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			Author’s Note

			Dear readers,

			Here’s a reminder that Eileen’s Tale takes place after War of the Chaotic Worlds I&II, and there will be spoilers. Here are all the books and companion novels in the Otherworld Trilogy, listed according to when they took place in the Otherworld/Underworld universe: 

			Zack’s Tale 

			Helen’s Tale 

			In the Name of the Otherworld

			Eric’s Tale

			Marvels of the Underworld

			War of the Chaotic Worlds I&II

			Eileen’s Tale

			My suggested reading order would be:

			In the Name of the Otherworld

			Marvels of the Underworld

			War of the Chaotic Worlds I&II

			Eileen’s Tale

			Zack’s Tale

			Helen’s Tale

			Eric’s Tale

			But of course, you can just follow your favorite character’s journey and pick up whatever book that intrigues you. Happy reading, and thank you so much for choosing my novels! If you have any thoughts, I’d be delighted to hear from you. Please email authorhermionelee@gmail.com and tell me how you feel about my stories.

			Sincerely, Hermione

		

	
		
			Chapter One - The Charm of Romance

			“Isn’t it beautiful, the bushes and trees bathing in the glory of the sun?” said Eileen Spencer as she and her boyfriend, Eric Williams, the prince of the Otherworld, sauntered through the royal garden beside the palace of the Otherworld on a lovely September morning. Dotted here and there on the vast lawn were verdant hedges trimmed in elaborate coils and curls and swirls. Strolling on the castle grounds on breezy, calming afternoons like today was a tremendous privilege. It made her feel relaxed and peaceful, her heart an ocean of still waters. The gurgling of the fountains and the chirps of unibirds performed a symphony of harmony. Eileen pictured them as a couple in the Victorian Era; he in a white suit, she in a silky cerulean gown. The pleasant atmosphere was their own little feast of romance.

			“Want to lie down on the grass?” Eric asked.

			“Why not?” Eileen replied with a smile. Eric was so unbelievably handsome, with sapphire-blue eyes that gazed into her soul and red hair ruffled by the gusts of wind. He was her love, her world, her everything, and she hoped he’d whisk her off her feet and propose to her soon. 

			The two of them crouched down and reclined against the carpet of grass. Above them, lazy clouds the color of freshly fallen snow bobbed in the sky, traveling across the endless canopy of azure. 

			A sigh of contentment escaped Eileen’s lips as she lost herself in the moment. She had never savored bliss so sheer, so pure as she did now. Everything in her life was more than perfect. The never-ending war between the Otherworld and the evil Underworld had ended five months ago, and she’d just come back to the Otherworld after a long three-month trip back to the mortal world. 

			Eileen’s life took a giant turn when she was fourteen. She had considered herself the most ordinary girl in the world, but that was all before she discovered the existence of the Otherworld. Her best friend, Alexandria Richardson, had been the princess of the Otherworld, and they’d gone on a few missions together. On their first adventure to the Underworld, they met Eric and rescued him from his abusive mother, former Queen Alta of the Underworld. 

			“Remember the day we first met?” asked Eric.

			Eileen beamed. “How can I forget? Seems to me as if it were only yesterday.”

			And indeed, it did. Her relationship with Eric originated from a myriad of events that would seem miraculous to most people. When King Patrick and Queen Marianne, the former rulers of the Otherworld, sent for Alexandria when she was fourteen, they also sought Eileen and two friends of theirs—Clarissa and Daphne. They were revealed to be the heiresses of the four Creators who founded the first magical world. Alexandria was the heiress of Ember, the goddess of fire; Clarissa, the heiress of Zeru, the god of the sky; Eileen, the heiress of Fern, the goddess of nature; and Daphne, the heiress of Walters, the god of water. This meant all four of them could summon their elemental magic at will and channel their powers when in need. 

			“I only wish Clarissa and Daphne were still here,” said Eileen with a sigh. “And Evonne, too.”

			The former two had fallen in battle, and Eric had inherited Clarissa’s elemental powers while Alexandria Daphne’s. Evonne, on the other hand, had been murdered by one of the Elders—the courtiers and advisors who served in the royal court. It had been a dark time for them all, and Eileen was more than delighted that all was now well. No longer did they have to live in the shadow of fear since they’d won the war against the Underworld and the sinister Underworldians. Although there were small uprisings there every now and then, the new rulers were able to silence the protestors without any means of violence. After Alexandria’s parents, King Patrick and Queen Marianne, had volunteered to retire from their positions as the rulers of the Otherworld, two of the Elders, Zack and Helen, were chosen to replace them. Eileen, Eric, and Alexandria were overjoyed, since Zack and Helen had been their close mentors and friends and had accompanied them on all three of their missions. Nobody deserved to rule the Otherworld more than they did. Plus, since Zack was Eric’s father, which made Eric the legitimate prince of the Otherworld, something they were all thrilled about.

			“I miss our happy days in the mortal world, shopping in supermarkets and navigating the towns at night,” Eric said, his hand reaching out to hold Eileen’s.

			After the tumultuous war, Eileen had decided to take her three-year boyfriend to the mortal world for a vacation and explore the culture of mortals, since she had her heart set on marrying him and thought it would be a clever idea to introduce him to her parents while the four of them went on a long trip and bonded through various activities. He got along with them quite well, both much and not much to her surprise. Eric was kind, considerate, and loving, so it was only natural that her parents adored his personality. Yet she couldn’t help but find the fact that he, an Otherworldian, was able to connect with her mortal parents so well. 

			Revealing the Otherworld to her parents had been the most difficult part. Being biology professors at a prestigious university, the were the most sensible mortals in the world and would never in a hundred years believe in the existence of magic and the unexplainable. Yet all it took was a swish of Eileen’s vine scepter to subvert their firm denial of the fact fantasy only existed in fiction. It took them around a week to process everything, but soon, they embraced the truth that their daughter was no ordinary human and was, in fact, the heiress of a goddess of nature in a magical kingdom dubbed the Otherworld.

			“You remember the giant mountain in the country that had loads of little pink flower trees?” said Eric.

			“Oh, Japan? I went there once when I was three. But going with you was a totally different experience.” Eileen blushed as she recalled them kissing under the sakura rain, a thousand glances of jealousy cast their way.

			Eric smiled. “And the giant building in the shape of a ship. The one in the Middle East.”

			“And the fjords in Norway and the volcanoes in Iceland,” added Eileen. They’d just returned to the Otherworld last Wednesday, and everything was fresh in their minds. Her parents were now living in the palace of the Otherworld as guests. Already, they’d formed a cordial friendship with King Zachary and Queen Helen, who enjoyed their company very much and often spent their afternoons with them, drinking tea and chatting about the differences between the Otherworld and the mortal world.

			Of course, Eileen could barely take her mind off their lovely vacation. Every day, she spoke of and thought of it. Going on a world tour with one’s boyfriend was an unforgettable experience itself, but it was even better and more exciting for Eileen since Eric was an Otherworldian and had never known anything about the mortals’ technology and lifestyles. Showing him around the towns, boarding elevators and escalators, and taking subways had never been more interesting. Eric asked her no less than a hundred questions each day, varying from the mortals’ transportation to the food they had in different countries. His reactions were always amusing. Eileen remembered how crestfallen he was when he learned of the absence of golden oranges and silver apples in the mortal world. She, too, was fond of the golden oranges that grew in the Otherworld, which tasted like a rich combination of all the citrus fruits. Silver apples were also irresistible, since each of them tasted differently, according to the eater’s favorite fruits. She wondered how much the mortals were missing out.

			Eric found the simplest and plainest things the most interesting. Watching his agape expression upon seeing the subway trains and the airports was priceless. He screamed every time the airplane took off, and Eileen had to suppress her giggles while pressing her hand against his mouth while the other passengers stared at him. Everywhere they went, humorous and delightful moments sprinkled their vacation. To Eileen, every day was a brand-new adventure. 

			However, despite all the joy in her life, there were some things she desired with every inch of her heart. She wanted to form a family with the man she loved. And even though she’d considered proposing to Eric herself, she was frightened of the prospect of flustering him. What if he rejected her? What if he wasn’t ready? He got along with his would-be in-laws since they all shared a common interest in flora and fauna and botany, yet there must be something hindering him from proposing to her. Unless…?

			Eileen had been dropping hints while at the same time scouting for them. Signs of a small black box hiding anywhere in Eric’s possessions. Signs of his being extra nervous. Signs her life was about to change, and she’d no longer be Eileen Spencer but Eileen Williams. She knew it was legal to marry at the age of sixteen in the Otherworld, for she’d consulted Zack and Helen while secretly hoping they’d give Eric the nudge he needed to take the plunge. (Eric was a year her senior, so their marriage would be legal.) 

			“Eileen,” said Eric, who had devoted his gaze to her. “I was…I was thinking of something.”

			Eileen held her breath. Could this be it? Was this sudden change in his attitude a foreshadowing of her dream come true?

			Eric drew himself to his full height, walked over to a gilded bench, and patted the spot beside him, indicating Eileen to join him. With her heart drumming against her chest, she made her way to him and sat down, trying to still her breathing and stop hyperventilating. She feared she’d pass out from anxiety before hearing the actual words.

			“Baby, you know how much I love you,” he murmured in her ear as she snuggled her cheek in his chest, listening to the rhythm of his strong heartbeat and letting his warmth engulf her. “Every day with you has been spectacular. I knew you were the one for me when you kept snubbing me on our first adventure together. That time when you got mad when I asked you to conjure a little tree and burn it down so we’d have kindle to burn. Do you remember that?”

			“Well, yes, to be honest.” Why was he bringing up something so embarrassing? Eileen’s cheeks flamed. 

			“That was the moment I knew that girl—you—were special. And you’ll always be to me. Eileen, I’ve been trying to ask you that question for ages. When we were watching the snow in Finland, spending one of our many lazy afternoons in those coffee shops in Paris, and that time your parents brought us to the Silver Gate Bridge.”

			“Golden Gate Bridge,” corrected Eileen with a giggle.

			Eric stuck out his tongue. “Yeah, that. I meant to say those words to you, but….”

			Eileen felt her heart suspended in unease. What if he no longer wanted her? What if he decided they would be better off as friends?

			“I couldn’t gather my courage to do that. I thought of you as my little sister, and I was worried. Worried you considered me as a brother and nothing more after all the adventures we’ve been through. But Eileen, I can’t wait anymore. And I don’t want to wait anymore. For all my life, I’ll always be grateful I met you, and no matter what your answer is, I want you to know that no girl will ever replace you in my heart.” Eric got out a bottle-green velvet box no bigger than his palm and lowered himself onto one knee, fixing his mesmerizing blue eyes on her. He lifted the lid, revealing a delicate gold ring embellished with tiny diamonds, emerald leaves, and ruby roses. “Please marry me, Eileen Flora Spencer. Will you do me the honor?”

			Eileen’s vision was now clouded with tears, tears of joy more than anything. She felt so loved, so valued, so important. After what felt like decades but was only sixteen years, she had found her true love.

			“Yes, Eric. Yes, of course,” Eileen choked out. Before he slid the ring on her finger, she bent down and kissed him on both cheeks; he reciprocated by caressing her lips with his and draping his arms around her frame. She felt a warm sensation travel across her body as their kisses grew in intensity; never would she get enough of him and his amorous gestures of love. She felt like a princess, and the notion that she would, in fact, become the princess of the Otherworld after their wedding aroused a wave of emotion in her. When she and Eric finally pulled back after what seemed like hours, he nestled the ring onto her finger and kissed it. 

			Eric led her back to the bench and summoned a bouquet of pink roses he’d kept hidden behind a giant peony bush across from them. “These are for you, Eileen. A bunch of enchanted roses. I placed a spell on them to make them last a decade.”

			Eileen stroked their velvety petals as she gazed at them, captivated; each one of the delicate blossoms represented her fiancé’s affection for her. 

			“Thank you,” she said, gazing into his eyes and registering the euphoria that matched hers. “Thank you for making this the best day of my life.”

			~*~

			It did not take long for the wonderful news to spread. Eileen’s parents were both overjoyed, and so were Zack and Helen, who gave her a week off to make her wedding preparations. Alexandria, too, was elated. She congratulated Eileen with a giant hug and volunteered to be her maid of honor. Eric and Alexandria were cousins, and his marriage with Eileen meant she would be a part of Alexandria’s family soon. Gidget and Willy, two of their fellow Elders who were dating each other, shed tears of joy on learning the news. 

			After a meeting of arrangements, they all decided that the wedding would be held next Saturday, leaving them a week’s time to prepare. Willy would be Eric’s best man, and Gidget would be their flower girl. Although Eileen had very few friends among the Elders, Alexandria’s other cousins, Jacob and Samantha, were more than willing to fill in as their groomsman and bridesmaid. To keep things simple, they would only have four attendants in total. 

			Eileen and Eric selected pink and yellow as their theme colors, which Eileen would be in full charge of the decorations and garlands. A nice blend of lemon-yellow daisies and blush-colored roses would suit the occasion just fine, she thought. Carnations, petunias, peonies, chrysanthemums, and dahlias were also lovely options. For her bouquet, she wanted flowers of every color, which weren’t difficult to collect. With a wave of her scepter, she could conjure anything and everything related to flora out of thin air.

			The part Eileen looked forward to the most was finding her perfect wedding gown in the boutique, a store located in the palace for Elders to purchase outfits, shoes, and accessories. The kittenpillar designers led her, her parents, and Eric to an area where an array of wedding gowns were displayed on mannequins. Alexandria, being the Representative Elder, was in a meeting with the rulers. 

			“Lady Eileen,” greeted one of the kittenpillar clerks. “I’m Emma. Nice to meet you.”

			Eileen glanced at her mother, who winked at her. “Mom, looks like you got a namesake.”

			Both of her parents laughed. “Why, Emma junior, pleasure meeting you.” 

			Eileen exchanged an amused look with Eric, who, like her, was doing his best to restrain his giggles. She had never seen her parents so laid-back and cheerful in her whole life. They’d been strict on her ever since she was a young child. But ever since she’d confessed her secret identity and proven to them the existence of magic, they warmed up and became much more childlike, curious, and hungry for the knowledge their sensible old selves had denied. Smiling in spite of her thoughts, she tapped her scepter on her palm, watching a small whirlwind of tiny crimson roses and verdant leaves twirl on her hand.

			Her parents started a chat with the kittenpillar named Emma about the fashion trends in the Otherworld, and Eileen smiled at their newfound thirst for facts in the Otherworld, facts they would never have believed to be possible in the past. They’d been shocked and amused when Eileen told them about the four animals that roamed the Otherworld—bearnixes, unibirds, kittenpillars, and dogfishes—the spirits of fire, sky, nature, and water. Bearnixes were the most aggressive animals, with heads like bears and bodies like phoenixes. Unibirds were winged unicorns with the ability to fly. Kittenpillars, the mildest of the four, had bodies like caterpillars and heads like cats. Dogfishes were dogs with fishlike bodies that could live both underwater and on land. Eileen could only imagine how bizarre this all sounded to two mortals who had been worshippers of facts and science for all their lives and never stopped to contemplate the possibility of magic lurking in the world, but her parents seemed quite fascinated with the Otherworldian universe and its whimsical beings. 

			Eileen was glad when her parents ended their conversation with Emma the kittenpillar at length, for this meant she could finally browse the dresses, which, after all, was what she was here for. Everywhere around her, glittering beads, elaborate embroidery, and chiffon flowers vied for her attention. All the gowns were dazzling and unique in their own way, and she couldn’t decide which dress she wanted to try on first. 

			“What about this one?” suggested Eric, gesturing at a slim sheath gown with sheer long sleeves and an illusion neckline. Ivory lace adorned the bust and skirt, reminding Eileen of an artery of white vines.

			“Sure,” she replied with a smile. Emma removed the outfit from the mannequin and pointed at a dressing room in the corner.

			Eileen zipped it on, feeling the smooth, silky fabric caress her skin. She admired her reflection in the mirror, coiling her shoulder-length chestnut-brown hair into a low bun. Under the sleek skirt, she wore a pair of stilettos with giant satin bows on her toes. The gown made her feel beautiful, but it wasn’t fancy enough to exceed her expectations. Plus, it was too tight on her torso and constricted her lungs. 

			Her mother’s crinkled eyes shone as she beamed, and Eric seemed captivated by her. 

			“What do you think?” her father asked.

			Eileen turned around and met the eyes of her reflection. “It’s pretty but too tight.”

			“So I’m not the only one who thinks so,” her father replied, eliciting a torrent of laughter among the others.

			“Pick one you like, Eileen,” Eric said.

			She sauntered over to a pure white ball gown with innumerable layers of chiffon and tulle. It looked light yet puffy enough for her to imagine herself as a princess, which she would soon be. Emma helped her carry it to her dressing room, and she buttoned it up. It was much heavier than she’d imagined, as there was no hoop underneath to support its structure. Not the best option for an after-wedding dance, though, she thought as she exited her little room. She could hardly imagine not tripping over the hem and making a fool out of herself.

			“You’re beautiful, honey,” Eileen’s mother gushed as she gazed at her. 

			Eileen ran her hand across the lacy sleeves that showed her skin and smiled. “It’s lovely, yes, but way too many layers.” 

			Both Eric and her father loved it but also voiced their encouragement for her to explore more options. Eileen spotted another gown she liked, this one an A-line dress with a sweetheart neckline. The flowing skirt was dotted with tiny pearls and white sequins that beamed at her as she viewed them from various angles. It was comfortable to wear, and Eileen liked the way the silky fabric embraced her waist, snug yet not clingy. Her parents and Eric all voiced their approval. Emma volunteered to get her a veil to complete her look, but that was when a mermaid gown she hadn’t noticed before seized her attention. The ivory chiffon roses on the skirt and the silver leaves embroidered on the bodice made Eileen fell in love with it at first sight. She opted to try it on, and she was amazed at how queenly and elegant it made her feel. A billowing tulle skirt blossomed from her knees, flowing to the ground in frothy layers. The belt of rhinestones that coiled around her waist added a lavish touch to the overall design. Different from the previous gowns she’d donned, this one bared her shoulders and arms, which suited the weather conditions well. The sun had been flaunting its beams every day, and Eileen doubted it’d go away next week.

			“How do I look?” she asked Eric and her parents. 

			All of them gazed at Eileen, mesmerized by her new style. She saw her father wipe a tear from his cheek before telling her, “You look just like a goddess, girl. I’m so proud of you.”

			Eileen breezed over to him and wrapped him in an embrace. “I’m glad you like it, Dad.”

			Both her mother and Eric also nodded their approval. “Is this the one, Eileen?” Eric asked her.

			Eileen certainly preferred it over the last three ones. She glided around the room, watching the chapel-length train trail behind her. Emma returned with the veil she’d mentioned, and Eileen twisted her silky locks into a swirling bun and secured it with a ribbon. Emma fastened the floor-length veil to her hair, and she turned around to see her reflection. She saw a mature young lady gazing back at her, her emerald-green eyes sparkling with delight. Confidence oozed from every inch of her, and it was at that moment that Eileen knew this had to be her wedding gown.

			~*~

			A week flew by as if every day lasted no longer than a single minute. Already, it was Thursday, a day before the most important day in Eileen’s life. Every day, Eileen bathed in the incredible charm of romance. She would be marrying the love of her life and forming a family with him soon. Her world was perfect in every aspect, filled with iridescent bubbles and soft petals. Love had the power to banish every sad memory and bitter regret from her past and magnify the bright future she knew waited ahead of her. It was intoxicating how loved she felt. 

			Sitting down on the lip of the giant three-tier fountain in the courtyard, Eileen watched the afternoon sunlight tint it a glorious gold as if giving it a blessing. She and Eric wouldn’t be seeing each other until tomorrow’s wedding, which made her somewhat crestfallen. It was hard to believe she had lived the first fourteen years of her life without knowing such a swoon-worthy gentleman existed, that she would find the other part of her soul in an Otherworldian, that she had spent almost one-and-a-half decade thinking her purpose in life was fulfilled when she hadn’t met the most influential man in her world, a soulmate that completed her.

			“Eileen,” said a familiar voice behind her. It was Zack, his light blond hair ruffled by the wind. His kind blue eyes beamed as he made his way over to her.

			“Greetings, Your Majesty,” she said, rising and dipping in a curtsy.

			“Rise,” he replied with a wide smile. “Didn’t Helen and I mention to you that there’s no need to act so formal when with us?” 

			Eileen retook her seat. “Oh, yes. I forgot.”

			Zack sat down beside her. “Congratulations, I’m really happy you’re going to join our family.”

			“You say that as if we’re not already a family,” quipped Eileen. “All the insane missions we went on, those ought to bring out a sense of camaraderie between the five of us, huh?”

			Zack chuckled. “Can’t argue with you on that.”

			Eileen thought of the good old days when he had been an English teacher at her school, keeping an eye on Alexandria on King Patrick and Queen Marianne’s orders. Never had she contemplated the possibility that her teacher would become her father-in-law one day. It was a wondrous fortuity. Eric was the son of Alta and Zack, who had dated the evil queen of the Underworld before she converted to the dark side. Their father-and-son reunion was the definition of the word “miracle.”

			Ella the kittenpillar wriggled her way over to Eileen, and she bent down to stroke her soft white fur. 

			“What’s it like to be married?” she asked Zack. He and Helen were the most loving couple imaginable. They seldom went anywhere without each other, both when they were Elders and when they’d become rulers. 

			“Like your life is centered around your significant other.” 

			“No offense, but…you two never have arguments or quarrels with each other?”

			Zack looked puzzled. “Why would we?”

			Eileen smiled. “You love Helen very much.”

			“Of course I do,” he replied. “I love her as much as Eric loves you. You remember the antique bronze hourglass in my room you saw this morning? You said you liked its shape.”

			Eileen nodded. “Yeah. I was wondering if you were going to give it to Eric and me as a wedding present.”

			Zack laughed. “Oh, no, I’m afraid I can’t. It was a gift from Helen from about ten years ago.”

			Eileen’s eyes widened. “Ten years ago? And you kept it in perfect condition, after all this time?”

			“There were originally two hourglasses. She has the other one. When we were married and crowned and we moved into our new room, she brought her hourglass with her. Who knew the twins would be reunited someday?”

			Eileen beamed. “That’s so cute. You’ve got a beautiful history together. I could sit here all day and listen to your anecdotes. You two make an amazing couple.”

			“Well, you and Eric are equally amazing,” Zack admitted.

			A natural blush contoured Eileen’s cheeks, but she was spared the necessity of answering by a kittenpillar waiter, who served her and Zack a blueberry cupcake each. Zack asked for a second one, but one for Eileen was more than enough, since the anxiety and anticipation of tomorrow’s event had diminished her appetite greatly. She thanked the waiter before biting into the sour berry and sweet cream, letting the two flavors mingle in her mouth and melt on her taste buds. She’d grown so used to the charms of the Otherworld and seeing bearnixes, unibirds, kittenpillars, and dogfishes that it was impossible to imagine a world without them. And yet that was the life of the seventy billion mortals, not knowing about the Otherworld and the countless secrets it harbored. 

			“Nervous about tomorrow?” asked Zack, who had finished one of his two cupcakes.

			Eileen took a deep breath. “Yes, to be honest.”

			“So was I on the eve of my wedding,” he admitted.

			“Well, you weren’t the bride,” Eileen replied. “You didn’t have to walk down the aisle in front of two hundred Elders, like what I’m about to do tomorrow.”

			“You’ll do fine,” Zack said, patting her on the shoulder in a paternal manner. 

			“I keep thinking I’ll trip or faint on the aisle and make a huge fool out of myself,” Eileen answered, still unconvinced.

			Zack laughed. “I assure you Eric will catch you in the most chivalrous fashion possible in that unfortunate case.”

			Eileen managed a smile. “You don’t say.”

			A figure in a cream-colored ball gown with golden lace and embroidery emerged at the entrance of the courtyard, a gentle smile curving her lips when she neared them. With her regal temperament and her wavy black hair billowing around her hips, it wasn’t hard to tell who the newcomer was.

			“Helen,” said Zack, rising to greet her. “I missed you. Where have you been?”

			She took a seat beside him. “To the infirmary for a short while. Got a cure for my migraine from Roxanne.”

			“How come you didn’t tell me?”

			“I didn’t want you to worry about me.”

			“But I want to. To worry about you.” Zack edged closer to Helen, lacing an arm around her waist and planting a kiss on her forehead. “I think of it as a privilege.”

			“But what if I want you to be happy and not concerned about my health?” Helen replied, leaning closer to him.

			“Seeing you in a good mood makes me happy, and I bet this ought to do the trick.” Zack offered her the second cupcake he had asked from the kittenpillar waiter minutes ago. “Saved this for you.”

			Helen accepted it and gave him a hug. “Thank you for thinking of me.”

			Eileen beamed at their blatant display of affection. “You’re a cute couple together.”

			“So are you and Eric,” said Helen. “I hope all goes smoothly tomorrow.”

			“Well, what could go wrong?” quipped Zack. “The Chirpy Bird coming back from the dead to haunt us?” 

			The Chirpy Bird was a gigantic, two-story-tall canary that talked in shrill voices and laughed every time it sighted its enemies. Although Eileen and her friends had had some unpleasant encounters with the monster, part of her still found it comical. She laughed at Zack’s joke while Helen struggled to maintain a serious expression. 

			“Please, Zack. Don’t make light of things like that.”

			He regarded his wife, amused. “Why? It’s too absurd to come true, anyway.”

			Helen shook her head. “You’re right, but it’s inauspicious. Better not to make jokes about monsters on the eve of a wedding.”

			Zack rolled his eyes. “Honestly, Helen, you need to relax sometimes.”

			“I’m trying to, but it’s not easy to, after all those years of fighting.” She devoted her attention to her silk gown, fixing her stare on her floor-length skirt as if worried some catastrophe would befall the Otherworld tomorrow. 

			“Will it make you feel better to know that I’d protect you from that enormous canary in case it comes back?”

			“No,” Helen replied. “I just want the entire Otherworld to be safe, and you of all people. Nobody will ever die in invasions in our reign.”

			Zack stroked her mane of ebony waves. “I hear you there. But Helen, your safety comes first for me. I can’t imagine a world without you.”

			Any ordinary person would have found their conversation cheesy, but Eileen felt every word Zack told Helen. Like him, she was lovestruck. She, too, found it impossible to imagine living in a world without her beloved Eric. He was the embodiment of all things bright, hopeful, and beautiful. A life without him would be like a world without sunshine. Love was an abstract emotion something as fickle as words failed to describe. It could repel all negative emotions and bring light and beauty to a heart of desire that longed for romance. 

			The afternoon soon passed, and dinnertime came. Although both Eileen and Eric had their meal in the Purple Room, they sat way apart from each other. She saw him wink at her before the dishes were served, and she reciprocated with a double wink. Her eggplant parmesan, tomato ravioli, and creamed spinach seemed less appealing than usual, for all she could think about, all that consumed her mind was the dazzling wedding that would take place tomorrow.

			Zack and Helen permitted Eileen’s parents to sit with her in the Purple Room despite it being against the traditions. Only Elders were allowed to dine with the rulers, but they granted their in-laws the privilege to sit with them. Eileen was grateful beyond words for their kindness, even though she knew they’d make an exception for her mother and father. They looked absolutely amazed and impressed at the wide variety of food before them. Golden oranges, silver apples, brown and blue bananas, and all sorts of exotic cuisines. Eileen smiled, remembering the first time she had seen the whimsical dishes and was fascinated at their oddness. Introducing the curious fruits to them last week was a fun experience. For once, she taught them something they didn’t know.

			“Hey, Eileen.” Someone with fiery red hair that framed her face approached her. It was Alexandria, a huge grin on her face. “Just wanted to say congratulations. I can’t believe I’m finally getting to see you married.”

			Alexandria spent whatever time she had with Eileen and Eric despite her endless tasks as the Representative Elder. Even after all those years, Eileen still remembered her as the misfit who craved friendship back when they were in middle school, and none of them had any knowledge of the Otherworld and the Underworld, let alone their secret identities. It was unbelievable how much three years could do to a person. Eileen had an illusion that only a single day had passed since her first visit to the Otherworld, but at the same time, she felt as if she’d spent her entire life here.

			Alexandria escorted Eileen back to her room and bid her good night after cracking a joke about Eric losing sleep over his new wife. She watched her leave, and an idea floated to the surface of her mind as her face brightened with a smile. 

			Hurrying over to the suitcase she brought back from the mortal world, Eileen retrieved a stack of pictures and spread them across her lap. There were photos of her and Eric boarding a double-decker bus and hurtling by the Big Ben in England, kissing at the foot of the Eiffel Tower in France, watching the wild giraffes and lions prowl by on a safari in Kenya, making hilarious faces in front of the Taj Mahal in India, gaping at Mount Fuji in Japan, posing with kangaroos in Australia, marveling over the colossal stone figures of Moai in Chile, admiring the magnificent Machu Picchu in Peru, and finally, wandering in the bustling metropolis of New York. So many memories, so many precious moments she’d cherish for an eternity. Even though she had been Eric’s girlfriend for three years, there was a lot about him she wasn’t aware of until they had their vacation. 

			Browsing through the pictures, Eileen considered pasting them on a scrapbook and duplicating them with magic so that she could give Eric and her parents one each. She looked around the room but saw no glue or paper. Sighing, she decided to go downstairs and ask the kittenpillar servants if they had anything that might be of help.

			That was when someone knocked on her door, startling her. When Eileen opened it, she saw her parents standing at the entrance. Even though they’d been in the palace for two weeks, she was still unaccustomed to seeing them in such formal apparel. Yet nevertheless, their loving faces were the same. 

			“Hi, baby girl,” her mother said. “Could we come in? Your daddy and I want to talk to you for a bit.”

			“Sure,” replied Eileen, stepping aside and letting them enter.

			“Nervous about tomorrow’s wedding?” her mother asked, her kind brown eyes fixed on Eileen.

			“Very. I get all jumpy and anxious thinking about it.”

			Her mother ran a hand through her silky hair. “You’ll do beautifully, dear. Your dad and I are so proud of you.”

			Eileen glanced at her father, who pushed his glasses into place and studied his trousers. She surmised it was more difficult for him to express his emotions.

			“Eileen, do you love Eric?” her mother asked in a gentle voice. 

			“Of course I do, Mom. He’s perfect. He’s the man I want.”

			“Reminds me of the day my mom—your grandmother—asked me the question,” her mother replied. “She asked me if I would be happy with Ernie, and of course, I gave her a positive answer without hesitation.”

			Eileen smiled. “That’s sweet.”

			It felt somewhat bizarre to her, sitting in an opulent room and discussing her future. Since they had both been swamped by seminars, theses, and term papers, they’d never had more than five in-depth conversations with Eileen before. 

			“Time flies, don’t you think?” Her father broke the silence at length. “Seems only yesterday we brought you back from the hospital. Sometimes, I feel like I never got to know you before you became a big girl all of a sudden.”

			“It’s not too late,” Eileen told him. “You
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