Kerry Jenkins to deal with in the future,” agreed Zack.

			Mean as Juniper and Jenkins were, Eric didn’t mind them. His life was too perfect to be marred by these tiny blots. The colorless life he’d led in the past often came back to haunt him in his dreams. There were some things no period of time could erase, and his miserable past was one of them. He’d feel a frisson of fear whenever forced to enter dark, enclosed spaces; he’d shudder at the mere memory of Alta; he’d wake up in the middle of the night screaming his lungs out before he remembered he was safe from her abuse once and for all. 

			Eric had heard of the saying: blessings are curses in disguise. The shadows of his past made him especially grateful for his current condition and a lot happier than the other Elders. He saw the light and beauty in everything because he’d been denied those ever since his birth. His previous predicament made him a sensitive person with emotions and allowed him to easily spot the brightness, color, and hope in his new life, treasure every day, and not take it for granted. Now that he was at the opposite end of the happiness spectrum, he loved life with an unprecedented passion.

			Regarding his friends, who had moved on to discuss the latest fashion trends in the palace, Eric smiled, wondering how fortunate he was to have them in his world. 

			~*~

			The Elders were required to attend training sessions every afternoon unless it rained. Eric was far from skilled at archery but was a natural when it came to swordplay. Zack, who was immensely proud of Eric, told him he was just like him when he was an Elder-in-training. His only strength was swordplay, but King Patrick assigned him to be Helen’s mentee. The other senior Elders only saw his flaws and defects and how useless he was, for he seemed hopeless at archery no matter how much time Helen spent coaching him. But in the end, she discovered his talent in swordplay and helped him recover his confidence. Eric found the story lovely and the bond they formed touching. Apparently, it was deep and strong enough to last nine years, for Helen and Zack remained close friends, or, Eric suspected, perhaps more than friends. He had no evidence to support this theory, but of course, he was free to dream, wasn’t he?

			Dinner, a multi-sensory event that pleased both his eyes and taste buds, was delightful as always. The boisterous rhapsody of hues the Elders were decked in lifted Eric’s spirits; they were allowed to wear whatever color they liked to dinner. He surmised that might have more-or-less contributed to the merry atmosphere that reigned the Purple Room every evening. 

			Rubbing his stomach in utmost satisfaction, Eric was about to head down to the Elders’ Lounge to meet up with his posse and exchange some gossip when he noticed a cut on his finger. He combed his memory to recall when he had sustained the injury but couldn’t remember. Although it was a shallow cut, a throbbing flood of pain would course through Eric’s senses whenever it made contact with water. Deciding to go to the infirmary and see if the royal doctor, Roxanne, had any healing ointments or potions, he set off to the infirmary and made his descent down the spiral staircase.

			With white walls and numerous rows of beds, the infirmary was neat, clean, and spotless.

			“Eric?” a familiar voice greeted him as he set foot in the giant room.

			“Hi, Evonne,” he recognized her. She was sitting on one of the beds and had an arm around another Elder whose head was pillowed in her arms. A curtain of raven tresses shielded her face from his view.

			“Who’s that?” Eric asked. He drew nearer to the duo. “Is that Helen?”

			Evonne sighed and nodded. “She had a headache.”

			“I’m fine, Evonne,” said Helen in a muffled voice. “Let’s go. I still have tomorrow’s follow-up debate to prepare for.” 

			“No, you haven’t had your potion yet,” Evonne insisted. Helen tried to stand up, but Evonne held her down. “It’s too dangerous for you to leave. What if something happens to you at midnight when you’re all alone?”

			A green kittenpillar wriggled her way toward them. “Lady Helen, Lady Evonne,” she said with a bow. “What can I do for you?”

			“Helen’s not feeling well,” replied Evonne. “Could you check on her for a bit?”

			“Sure,” Roxanne said. 

			Evonne stepped aside to let her approach Helen.

			“You and Helen seem very close,” commented Eric, who registered the concern in her gaze.

			“She was my mentor before,” murmured Evonne. “Of course, I care about her more than anyone.”

			Eric knew Evonne had gone on a mission to the Underworld with Helen, Zack, and Lilith two years ago when she was still an Elder-in-training. It had resulted in her temporary amnesia for six months. She would never have recovered had the Gem of Hope not been restored. Being a magic artifact, its powers intensified whenever positive traits were displayed in its presence; to wit, courage, wisdom, and kindness.

			“But,” said Eric, lowering his volume to a whisper, “you never…well, held any grudges against her?”

			Evonne looked flabbergasted. “What do you mean? Why would I?”

			“You lost your memory because—”

			“None of it was Helen’s fault,” asserted Evonne. “The truth is, she knew I always wanted to take part in a mission, and she granted my wish. I was an Elder-in-training, but King Patrick and Queen Marianne thought I was as good as the regular Elders.” Her cheeks flamed as she told him this.

			“Well, you are,” Eric said.

			“Anyway, the point is, I never blamed her for anything, not even that accident. If anything, it brought us closer to each other.” The affection in Evonne’s tone was clear. 

			The two of them turned their attention to Helen, who was drinking a smoking green potion Roxanne had offered her. 

			“How long has Helen been having those headaches?” Eric asked Evonne.

			“Years.” Evonne pursed her lips. “She’s under a lot of stress. Imagine having to deal with all those tasks, debates, speeches, and preparing for training sessions…. I’d go insane if it were me.”

			Eric looked down at his cut finger. Suddenly it didn’t seem as important as it did before. He thought of Helen, of how infallible she seemed, of how she managed to stay strong and carry on with her duties despite her health.

			“Thank you, Roxanne,” said Helen. She glanced up and met Eric’s gaze. “Didn’t know you were also here, Eric.”

			“I hope you’re feeling better,” he replied.

			She forced a reassuring smile at him. “I am. Let’s go now,” she said, turning to Evonne. “I have to submit the debate outline to the rulers before breakfast tomorrow. Good night, Eric.”

			Evonne hurried over to Helen and aided her to her feet. Eric watched them leave the infirmary together, arm-in-arm. He couldn’t help smiling at this heartwarming display of devotion. This was his ideal version of a perfect world—overflowing with positivity and harmony. A place where everyone harbored genuine concern rather than animosity for each other, a place where beauty reigned in their minds, hearts, and souls.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two – The Colorful Life of an Elder

			Eric had never liked rainy days since they reminded him of the dark, damp cellar Alta used to lock him in. He could still remember the moistness that clung to his skin and clothes and the pungent odor of something rotting in the shadows plaguing his nostrils; the awful recollections were blots in his past that frequented his nightmares. However, life in the palace had more or less mitigated his fear and trepidation of rain and wetness. Their training sessions were always canceled on rainy days, which allowed Eric a large amount of free time to either socialize with his friends or wander around the resplendent corridors. He loved wandering around the palace, admiring the decorations and marveling at the vast hallways. Evonne would often follow him and join his “expeditions.” Eric adored her in a platonic sense and looked upon her as a sister. With her carefree spirit and endless enthusiasm, she was no doubt one of Eric’s favorite Elders, second to only Zack. Eric liked Helen a lot, but she was sometimes standoffish and not easy to get along with. He didn’t blame her, though, for her position brought her an immense, seemingly endless workload. Drafting speeches, rehearsing for debates, and preparing for training sessions consumed her time every day. 

			Apart from them, Eric was also very fond of Lilith, who spoke little during their gatherings. She had a certain air of mystery, as if separated from the others by an invisible veil. However, Lilith was always the first one to defend their group when Kerry Jenkins and her posse hurled an insult at them. Lilith’s outspokenness and straightforwardness often made Eric smile.

			“I wish she’d spend more time hanging out with us,” said Eric. “Lilith. Where’s she?”

			“Probably practicing spells in her room,” assumed Evonne, taking a sip of her chrysanthemum tea. The two of them were in the Elders’ Lounge, enjoying their free time after the assembly.

			“Are you two close?” Eric asked. “I don’t see you talking to her very often.”

			Evonne nodded. “We are. Lilith, after all, was also one of the participants on our last mission.”

			“The one you lost your memory on?”

			“Yes. It was quite fun before we ran into the maze.”

			Eric lifted an interested eyebrow. “Really? Tell me everything about it.”

			Evonne’s eyes twinkled as a smile crept onto her lips. “Oh, it was so fun. We went to the Underworld via the fountain and were transported to a misty valley with green hills and sloping meadows. Evergreen Valley. We hopped our way across a stream—well, not exactly hopped. There were these giant boulders perched on a lake, and we had to climb up them and leap onto the next one.”

			“Like stepping stones,” said Eric, fascinated as he pictured the adventure unfolding in his mind.

			“Jumping boulders, you mean,” replied Evonne. “Anyway, after we crossed the lake, the sky darkened, and suddenly
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