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I was born the daughter of a powerful duke in Bavaria, and from the day I first understood such things, I knew that the weight of lineage and expectation rested quietly upon my shoulders. My name is Charlotte.

Of my earliest years, the memory that shines most warmly is that of my mother. She possessed a gentleness of spirit that softened even the stern halls of our ducal residence, and in her presence the world felt ordered, safe, and full of kindness. I adored her with the unthinking devotion of a child, and she returned that love with a tenderness I believed would last forever.

But fate, as it often does, proved merciless.

When I was still young, my mother went into labour with the child who was to be my younger brother. The household waited in anxious hope for the cry of new life, yet what came instead was a silence that seemed to settle over the entire estate like winter frost. Both my mother and the infant were lost that day. I remember little of the hours that followed, only the strange stillness of the corridors, the hushed voices of servants, and the dreadful knowledge that the light of my childhood had been extinguished.

My father bore the loss with a grief so deep that it seemed to hollow him. He had loved my mother with a devotion rare among men of rank, and for many years after her death he refused all suggestions of remarriage. The advisers of the duchy, however, were persistent men, and their concerns were not easily dismissed. A noble house without a male heir, they reminded him, stood upon uncertain ground. The future of our line demanded prudence rather than sentiment.

Thus, after a long period of mourning, my father at last yielded to their counsel and took a second wife.

By the time she arrived, I had already enjoyed several years of rather unhindered growth. Without a mother's gentle restraint and with a father too wrapped in sorrow to govern my every step, I had become something of a wild creature. I roamed the gardens, climbed trees forbidden to proper young ladies, and rode the estate ponies with far more daring than grace. The servants indulged me, and my father, when he noticed such things at all, would merely smile with a mixture of affection and melancholy.

My new stepmother, Amalie, did not share this indulgence.

From the moment she entered the household, it became clear that she regarded me with a cool and measuring eye. I suspect she found little to admire in a headstrong girl who carried, as many often said, the unmistakable features of the woman who had preceded her. When my father was present she maintained the manners expected of a duchess, but when he travelled or attended to affairs of state, her patience with me grew thin.

It was during those absences that her displeasure revealed itself most plainly. Small disobediences, real or imagined, were met with swift correction, and the freedom I had once enjoyed began to narrow into careful obedience. I soon learned that the safest course was to offer as little reason for reproach as possible.

My father, for his part, remained fiercely devoted to me. More than once I caught him studying my face with an expression that mingled love with quiet sorrow. I had been told often enough that I resembled my mother, and I believe it was that resemblance which bound his heart to me with such strength.

For that reason, and perhaps also from a child's instinct for survival, I did my best to comply with Amalie’s wishes whenever I could. Harmony in the household, however fragile, seemed preferable to the storms that followed open defiance.

Secretly, I nurtured a hope that was perhaps unkind, yet very natural for a girl in my position. I prayed that my stepmother would soon bear my father the son he desired. A brother, I thought, would surely command all her attention and ambition.

And perhaps then she might finally forget about me.

*  *  *
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My stepmother possessed many fine things, as befitted a duchess, yet among them all there was one object she valued above every other: a magnificent mirror that stood nearly the height of a man. Its frame was carved from dark walnut and ornamented with delicate vines and gilded leaves, while the glass itself was so clear and flawless that it reflected every detail with unsettling precision.

She had brought this mirror with her from her parents’ estate when she came to our household, and it was placed in the most prominent position in her private chamber. The servants polished it with almost ceremonial care, and none of them would dare move it even an inch without her express command.

I had noticed long before that she spent an unusual amount of time before it. At first I thought this no more than the ordinary vanity of a beautiful woman, for indeed my stepmother Amalie was striking to behold. Her features were delicate and perfectly balanced, her hair the colour of dark honey, and her posture carried the effortless grace of one who had always known admiration. Yet there was a chill in her beauty, something distant and untouchable, like sunlight on a frozen lake.

One afternoon, while passing the corridor outside her chamber, I happened to hear her voice within. The door had not been fully closed, and through the narrow opening her words drifted into the hallway. What I heard caused me to stop at once.

She was speaking.

At first I assumed she must be addressing one of her maids, yet I heard no second voice. Curious and perhaps a little alarmed, I remained quietly by the door. Then, to my astonishment, she asked in a clear and deliberate tone:

“Mirror, tell me truly, who is the most beautiful woman in the land?”

For a moment there was silence.

Then another voice answered.

It was calm and measured, neither male nor female, and it seemed to come from the very air itself.

“You, my lady, are the most beautiful woman in the country.”

I felt a chill run through me.

Through the narrow gap I could see my stepmother standing before the tall mirror, her expression softening into a smile of deep satisfaction. She inclined her head slightly, as though receiving a compliment she had long expected, and remained there for a moment admiring her own reflection.

I slipped away as quietly as I could, my mind racing with astonishment. Of course I could not deny the truth of the mirror’s words. Amalie truly was beautiful, even I had to concede that much. Yet it was a beauty that seemed carved from marble rather than warmed by kindness.

The discovery stirred my curiosity beyond measure.

During the following days I watched carefully, and before long I realized that the scene I had witnessed was no singular event. Each morning, without fail, my stepmother stood before the great mirror and asked the same question. And each morning the mirror answered in the same calm voice, assuring her that she was indeed the most beautiful woman in the land.

The ritual pleased her immensely.

For a time I regarded it merely as a strange household secret. Yet as I observed her daily satisfaction, a thought began to form in my mind, at first only faintly, like the beginning of a mischievous whisper.

What, I wondered, would happen if one
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