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			Chapter One - Façade 

			Leaning against the ornate balustrade, Helen Edmunds gazed at the landscape unfurling below her balcony, her countenance somber. She had excused herself from the table at breakfast to gain a few minutes of peace before the debate. 

			It was a misty Monday morning, the weather cold and damp. Shrouded by the drizzling fog, the maze of hedges and royal gardens bled into one another, an indefinite field of green deprived of angles and edges. A whisper of wind could be heard in the distance. Helen watched the grayish-white clouds swirling in the heavens like spilled ink in water. Part of her wished she were a cloud drifting in the infinite sky, goalless, aimless, but nevertheless free. 

			But then, where would she go? She had no family. The palace was and would be her home as long as she remained as the Representative Elder. 

			Helen watched a lonely raindrop bump into and mingle with another, escape the balustrade, and plummet downwards. Inhaling the dewy air, she drew in a long breath and then exhaled, watching a coil of air waft from her nose like a tendril of smoke. With a sigh, she unbraided her wavy hair, loosening the elaborate chignon and letting her ebony tresses flow to her waist in cascades. At least she could set part of herself free. 

			Knowing she had to be punctual for the upcoming morning assembly, Helen turned and exited her room, though reluctant to depart. Taking extra care to not trip on the hem of her ball gown, she gave herself an excuse to slow her pace. She caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror above a small lavender ottoman in the corridor. Even through the thick layers of makeup, her melancholy was evident. It dwelled in her dull eyes and the downturned corners of her mouth, where no amount of mascara, eyeshadow, or lipstick could conceal. 

			Helen glided through the hallways, down the spiral staircase, and entered the Throne Room. Most if not all of the Elders had arrived and were busy exchanging the latest, juiciest gossip with their neighbors. She leaned back in her small throne and closed her eyes, plowing through her speech in her mind. Glancing down at the scroll in her gloved hands, she double-checked her draft. The corner of her eye, however, caught a glimpse of a fiery orange figure at the entryway. 

			Bessie the bearnix burst through the double doors of the Throne Room, glided across the aisle with as much grace as she could manage, and came to a stop in front of Helen’s throne. 

			“Lady Helen, King Patrick and Queen Marianne have arrived,” she managed to utter between gasps of air. 

			“Thank you, Bessie.” Helen surveyed the room and frowned. The Elders were being especially noisy today. The unpleasant cacophony of chitchats and laughter rang in her ears as if they would last for an eternity. 

			Helen cleared her throat. “Elders, your attention, please.”

			Nobody paid her the slightest attention. The Elders were getting more and more out of control. Getting to her feet, she announced, “Elders, your attention, please.”

			The room finally fell silent. 

			“All rise for the king and queen.”

			Everyone obeyed. The doors yawned open, and in came King Patrick and Queen Marianne. The shiny golden fabric of their robe and gown shimmered as they swept across the aisle to take their thrones. 

			Opulent and splendid, the Throne Room had soaring walls of milky white marble and an enormous chandelier with thousands of tiny candles dangling from the vaulted ceiling. It was a grand sight, two magnificently appareled rulers in an equally magnificent room. 

			Turning to face them, the Elders sank into bows and curtsies. “Greetings, Your Majesties.”

			“Rise,” ordered King Patrick. “You may take your seats.”

			The Elders obeyed. Helen made her way to the small podium beside the thrones, and Noir the dogfish handed her a scroll, the name list of all the Elders. 

			“Since everyone has arrived, I will now begin the roll call in alphabetical order. Liam Aarons?”

			A muscular Elder with pale blond hair raised his hand. “Present.”

			“Emily Albert?”

			An Elder with brown, shoulder-length curls half-raised her hand. “Present.” 

			“Peter Andrews?”

			With every name, a different Elder replied, “Present.” The endless exchange of names and responses dragged on for five minutes. It was like a metronome in some way, a metronome of voices. 

			The Representative Elder. It was a title of honor that garnered respect. Any other Elder would have loved to be in Helen’s position, yet she was fairly certain they’d quit before the sun was even down. All they saw was the power she wielded, the sense of control she had. None of them knew what lay beneath her exterior of glory. 

			As Helen plowed through the list of names, an unexpected throb in her head clamored for attention. That was what a night’s preparation for the weekly report did to a person. The constant headaches that had been plaguing her days were worsening, becoming more frequent than usual. There had been a time when she didn’t need to head down to the infirmary every two or three days for a curing potion. That had been a long time ago, long before she had dedicated herself to the endless work and tedious responsibilities of the Representative Elder. 

			“Katherine Zeller?”

			“Present.”

			Helen checked her name on the list and handed it back to Noir before turning to face the rulers. “The roll call has ended. Two hundred Elders are present. I now yield the floor to Your Majesties.”

			The roll call was done, and so began the morning assembly. Every Monday, Helen would propose a few ideas for new policies to the king and queen, and the Elders would pose questions and suggestions for amendments. Although this procedure was dubbed a debate, it felt more like an interrogation to her. The other Elders, with only a few exceptions, were all determined to give her a hard time. They, of course, didn’t betray any evident signs of their dislike of her, but she could sense it in the air, the same way one could feel a storm approaching. The clues that supported her theory lurked in the condescending tone they adopted when questioning her, in the subtle smirks that flashed across their faces when she struggled to provide an answer, in the complicated way they worded their questions. It wasn’t obvious, but she was more than certain of its existence. 

			“It’s Monday, Elders. As usual, we’ll start off our week with a debate,” said Queen Marianne. “Helen, please give a report concerning your new proposals.”

			Helen unrolled a second scroll, scanning her notes. Everyone in the room had their gazes fixed upon her, the rulers included. She was the center of the spotlight, and yet the thought brought her not even the slightest iota of excitement or joy. 

			“During our trip yesterday to the ten villages in Zeru Province, quite a few Otherworldians complained about the lack of resources. Compared to the other regions of the Otherworld, it’s a relatively impoverished province. Unlike either Walters or Ember Province, the Otherworldians there have a significantly lower level of education and income.”

			The Elders visited a different province in the Otherworld every Sunday to get a clear idea of the people’s lives. Many meetings were held to discuss methods to improve the quality of life for them. 

			Kerry Jenkins, an Elder with long brown hair and lips redder than blood, raised her hand. “Excuse me, Helen, but what are you suggesting we do?” she asked in her sweetest, most innocent voice. “Remember, you’re up there to provide a suggestion or propose a protocol for what you have observed, not rambling on with basic facts. So far, you haven’t told us anything we don’t know yet.”

			It took more than a little willpower to prevent an indecent reply from escaping Helen’s lips. She glared at her scroll, determined not to display any sign of anger. “Thank you for your reminder, Kerry,” said Helen in a composed manner, masking her indignation at her rude remark. “I will get to the solution part very soon.”

			“Kerry Jenkins,” warned Queen Marianne. “Do not interrupt the presenter.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said, rolling her eyes at Helen when the queen wasn’t looking.

			Helen took a deep breath to calm herself. From the corner of her eye, she could see Zachary Valentino and Lilith Jackson, the only two people she deemed her friends, giving her small smiles of encouragement. 

			Glancing back down at her notes, she continued. “This is a problem we should work to solve. The uneven distribution of resources is a long-term issue that has been around for years. We’ve been having countless meetings regarding this, but we’ve never done anything effective to address this problem.” 

			A second hand shot up into the air. It belonged to Galen Benson, another Elder who was dedicated to making life difficult for Helen. When she ignored him and continued poring through her notes, he made an impatient sound and cleared his throat, compelling her to stop. 

			“Yes, Galen?” 

			“Could you get to the point?” he demanded. 

			“We don’t have all day to listen to your report,” agreed Kerry, his best friend. She shot Helen a smug look, obviously delighted they were two against one. 

			Queen Marianne opened her mouth to teach him a lesson, but Helen didn’t need her to come to her defense again. It was awkward enough without the queen coming to her rescue again. 

			“Galen and Kerry, you seem quite keen on discussing this topic. What would you like to suggest?” Helen decided it was safer to let them take the stage instead. It would do no good to her if she kept reading her script. There would be more interruptions, which would only guarantee more embarrassment.

			“Oh, I don’t know,” said Jenkins. “Galen and I meant no offense, by the way. We were merely wondering what your solution to this problem would be.” She cocked her head in a mock-curious fashion. “Could you give us the answer to that, Helen?”

			Playing clever she was, thrusting the floor back to her again. Helen had a feeling she was setting a trap for her. They were feigning politeness, ready to start shaving away at whatever idea she proposed later. Helen had to be ambiguous. Yes, she had a clear answer in mind, but she had to play her cards wisely and stall them for a few seconds. If she answered her question immediately, they would find another way to humiliate her. 

			“The answer is very simple but also quite complicated, for the record. Our goal now is to improve life for the poor, and how should we do that?”

			The Elders were all silent. They had no idea what she was playing at.

			“The reports I received last weekend told me that the expenses—our expenses, that is—are rising every season. The numbers show at least three-quarters of us spend no less than a hundred sapphires at the boutique every month buying new accessories, fancy outfits, and expensive perfumes.” 

			The Otherworldians had their own system of currency—rubies, topazes, emeralds, and sapphires. Fifty-two rubies to a topaz, thirty-nine topazes to an emerald, and twenty-six emeralds to a sapphire. Regular Elders got paid twenty-five emeralds a month, while Elite Elders got fifty, and the Representative Elder seventy-five.

			“And what’s more,” Helen plowed on, “they all came from a certain few Elders.” She cast a glance at Kerry Jenkins and her oversized diamond earrings and pearl necklace. “I’m sure I’m not the only one who noticed this drastic difference between us—Elders who are leading a life of luxury, and Otherworldians who can barely afford a proper education. It’s our goal to figure out a solution for this conundrum in today’s morning assembly. Now, where do we get our salaries from?”

			Zack raised a hand uncertainly. “Taxes?”

			Appreciation for him welled up inside Helen. Of course, he was trying to help her out of her plight. “Exactly. Taxes. But now the problem is what we should—”

			Benson’s hand shot up into the air again, and this time, he didn’t even bother to wait for Helen to call on him. “Just get to the point, will you? What do you want to suggest?”

			“We have two options now. One, increase the tax rate for all the Otherworldians and use their money. Two, we reduce our expenses, cut our salaries by ten percent for a year or so, and give the money saved to the Otherworldians in need.”

			Helen laid the choices out for them, knowing this would lead to a huge debate. She wasn’t going to give herself away this fast. Personally, she was leaning towards the second option. Unlike the other Elders, she seldom spent any money on herself. She didn’t want more than she needed, a huge difference that set her apart from the rest of them.

			As predicted, the Elders erupted into a massive argument. Helen stood by the sidelines for the next few minutes, listening to the fragmented opinions among the hubbub of voices. 

			Everything in Helen’s life felt like a drama, she the main character of the show. She was an actress in her own reality, sparing no effort to perform her role to perfection—not because she relished it but for another reason she would elaborate on later. Even her court regalia resembled a costume—a dark purple ball gown of velvet with a high collar of ruffled lace. The sleeves were long and tight, blooming into puffs at her shoulders and flaring like flowers at her wrists. An ample, voluminous skirt blossomed from her waist, tiny amethysts dotting the hem. It was an impossibly heavy dress, too. Ridiculously formal. The thick layers of velvet and the chapel-length train were a constant reminder of the duties, or better, shackles, she bore. The weight of the Otherworld’s future and the rulers’ expectations rested upon her shoulders, a burden that would remain there for an eternity. 

			As the Representative Elder, people tended to magnify her every movement and place each word that left her lips under a microscope. At other times, they used her as a target. She was a quarry, something they were bent on hunting down. Helen had a profound love for archery, but not when she was the one being assailed by arrows. 

			The blur of purple was still bickering, many of them standing up to make their point clear. The Elite Elders, those garbed in lavender gowns and tuxedos, were doing most of the talking, but judging from the large number of lilac figures among the throng of people, more than a few regular Elders had joined the dispute. The others that had remained in their seats were looking back and forth between the eloquent ones as if watching a game of tennis. Typical Elders. They feasted themselves on juicy gossip and drama, unable to survive a day without anything they deemed exciting. Arguments, especially those that involved mobs of people quarreling over insignificant matters, were their favorite. Every meeting and morning assembly was a war of saliva. 

			“Honestly,” said Benson. “You don’t think we should cut our wages, do you? We’re Elders, members of the royal court. Why should we give up ten percent of our salaries just because some poor Otherworldians can’t afford an education? What does this have to do with us?”

			“Exactly,” said Georgina Curtis, who came from an aristocratic family. “Tell those less decent folks to stop being lazy and work in more jobs. No pain, no gain.”

			“Don’t forget, the high pay—one of the privileges of being an Elder—that’s one of the main reasons we’re having a more than easy time recruiting new blood,” agreed her sister, Mia Curtis. “I know hundreds of teenagers who are dying to join us, and I bet you anything there will be a drastic reduction in the number once we announce our decision of cutting ten percent of our wages. Do we really need another challenge to deal with?”

			“But we can’t impose heavier taxes on the Otherworldians,” said Vincent Foster, one of Helen’s former apprentices who came from Zeru Province himself. “That defies the entire purpose of our plan. We’re here to help the poor, not burden and overwhelm them.”

			“Who said we’re going to overwhelm them?” demanded Jenkins spitefully. “We use the money we collected from them to improve their infrastructure. Fair and square. They pay, they gain. Simple as that. We shouldn’t—”

			“We’re Elders,” said Foster. “Aren’t we supposed to help them? I can’t see how giving up ten percent of our wages would affect our lives. We have more than everything we need. But all that money? It could make a huge difference to the needy.”

			“Well, we could always consider a third option,” said Linda Barnes. “We tax the aristocrats and use their money to aid the poor.”

			“And lose support from the aristocrats, huh?” demanded Liam Aarons. “No, thank you, Miss Barnes. I say we stick with increasing the tax rate for all the Otherworldians fairly.”

			“There’s going to be an uprising at this rate,” Sheldon Richardson, the king’s brother, chimed in. “The people are not going to be happy when they learn of our decision. I second what Foster said. We can live without those luxuries. We already have decent meals, fine clothes, and a lot more than we need.”

			“I agree,” said Lilith. “We don’t need a ton of jewelry to make ourselves look good. Why does it matter if we—?”

			“I’ll tell you why it matters, missy,” cut in Jenkins’s shrill voice. “Our recruitment rate.”

			A group of politicized aristocrats. That was the best description for the Court of the High Advisors, also known as the Elders—courtiers and advisors of the king and queen. They were a royalized version of politicians, dressed up in fancy clothes and frolicking in the palace, basically doing nothing but talking and quarreling and watching “shows” every day. It was enough to drive anyone up the wall. 

			“What about you, Helen? You’ve been so quiet,” said Jenkins with a smirk. “Any thoughts on this?”

			Another violent throbbing of pain struck her like lightning. Helen pressed a hand to her temple and rubbed it, smoothing out a tuft of hair as she did. The last thing she needed was for anyone to think she was more vulnerable than she already was. Praying the pulsing sensation would soon die down, Helen skimmed her notes, trying to concoct an appropriate answer that wouldn’t land her in trouble. 

			“I’m in favor of cutting our wages and giving the money to the Otherworldians in need.” Helen thought without realizing the words had slithered out of her lips. Acknowledging what had happened, she cursed inwardly. The headache had robbed her of her common sense and self-control, blunting her sense of perception. 

			Her statement elicited gasps of astonishment and whispers of disagreement. 

			“You can’t be serious, can you?” said Jenkins. “We give up our hard-earned money to a bunch of lazy, poor—”

			“I know what you’re trying to say, but—”

			“So you don’t care about recruiting new Elders, Madam Representative?” Benson interjected. 

			“The recruitment rate was pretty high last season, so I don’t—”

			“Which is exactly why we can’t risk letting it drop!” said Jenkins. 

			“Does the recruitment rate matter more to you than the welfare of the Otherworldians?” Helen asked, her expression severe.

			“We’re the Court of the High Advisors, not some puny charity organization,” Jenkins retorted.

			“We’ve got families to feed,” agreed Benson. “We are Otherworldians, too, after all. Just because you don’t have any parents and children doesn’t mean we all don’t.”

			Helen ignored his remark, or at least pretended to. She was so used to hurtful comments that it hardly disturbed her. But now the Throne Room was so noisy she could not hear anyone. 

			“Elders,” said King Patrick. “All right, that’s enough.”

			A hush fell upon the crowd. 

			“Helen, please deliver your argument again.” He glared at the others. “And this time, I don’t want any of you interrupting her. As Elders, you are all supposed to uphold the highest standard of courtesy.”

			Helen consulted her scroll, then looked up at everyone. “Like Benson said, we are all Otherworldians. We have the same civil rights and the same privileges and obligations. But in fact, we are not that alike. Some are fortunate enough to be born into high-income households, but not the same can be said for everyone. We didn’t choose our own families. None of us did. None of us can, either. Life is already unfair. Do we have to make it more difficult for them? For the Otherworldians who are struggling to earn a living? Ten percent isn’t that much. With a small cut of our salaries, we can reach out and make a difference.”

			“Thank you very much,” said Queen Marianne. “Elders, we’ll vote on this issue after a minute of consideration. You may exchange opinions with your neighbors and discuss the topic—” she shot Jenkins and Benson a harsh look, “—in a civilized manner.”

			A minute passed by, measured by the whispers rising and falling among the Elders like waves. Helen was grateful she had nobody to confer with, being alone by the thrones. It allowed her a few precious moments of peace. Closing her eyes, she emptied her mind of all thoughts and waited for the stabbing headache to recede as she swiped a hand across her forehead. She leaned her forearms on the podium, making a mental note to rush down to the infirmary to grab a curing potion before dashing off to the next meeting. 

			“All right, Elders, time’s up,” said King Patrick. “You may begin the voting.”

			Helen’s eyes blinked open and met everyone’s gazes. “Those in favor of increasing the tax rate for all Otherworldians?”

			Many hands flew up into the air. A quick count of the votes told Helen there were sixty-seven. Her auto-transcribing pen scribbled the result down on her scroll of notes as she said the number aloud.

			“Those in favor of cutting our salaries by ten percent for a year?”

			A flurry of lavender and lilac sleeves shot up into the air. So did Zack’s and Lilith’s. Helen added her own vote to the seventy-five Elders.

			“And finally, those who wish to abstain?”

			As expected, there were fifty-eight. 

			Helen’s heart sank at the results of the voting. Neither of the two options had garnered half of the votes, which meant a second meeting concerning this topic was warranted. More debating and interpellation preparation in store for her. 

			“Since none of the two proposals has earned a hundred votes or more, we will have another follow-up meeting regarding this issue,” Queen Marianne confirmed Helen’s worst fear. “Next month. So you will all have time to ponder over it.”

			Helen groaned inwardly as her head gave an angry throb. The thought of repeating this morning’s events did less than little to improve her mood. 

			“That marks the end of our morning assembly today, Elders,” said King Patrick. “It’s already nine. You’re dismissed.”

			What was actually an hour felt like a decade to Helen. She walked up to the front, facing the Elders. Many of them eyed her with indignation as if it was her fault they had to go through another debate soon. 

			“Elders, please rise.” Turning to the rulers, the Elders bowed and curtsied. 

			“Rise,” said Queen Marianne. “You may take your leave.”

			Helen watched the sea of purple pour through the double doors, envying the regular Elders. They had a free period later, while she and the Elite Elders had another conference to endure. On the bright side, though, no Jenkins and Benson. The Elite Elders consisted of the few serious Elders who were wholeheartedly devoted to their jobs and concerned about the Otherworld’s future. People like Jenkins and Benson would never make it into the Elite Elders in a thousand years. 

			Collecting her scroll, Helen made her way across the aisle, heading for the infirmary. A bout of dizziness assailed her, and she clutched the brass handles of the doors for support, reeling. It was all she could do to not collapse. 

			“Are you all right, Helen?” said Zack, who was waiting for her in the hallway. 

			A worried Lilith gazed at her as if she were a ticking bomb about to explode. In fact, she was, only that they had no idea. 

			“I’m fine,” Helen answered, managing a smile. 

			This, of course, was a falsehood. But it was a lie she had been telling so often it seemed convincing. 

			Almost.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two - A Lifelong Commitment 

			Battling with her headache, Helen descended the spiral staircase. She had persuaded Zack and Lilith to head straight to the next meeting instead of coming along with her, partly because someone could tell King Patrick and Queen Marianne where she was in case she was late and partly because she wanted to be left alone. 

			Ornamented with fancy finials and volutes, the staircase rippled down to the first floor, the banister an intricate design of curly gilded balusters. The sight of the spiraling path made Helen even dizzier. Clutching the railing, she forced herself to take one step at a time and finally reached the first floor after an arduous effort. 

			The infirmary was a vast room with a vaulted ceiling and rows upon rows of beds, separated by purple curtains. On seeing the arrival of her new patient, Roxanne, the kittenpillar, wriggled up to her. As the royal doctor, she was usually occupied with work in the afternoons and evenings. But that also meant she was free on most mornings. 

			The Elders lived in harmony with the four magical creatures that roamed the Otherworld—bearnixes, unibirds, kittenpillars, and dogfishes. Although most were servants in the palace, they were valued and well-liked. This was because King Patrick and Queen Marianne, who believed in equality, requested the Elders to show respect to the attendants. 

			Bearnixes and dogfishes, the top two aggressive animals among the four, served as guards. Bearnixes, fire spirits, had heads like bears and bodies like phoenixes. Dogfishes, on the other hand, were water spirits with dog-like heads and fish-like bodies. Kittenpillars, the gentlest creatures, worked as nurses, doctors, and chefs. As nature spirits, they had bodies that resembled caterpillars and catlike heads. The unibirds, however, were much different from the others. A stable was built for these unicorns with large, feathery wings. As the spirits of the sky, they preferred being kept outdoors rather than indoors. They played important roles during the Elders’ dressage classes, allowing them to fly on their backs and practice fighting. 

			“Lady Helen,” Roxanne greeted her. “What brings you here?”

			“Headache again,” answered Helen, parking herself in a chair. “Third time this week.” 

			Roxanne observed her, worry written across her face. “You haven’t been sleeping well, I gather?”

			Helen shook her head. “I stayed up until three preparing for this morning’s debate.”

			“Hold on for a moment, and feel free to lie down if you want. I’ll get the curing potion ready in five minutes.” Roxanne inched her way toward a little chamber in the back of the infirmary, disappearing behind the door. 

			Careful to not smudge her mascara and lipstick, Helen buried her head in her arms, waiting for the pulses of pain to recede. She always wore thick makeup every day. Part of her wanted it to conceal who she was deep down. It was her way of tricking herself into believing she could abandon her true identity, assume the role of a proper leader, and behave the way she was expected to.

			It was not an uncommon symptom since she had been sleep-deprived almost every night, swamped with reports, speech drafts, and debate preparation. Her heavy workload also left her very little time for breakfast. She always excused herself from the table after the first thirty minutes to go over her arguments before delivering them during the assembly. 

			Being the Representative Elder, Helen was the leader of the Court of the High Advisors and had been for fourteen years. As the advisors and courtiers of the king and queen, they were also known as the Elders. It was the utmost honor an Otherworldian could achieve—to become an Elder, move into the palace, and serve the king and queen. Yet few people were aware of the difficulties and dilemmas the Elders were forced to go through. Forced to abide by the formal dress code and conform to the palace rules, they led decent yet smothering lives. 

			There were times Helen hated her life. Being confined to a palace where she was expected to always don her fanciest mask and measure her words with great caution. Having coveted her position and the honor and glory that accompanied it, the other Elders made every attempt to attack and humiliate her whenever they could find fault in her responses. They all saw her glory, grace, and glamour, which intensified their envy. One wrong move, one unwise statement, and they would pounce on her faster than lightning.

			“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself, Lady Helen,” said Roxanne, re-emerging from her room. She handed Helen a smoking goblet of pale green liquid she identified as a soothing solution. “I’m worried about you. About your health.”

			“I just don’t understand,” said Helen. “Why in the world are they so determined to make life difficult for me?”

			“Isn’t it obvious? They’re jealous of you.”

			“Why? Because I’m the Representative Elder?”

			“Must be. And also, King Patrick and Queen Marianne favor you. The mean Elders, they wish they could be as outstanding as you.”

			Helen sighed. “Sure, they could try being me for one day. They’d give up and slap themselves for their stupidity for ever wanting to step into my position. It’s beyond exhausting.”

			Roxanne was her confidante, mostly because her frequent headaches propelled her to visit the infirmary more than often, but also partly due to the fact that the good-natured kittenpillar was one of the few in the palace who truly cared for her.

			Roxanne had no idea, however, what Helen was holding back from her. From everyone. She was always enigmatic, mysterious, someone who nobody knew what she had in mind. Nothing about her gave away her true thoughts, who she favored or didn’t, what her past was like, and what made her her. Serious, harsh, and no-nonsense, she was an ideal Representative Elder who always made arguments or decisions without an ounce of emotion. 

			And yet Helen had her own tragic story—one she kept secret for as long as she lived. Having lost her father when she was but an infant, she grew up with her mother, Valerie Edmunds, regarding her as her role model and therefore taking after her stoic, independent personality. Having witnessed the unfairness of life when she was young, Helen was unusually wise yet unusually melancholic as well. 

			Alas, her mother left her when Helen was only twenty-five. Before King Patrick and Queen Marianne created the Otherworld, the Underworld was the only world people with magical blood inhabited. After the queen’s evil siblings, Alta and Alto, dethroned the previous rulers and took over the regime, the Underworld became a world of disorder and chaos. Anyone who dared to defy the tyrants was tortured to death or imprisoned for a lifetime. They painted the cities and towns with innocent blood, terrorizing those who stood up against them. Officers who were acting on their orders monitored the citizens, delivered the punishments, and did the dirty work themselves.

			Valerie Edmunds could have spared herself from such a terrible fate, and yet her strong sense of justice prevailed instead. When one day, she stumbled across an innocent man who was being accused of treason by an officer, she gave her life to save him. After discovering the man’s only living family, his grandmother had been plotting against the evil government, Alta and Alto imprisoned her. Valerie Edmunds did her best to defend him, yet her actions angered the officers. They maimed her, and she expired the following morning.

			The incident brought Helen pain she had never before felt. It destroyed her innocence completely, and never was she the same. Every now and then, she would recall the final conversation she had with her mother by her deathbed. She remembered the tears in her eyes when she related to her for the first time how and why she had named her Helen, a name associated with the moon. 

			“No matter how dark the nights are, the moon shines and sheds light on the world,” she had explained to her. “I want you to be that moon. Illuminate the world with your brightness even when times are turbulent. Do your best to spare the innocent from harm and end the tragedy that’s been going on for ages.”

			Helen remembered the pain on her mother’s face as her last words rang in her ears, the ghostly echoes of yesteryear refusing to exit her memory. She had watched the life leave her mother’s eyes as she promised her everything she had asked of her, vowing to herself she’d keep her past locked up in her and take it to the grave. The misfortune of what had befallen her family had stolen her faith and trust in humanity. Why was it that someone as pure and innocent as her mother had to die while the foolish, brainwashed officers and the masters they served were still out there, ready to claim more innocent lives? 

			It was not long after Valerie Edmunds’s death that Helen made up her mind to join Patrick and Marianne, two ambitious people who were planning to create another world to antagonize the Siblings and realize their beliefs in kindness. They were recruiting followers, who would later grow to become their courtiers and advisors. Both Patrick and Marianne admired Helen’s potential, her wisdom, but mostly, her courage and how she refused to be thwarted by and surrender to the adversities in her life. This was the reason they not only took her under their wing but also named her the first and only Representative Elder. 

			~*~

			Roxanne watched Helen down the contents of her potion, her expression brooding. “How are you feeling?” she asked. 

			“I’m still waiting for it to sink in,” Helen replied. She stared at her lap and fidgeted with her amethyst brooch. She observed the purple gem, watching the candlelight dance on its uneven surface. Tracing a finger across the diamond-encrusted frame, she felt the delicate floral patterns graze her skin. She ran her hand over the two curly silver words engraved on it: Representative Elder.

			Nobody quite understood why Helen was always more than devoted to her work, dedicating every moment of her life to fulfilling her duties and perfecting her performance. To her, work was a defense mechanism, something that diverted her mind and kept her from dwelling on her poignant past. Her title
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