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      To my family, with love

    

  


  
    
      
        
        There is the great lesson of “Beauty and the Beast”; that a thing must be loved before it is lovable.

      

      

      

      
        
        ―G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy
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      Undoubtedly, the most familiar version of the classic French tale La Belle et la Bête is Walt Disney’s animated classic Beauty and the Beast. It was my introduction to the story, and out of its prologue was born the idea for this book. Who was the enchantress who cast the spell on the prince? Was she some do-gooder wandering around, looking for someone to enchant? What if she were under a curse herself? She’s barely mentioned, yet without her there would be no story.

      While The Rose and the Wand is the enchantress’s story, it necessarily includes Beast and Beauty’s story. I thoroughly enjoyed reading and watching different versions of their tale as inspiration for my own. I was particularly intrigued by Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont’s La Belle et la Bête, which is probably the most well known of the early French versions. It was originally published in Beaumont’s The Young Misses Magazine, Containing Dialogues Between a Governess and Several Young Ladies of Quality, Her Scholars, and was designed to teach that virtue is more important than superficial attributes. (This is also one of the lessons of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, one of my favorite stories.) For those unfamiliar with Beaumont’s La Belle et la Bête, I have included a brief summary at the end of this introduction.

      But back to the enchantress. Her identity was not the only question to have plagued me concerning Beauty and the Beast. What would be the consequences of a prince suddenly disappearing from society? Did he have family or connections who would notice his sudden seclusion? How did the villagers not know there was a castle nearby, especially if their prince lived there? Or was he their prince? How did he support himself during this time?

      Different versions of the story have different answers, and to follow suit, I have my own. I hope you enjoy them, as well as my imagining of the enchantress who turned the proud prince into the hideous beast we, like Beauty, came to love.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A brief summary of Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont’s La Belle et la Bête (1756)

      

      

      Beauty is the youngest and most beautiful daughter of a wealthy merchant. While her siblings are arrogant and selfish, Beauty is kind and loving. When her father loses his fortune, the family is forced to move to a small house in the country. There, Beauty willingly takes on the task of caring for her family, doing the duties their servants had done previously, while her sisters look on in scorn. Only her father loves and values her.

      On his return from a business trip, her father gets lost in a snowstorm and takes shelter in a seemingly abandoned castle. Invisible servants take care of his needs and send him on his way the next morning. Passing through a garden on his way out, he picks a bouquet of roses for Beauty—no roses grow near their home. A beast suddenly appears and demands his life in payment for stealing the roses, which are the thing the beast values most in the universe. When the merchant begs forgiveness, citing a desire to please his daughter as the reason for taking the roses, Beast says he will forgive him if he brings one of his daughters to live at the castle. Otherwise, he must return in three months’ time.

      The merchant hurries home, planning to say goodbye to his family, but upon telling his tale, Beauty insists on going to the castle. Brokenhearted but unable to prevent her, the merchant takes Beauty to the castle.

      Beast treats Beauty very well, and each night he asks her to marry him. Beauty soon grows accustomed to Beast’s appearance and comes to see great kindness in him and to enjoy his simple, but honest, conversation. He gives her a mirror that allows her to see her father.

      After three months, he allows Beauty to visit her heartsick father on the promise that she return in a week. She need only lay her ring on a table before going to bed to travel to her father or to return to Beast.

      Her father is overjoyed at her return, but her two unhappily married sisters—one married to a handsome but selfish, vain man and the other to a witty man who uses his gifts to demean others, including his wife—conspire to make her overstay her week’s visit. Envious of the gowns and gifts Beast has given Beauty and resentful of the contrast she provides to their selfishness, they hope Beast will eat Beauty for not returning at the designated time. Beauty at last realizes her sisters’ wickedness and the depth of her affection for Beast and returns to the castle.

      Beast is dying from a broken heart because he thinks Beauty will not return. She begs him not to die and declares her love for him, vowing to marry him. He transforms into a handsome prince, and then a beautiful woman appears and commends Beauty for her choice and turns Beauty’s sisters into statues.

      

      “Beauty,” said this lady, “come and receive the reward of your judicious choice; you have preferred virtue before either wit or beauty, and deserve to find a person in whom all these qualifications are united.” (Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont’s La Belle et la Bête, 1756)
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        Henly Manor, near Florenburg, in the kingdom of Sonser, in the year of our Lord 1826

        Lady Alexandria Floraison

      

      

      Beautiful, flawless, graceful, poised, exquisite. These were the epithets bestowed on our family. People said it was as if the most skilled sculptor in the world carved us out of purest marble, draped the night sky upon our heads for hair, stole the changing colors of the sea for our eyes, and crushed the silky rose petals to tint our lips.

      A few of the servants believed this was true, especially with regard to us being carved of marble. Doubtless, the idea addressed more than our perfectly formed figures and unblemished skin.

      Beautiful were our persons and beautiful were our tastes. We cared for nothing that was not lovely and approaching perfection, be it person, painting, animal, or dress. It was our greatest fault, though we knew it not.

      We soon learned.
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        * * *

      

      An enchantress’s wand was light, though sturdy, yet holding it out for an extended length of time proved unpleasant for the arms.

      “How is the sketch coming, Gabriella?”

      My sister glanced from her sketchbook to the brightly colored bird suspended over the forest path between us, held in place for as long as my wand-arm held steady.

      My horse shifted under me, shying to the right, away from the other forest creature I held in place. Caught charging between two fir trees, the snarling wolf eyed the horses hungrily even in its frozen state. Alas, my training had not taught me how to cast a lasting spell of this sort.

      The wrinkles of concentration disappeared from Gabriella’s face and were replaced by the glow of enthusiasm. “Wonderfully. This species has such rich colors and is so rarely seen in this part of Sonser, especially in the winter. Papa will be delighted to have it included in his book.”

      Her enjoyment, and the prospect of my father’s upon receiving the hand-illustrated book of birds as his birthday gift, eased the burning in my arms. But not much.

      “I meant, how much longer?”

      My sister glanced between the bird, the wolf, and my outstretched arms, a mischievous smile curving her lips. “You could try singing to them. You do have a lovely voice, Alexandria. You could charm them into friendship with you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut as my arms sent a fresh reminder of their discomfort. “I am not a princess in distress, or one in need of help cleaning. Although, I must admit I would gladly burst into song if the forest creatures would support my arms as readily as they do a princess’s broom.”

      Gabriella chuckled, her pencil moving in quick, short strokes. “I’m almost done.”

      As she worked, I studied the wolf. It was taller than I expected. With its mix of black and light gray fur and its sleek build, it must be quite a stunning sight racing through the forest in the dark of night with moonlight shining on its coat.

      But its bared, bright red gums and sharp teeth painted a different picture of it. The unique yellowish-green of its eyes slipped from exotic to eerie, and I shivered.

      If only I could leave it there for our gamekeeper to take care of, but the wolfhounds would have to find it again.

      Although wolves were typically more of a danger to livestock than humans, Papa’s guests would have to be warned, though few ventured off the well-worn path to the river. My father, like his father before him, was a widely respected statesman and much sought-after lecturer. It was customary for many of the notables of Sonser and the neighboring kingdoms to spend a few weeks with us for his birthday celebration. Our house was always full of guests during this time, and this year was no exception. My sisters, Eva and Gabriella, and I mingled occasionally with the visitors, but my father usually kept them well occupied. I didn’t mind. I preferred it that way. I had more than once sought the solitude and beauty of the fields and woods of our estate during their stay.

      A single strand of hair loosened in the breeze and tickled my nose. I bent my head back to shake it away. “It’s a pity the sun is not out. Your bird’s coloration would surely be brilliant in the sunlight.”

      “Yes, I know, but I’ll make do. It will only be another minute or two. I appreciate your patience, Alexandria.”

      “I can last a few more minutes.” With a diversion. I studied the horizon.

      Thick, low clouds trailed across the sky above like the train of a gray robe. Winter was king, and his touch left the sky dull and the air chill. His was a silent kingdom. Even the forest had little to say. The soft crunch of a light, late snowfall under the horses’ hooves, the whip of wind through the bare branches above, were but gentle whispers in the peaceful wood. Even the rush of the river, high with melted snow from a short thaw, was muted from its passage through the trees.

      I marveled at the transformation the forest went through every year, at the harshness of winter bringing beauty in spring.

      “Lady Gabriella. Lady Alexandria. May we be of assistance?”

      I jerked at the Duke of Lofton’s voice, but not in displeasure. Tall and pale with silver hair and a distinguished air, Jonathon Lofton was one of the few truly acceptable guests staying with us this year. He also had the distinction of being a prominent enchanter and an old friend of my father’s.

      Alas, the crunch of snow accompanied not one, but two gentlemen as they walked down the snow-lined path.

      “Good heavens!” The other—tall, thin Lord Ellsworth—stopped so quickly he nearly tipped over. He pointed a shaky finger beyond me to the stationary wolf.

      “That’s a wolf.” Lord Ellsworth swung around to face Gabriella. “Why haven’t you fled? That’s a wolf, not some overgrown box, I mean fox. It … it could easily take down your horse and you with it.”

      “Really, Lord Ellsworth.” I stopped the young man’s impertinent lecture with a glare since Gabriella didn’t seem inclined to do anything but gape at him. “I have the situation under control. You might have noticed that the animal hasn’t moved.”

      He swallowed his next words and obediently followed my gaze to study the wolf. He brushed his shaggy hair, a peculiar shade of red, from his eyes. “No, it hasn’t, but⁠—”

      The Duke of Lofton’s chuckles drew everyone’s attention to him as he walked to the wolf, his wand in his hand. “Neither have you, Lady Alexandria. Have you not been trained to leave a lasting spell? Release the wolf. I will take care of it.”

      My arm ached to obey, but I stiffened it. “But, Your Grace, you’re so close.”

      “It will have no time to recover from the shock of your spell, I assure you.” The confident smile he gave with his sideways glance eased my concern, and I scolded myself for ever having doubted him.

      I made a flinging motion with my fingers and gladly drew my burning arm to my chest, just as the wolf appeared to melt and reform into a fluffy, white sheep.

      In my shock, my wand-arm went slack, and the bird’s chirp, long captive in its throat, escaped. Then it went silent again, frozen in place once more.

      While the rest of us stared slack-jawed, the duke, snickering like a little boy at play, slipped his wand back into its place. He rubbed his hands together before straightening his jacket and meeting my eye. He shrugged, a grin making him look much younger than he was, and gestured to the sheep. “I couldn’t resist. The spells will last for an hour, and then the animals shall return to normal.”

      “Everything I have heard of your skill is true then.”

      He shrugged again and brushed a soothing hand over my horse’s muzzle. “That depends on what you’ve heard. I have had more time for learning and more occasion for using magic than most.” His focus, seemingly far away for a moment, snapped back to the present, to me. “I commend you for being able to do what you did. Few bother to learn more than the basics now. I would gladly teach you and your sisters more advanced spells. You’re more than capable.”

      My aching arms were proof enough of how little training I had compared to the duke, and among my peers I was not reckoned to be lacking. Although I doubted I would ever need to know how to transform one beast into another, a Floraison never turned down an opportunity to improve, especially not from such an instructor. A thrill of anticipation and gratefulness swept through me.

      “It would be an honor to learn from you, Your Grace.” I looked to Gabriella, anticipating her excitement at his offer, but she was handing her sketchbook and pencils to Lord Ellsworth, telling him of following the bird until I caught it in a spell and then the wolf sneaking up on us.

      Quiet laughter passed between them, and she smiled down at him. At the plain, awkward Marcel Ellsworth, who tripped over his words and feet with equal frequency.

      And that was more alarming than the wolf that would soon return to life.
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        * * *

      

      “She actually called him by his Christian name.” I stared down the arrow’s narrow shaft to the gold center of the target seventy yards away, near the end of the lawn dedicated to archery, and then released it. In quick succession, I nocked and shot another arrow, and then another, hitting each of the three targets dead center.

      “You’re joking.” My sister Eva, drawing and shooting at a leisurely pace, put four arrows around each of mine, each along the rim of the gold center.

      “I thought I had misheard, but it happened twice.” It was simply unfathomable. What could she mean by it? At nineteen, she was two years too young for suitors, and such informality as calling a man by his Christian name might be considered encouragement. Not that she could ever wish to encourage the likes of Lord Ellsworth. Only someone equal in talents, beauty, wit, and rank was suitable for a Floraison.

      Using the remaining arrows in my quiver, I outlined one-half of the gold center of each target with arrows. Eva completed the outline as the clip-clop of hooves announced Gabriella and Sterling, her giant of a horse.

      I took a few of Eva’s arrows and nocked one, preparing to do a tighter circle around the dead-center arrow of the nearest target. I paused as the wind whipped across the lawn, swaying the dangling branches of the weeping willows scattered along the walk from the pleasure gardens behind us to the river some ways down the walk to our right.

      “Don’t be afraid of the wind, Alexandria.” Gabriella, bow in hand and quiver dangling from her belt, laughed at me from her perch on Sterling.

      “Who’s afraid of it?” The chill breeze continued to lash my face and my neck, but I shifted my stance, took aim, and let the arrow fly.

      Slightly up and to the right of dead center instead of directly above it. I tsked and quickly nocked another arrow and let it fly. Perfect. I settled for an incomplete circle and sent Gabriella to fetch the arrows.

      On her return, she galloped past the targets, sending an arrow into the golden heart of each.

      Clapping and a few cheers drew our attention to a group of Papa’s guests strolling down the path to the river. Marcel Ellsworth was among them. His gaze fastened on Gabriella, and he stopped and tipped his hat at us, his pause nearly tripping up the man walking behind him. He and the other gentleman laughed and clapped one another on the back. With another glance at Gabriella, whose own smile indicated amusement—one could almost say fond amusement—he continued on with the rest of the guests.

      “That Lord Marcel Ellsworth,” Eva, seventeen and the youngest of us, added with a smirk at the hat-tipper and a quizzical glance at Gabriella, “makes me glad I am too young for suitors.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone so gangly in my life.” I nocked another arrow and pulled back the bowstring. Had I truly seen fondness in her smile? Surely not. “The man looks rather like a stork, and is about as intelligible. He stutters and stammers so that one cannot get a full sentence out of him.”

      “Who would want to talk with him anyway?” Eva ran a gloved hand along the arc of her bow. “He would never do as a subject for one of my portraits. His face has no symmetry. His ears are too big for his head, and there’s a gap between his front teeth,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Marcel—Lord Ellsworth, I mean”—Gabriella’s horse snorted and pranced under her as she spoke—“may not match the Floraison standard of beauty and poise, yet I find him an agreeable companion.” She frowned as she leaned forward to rub the horse’s neck, the frown making her look much like Mama when she was about to scold us. The displeasure in her voice was reminiscent of Mama’s as well. “You might like him, too, if you would speak to him kindly and get to know him.” She glared at me. “Give him a chance, Alexandria. You too, Eva.”

      I huffed as I refilled my quiver with the arrows Gabriella had brought back. “An artistic critique is the only notice Lord Ellsworth deserves to receive from the daughters of the Duke of Henly, Gabriella.”

      Gabriella’s lips pressed together in a thin line.

      “You always did have an odd attraction to the runts of the wolfhound’s litters. You don’t extend those feelings to gentlemen, do you?”

      “Certainly not!” Gabriella’s rosy cheeks turned a deeper hue, and she cantered off for another set of shots.

      So I had hit a mark. But from where did this indignation spring? The implication that she favored Marcel? Or the comparison of Marcel to the runt of a litter of puppies? Surely, she understood he did not possess the qualities necessary to fit into the Floraison family. Indeed, few were eligible for admission.

      It may have been cruel of me to press the issue, but as the eldest daughter, I felt it my duty to protect my sisters from foolish fancies, from heartbreak over men the family would never approve of.

      “Imagine Lord Ellsworth’s portrait,” I began as Gabriella returned to us, bringing all the shot arrows with her, “hanging in the family gallery next to the one of Grandfather, who was considered the epitome of manly beauty. Or next to Papa’s, for he’s almost the exact image of Grandfather and is known far and wide for his skill as an orator and statesman.” I gestured toward a willow gracing the lawn’s edge as if it were the offending likeness.

      Gabriella and I both gasped as an image of Marcel appeared in a shimmering gilded frame over the table holding the archery equipment.

      Eva, the culprit, giggled as she flicked her wand, tweaking Marcel’s ears and nose into a ridiculous caricature of himself.

      A blue blur streaked past me through the illusion, and Marcel’s face melted into streams of color that flowed to the table and disappeared with a poof.

      Gabriella lowered her bow. “Yes, I get it. He’s no Adonis. And though he’s not nearly so unattractive in appearance as you make him out to be, he would look plain next to Papa or Grandfather. But have you nothing better to accuse him of?”

      Well, yes, actually. He was clumsy, he stuttered, and his rank, though I hadn’t delved into his family history, was inferior to our own—just for starters.

      But I held my tongue. Gabriella’s tastes, I sometimes noted, were not as refined as the rest of the family’s, but I doubted even she would develop a serious affection for a mudpuppy like Marcel.

      But she held my gaze as if expecting a reply. A frustrated sigh escaped her as she finally turned away. “Sterling and I are going for a ride. I’ll see you later,” she muttered as she left.

      Eva scoffed and picked up her bow. “Let’s back up a few more paces, shall we?”

      Several shots later, she squealed as her arrow thudded into the grassy mound beyond the target. I barely bit back a laugh of surprise. She’d not missed the inner rings and gold center of the target since she was seven, and the target itself since, well, ever. “Whatever happ⁠—”

      “Really, Alexandria!” Her eyes flashed as she spun to face me. “You could have warned me you were going to practice some of the tricks the Duke of Lofton has been teaching you this past week.”

      I looked at her quizzically, then took my shot. “I don’t know what you’re talking about—Eek.” My own arrow, my perfectly shot arrow, plunged into the grass next to Eva’s.

      There was only one explanation: someone had bewitched the arrows.

      “Father.” Eva punched her hands to her hips and glared at Papa and the Duke of Lofton as they emerged, grinning, from behind the nearest willow.

      “My, my. Father, is it?” Papa tucked his wand away in his navy blue jacket. “I must have committed an egregious offense to have earned that stiff title. I had no idea it was such a serious competition. What were you shooting for? Not for one of the single guests, I hope.”

      “Gracious no.” I set my bow aside and hugged Papa before curtsying to the Duke of Lofton. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

      “Good morning, Lady Alexandria. Lady Eva.” The Duke of Lofton returned my greeting with a graceful bow. A man like him, only much younger, would be perfect for Gabriella.

      Papa wrapped my arm around his, and I was surprised how nice his warmth felt. “I was about to show Lofton our collection of enchanted mirrors. Won’t you two join us? We seldom make use of them, or enjoy them.”

      I stepped closer to Papa as another breeze whipped my skirts about my legs. “You’ve piqued my curiosity. I will gladly accompany you.” And the library always had a cheerful fire burning in the hearth.

      Eva left us for a history lesson with Mama, and the duke, Papa, and I retreated to the warmth of the library.

      Papa unlocked and opened one of the drawers forming the base of a section of shelves in the corner of the room.

      “This is an interesting one. You’ll never guess what it does, Lofton.” A boyish expression, one like pride in a sandcastle, softened his face. He held up the Fête mirror, its square back and handle a dull off-white, an exact match to the linen tablecloth used at dinner.

      With an inquiring arch of his eyebrow, the Duke of Lofton accepted the mirror from Papa. A crimson blotch appeared on the mirror’s back as it touched his hand.

      I smothered a smile, stepped up to Papa and took his arm.

      Papa smirked at his friend. “Did you perchance spill a drop of the red wine served with dinner last night?”

      “Yes, but how did you know?”

      Papa turned the mirror over in his hand and pointed to the spot. “The Fête mirror, better known as the ‘What’s for dinner?’ mirror, shows the kitchen and dining room of our house as well as those of our neighbors and the villagers. It also tends to mimic tablecloth designs … and stains.”

      Turning the mirror back over, the duke snorted. “What toys we enchanters have. What of the other mirrors?” He glanced over the many drawers and shelves holding our collection of rare books and treasures.

      A frown gave Papa wrinkles he didn’t usually have. “They’re not toys. Though this one seems childish enough, I believe it is nothing more than an apprentice’s exercise, a stepping stone.”

      “A stepping stone to what? A mirror that lets you smell dinner?” The Duke of Lofton’s eyes twinkled. “That would be tantalizing.”

      Papa tapped his friend’s arm. “A stepping stone to something you’d be hard-pressed to equal, even in all the spells and enchanted objects mentioned in your closely guarded Enchanter’s List.”

      The duke arched a white eyebrow. An arched eyebrow, as Papa always said, was the voice of skepticism. And challenge.

      Papa cocked his head to look at me. “What say you, Alexandria? Shall we take him to the pinnacle of magic mirrors straightaway or one step at a time?”

      The steps being the Fête mirror, the Rappelez-vous mirror, and the Demandez à Voir mirror, I presumed. The latter was certainly unique and dangerous in the wrong hands, but I wasn’t sure I’d call it the “pinnacle of magic mirrors.” Papa did know it better than I, however. “By all means, let us build the suspense for our guest. The saying ‘save the best for last’ may be hackneyed, but the idea is just as true.”

      “I quite agree, my dear.” Papa took the Fête mirror from the duke and laid it on the small end table separating the shelves and a comfortable reading chair.

      The duke smiled, as if humoring us.

      Papa pulled a ring with three small keys from his waistcoat pocket and unlocked the two drawers below the one that housed the Fête mirror. He opened the middle drawer. An ornately carved ebony mirror rested in it.

      Papa picked it up. “The Rappelez-vous mirror reveals memories.” He paused at a rap on the door and then bade the servant enter.

      James stared but a moment at the mirror before remembering himself. “Excuse me, Your Grace, but you requested I find you a half hour before your next session was to begin.” He cleared his throat. “It’s a half hour before, Your Grace, and you have two requests for private meetings, a Lord Gibbon and a Lord Vandross.”

      The Duke of Lofton chuckled at Papa’s crestfallen look. “A mentor’s work is never done.”

      Shaking his head, Papa laid the mirror beside the other on the table. “Won’t you come? I believe your knowledge would benefit Lord Gibbon in particular. We can finish this later.”

      The duke shrugged. “I don’t recall the name, but I have a better memory for faces than names. I will come with you.”

      Papa cupped his hand over my elbow. “Would you put these away for me?”

      “Of course.”

      He pointed to the bottom drawer, unlocked but unopened. “But remember⁠—”

      I held up my hand. “We are not to allow the Demandez à Voir mirror to tempt us to become Peeping Toms or international spies.” I finished his teasing warning.

      Smiling, he gently squeezed my arm and followed the duke out of the room.

      As the door closed behind them, I pulled out my own set of keys—a gift and responsibility given to each family member, and only family members, on his or her twelfth birthday.

      Bending over, I found the key to lock the bottom drawer. The duke hadn’t even caught a glimpse of the famed Demandez à Voir mirror. Neither had I for several years. I let the key fall back against the others and opened the drawer.

      Silver with roses twined about its handle and back, the Demandez à Voir mirror lay off-center in the drawer. An oval ruffling of the velvet lining opposite it was the only trace of its lost mate.

      The most fascinating, and, according to my father the most dangerous, this mirror could conjure an image of whomever or whatever was requested. No person was too distant or place too obscure. It was a gateway to the rest of the world and to the secrets of its inmates. Though Papa hinted that wasn’t the limit of its abilities, he never gave any indication of what else it was capable of doing.

      Light glinted invitingly off its rose-wreathed handle. What mysteries would its silver face illuminate? I reached out, but my fingers never touched it. It was an understood rule that the mirrors, and this mirror in particular, were not to be used lightly.

      With the soft scrape of little-used tracks, I shut the drawer and locked it.

      After putting the Fête mirror back in its proper place, I reached for the Rappelez-vous mirror. I touched it and drew back. An unnatural warmth seeped from its handle. A silver line raced the contours of a rose on the back of the ebony mirror. I blinked, and it was solid black again.

      I poked it with my finger. It was still warm. Well, it is an enchanted mirror, after all, and wands grew warm at an enchanter’s touch. Why not a mirror? Scoffing at my nonsense, at my rapidly beating heart, I got a firm grip on the mirror and held it before my face.

      “Mirror of memory, of things forgotten and things remembered, a memory I ask of thee, a memory of …” Which would I like to see? One I couldn’t recall on my own would, of course, be the only thing worth viewing. “My father’s mother, my namesake, who died before my first birthday.”

      Its face, a dull bronze in the tradition of ancient mirrors, slowly filled with spots of white as bright as the sun until I was forced to turn away.

      When the light dimmed, I opened my eyes.

      In the mirror’s face was the image of a woman, lovely and young, yet not so young as I, seated at a writing desk. She resembled my grandmother in her wedding portrait.

      What memory was this?

      The woman sifted through palm-sized slips of newspaper.

      “What are you doing, Mama?”

      I cocked my head at the child’s voice coming from the one whose memory I was viewing. A young boy’s?

      Perhaps the mirror had prepared this memory for Papa as he held it in his hand. In which case it was also a memory I’d asked for—one of my grandmother, Alexandria.

      The woman looked down at the boy, the mirror, me. She smiled in the loving way of mothers. “Alfred, where did you come from? I didn’t hear you come in.” She extended her arm, curving it just enough to fit a young boy’s shoulders.

      My vision shifted to see my grandmother’s side and then a spread of clippings on a table.

      “What are the pieces of paper?”

      “Clippings from the newspaper. Whenever I come across a story or article that interests me, I clip it and put it in this box.” She waved her clippings-filled hand over a worn hatbox. “I’ve been doing this since I was a little older than you.” She laid her handful on the table.

      “Are you going to read them all again?”

      She chuckled. “No, I was looking for two specific articles. I felt when I clipped them as a girl that there was some connection between them, that they were important somehow, to someone.”

      “To you?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “No, not to me, or to you. Not directly, at least.” Her face relaxed and she smiled. “I wanted to find them again to figure it out. Won’t you help me?”

      Grandmamma’s face moved up and down, presumably as my father nodded.

      He watched as she sorted through the papers until, with an exclamation of joy, she laid two pieces on the table in front of them. I listened as she read the articles to him, pointing out the words as she did.

      
        
        The Enchanter’s Journal, “A Mystery in Sonser”

        October 20, 1756

      

      

      
        
        The Duke of Henly recently announced that one of the Demandez à Voir mirrors has vanished from his estate near Florenburg. The fact only one item was taken makes it doubtful the Magic Collectors were behind this latest theft of an enchanted object. The mate of the missing mirror refuses to show the image of its lost twin, or of anything else, but such is the way with these enchanted mirrors. “The disappearance of the Demandez à Voir mirror is a complete mystery to me,” declared the Duke of Henly. He is offering a reward for information leading to its return.

      

      

      
        
        The Gilden Times, Society Column

        November 2, 1756

      

      

      
        
        Silk and satin abounded at the funeral of the Princess Simone. As beautiful and cold in death as in life, the princess was laid to rest in a cream-colored dress of exquisite lace. Conspicuous by his absence was the lady’s only living relative—her nephew, Prince Gérard Bête. He appears to have retreated to his castle at Silvestris, undoubtedly to escape his inferiors. Yet, who isn’t beneath a handsome and wealthy man with the hereditary title of prince? Princess Simone battled pneumonia for a month before her passing. Her elegance and beauty will be greatly missed.

      

      

      Squiggly pen strokes underlined several related words. I glanced at the date of the earlier article. 1756. My grandmother would have been eleven. Was the connection one of vocabulary?

      Yet, Grandmamma was said to have had a special sense about things, about the future. After all, she had a clipping concerning the disappearance of the Floraison’s Demandez à Voir mirror ten years before she married into the family.

      The yellowed papers faded back into the green bronze of a reflectionless mirror.

      Wondering if Grandmamma ever discovered the connection, I locked the mirror back in its drawer and left the library to prepare for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I sat reading in the morning room until I had too much of the fire’s warmth and then headed upstairs to fetch my cloak and handbag for a walk. The bang of the main door as it swung open and the masculine shouts that blew in caught my attention as I descended the stairs.

      Terrible grammar.

      It could only mean one thing—a peasant was seriously ill or injured.

      Gabriella rushed across the foyer, her cloak flying behind her and her cheeks red from the bite of the cold wind blowing in with her. “Alexandria, do you know where Papa is? A wild boar gored one of the villagers as he was hunting.”

      My stomach twisted. “He left earlier with his guests. I’m not sure where they went. Have you sent for the surgeon?” I glanced at the family crest and motto emblazoned over the door.

      Mercy, Justice, Charity.

      The latter of the family motto tended to bring us a lot of unpleasantness.

      “He’s on his way.” Gabriella turned down a corridor, and I followed, barely making out her reply over the clip of our heels on the marble floor. She glanced over her shoulder. “I wish Mama wasn’t visiting Lady Tannon today.”

      So did I.

      A glimpse of white apron pulled us to a stop outside of the breakfast room. Wide-eyed, the maid stared at us as we rushed in.

      “Mary, there’s been an accident. Send for Papa—the surgeon may want him to assist. And tell Johns to open the surgery.”

      “At once, my lady.” She curtsied and dashed out the door and down the passageway.

      Gabriella and I raced back to the main entrance and out the door. Four men neared the stairs, each gripping one corner of a coarse blanket on which moaned a walrus of a man. A crimson line marked their path.

      My breath caught.

      Without Mama and Papa there, it fell to me to be hostess for this unfortunate guest. I shuddered and then squared my shoulders.

      The villager who’d come ahead and warned Gabriella stood panting near us. His lean frame and pockmarked face triggered a memory.

      “You there!” I said. “You brought the last injured man here. Do you remember where the ice cellar is?”

      He gave a floppy nod.

      “Go fetch some ice and take it to the surgery. It will slow infection.”

      He nodded and jogged off with his hand pressed to his side.

      What else did we need? I turned to Gabriella. She stared at the wounded man with a pained expression on her face. “Gabriella, make sure the servants put water on to boil and place the candles where they’ll give the most light.”

      “Yes, Alexandria.” She took two steps and then stopped at a horrible cry coming up the lane.

      “Jimmy! Jimmy!” A woman in a drab blue dress wailed as she stumbled toward us. Behind her jogged a chubby boy about ten years old.

      I groaned. Peace from distraught wives was another thing we offered the patient, and more importantly, the surgeon.

      The woman screamed like a banshee when she reached her husband, and then collapsed onto the gravel lane. The boy caught her round the shoulders and managed to keep her senseless head from hitting the ground.

      It wasn’t the usual method of establishing peace from distraught wives, but it would work.

      I yanked the handbag off my wrist. “Gabriella, never mind about the hot water. They should know to do that. Take this. There’s some lavender water in it. It will help keep the woman calm after she wakes. Have the servants take her and the boy to the morning room. It should be far enough away from the surgery so they won’t hear any … noises.”

      Gabriella gave me a weak smile as she took the handbag. She knelt and helped the boy lift his mother into a sitting position.

      A loud neigh and the clatter of hooves moving at breakneck speed down the lane announced the surgeon’s arrival. He reined in his horse, sending gravel flying.

      I watched as the horse pranced under the surgeon’s firm hand, grateful the man’s love for the theatric was tempered by the principles of his profession—he always made sure no one was in range of the spewed gravel.

      He dismounted and handed the reins to a stable boy watching the excitement. He tipped his hat to me and walked alongside the bearers.

      I joined them, and the surgeon turned from his patient to me. “Is everything ready, Lady Alexandria?”

      “It should be, or very nearly, at least.”

      “Is the duke here?”

      “No, Sir Guy. Mama’s not either.”

      He paused and studied my face. “Would you help me? I’ll need an extra pair of hands, and the duke says you have a cool head and steady hands.”

      My hands weren’t steady enough to untie the knot in my stomach, but I couldn’t deny that like all Floraisons, I could handle blood and stress when I needed to. “Of course I will.”

      He patted my shoulder. “Good girl. I knew I could count on you.”

      We guided the bearers to the surgery and placed the patient on the table. I showed the men to the morning room and then collected a bottle of brandy to ease the patient’s pain. As I hurried back down the hallway someone careened around a corner and slammed me into the wall. The bottle slipped from my hands and shattered on the floor.

      I glared at the imbecilic oaf still pressing me to the wall.

      Marcel Ellsworth.

      Why was I not surprised?

      “Forgive me, Lady Alexandria.” He pulled me hastily from the wall.

      I stumbled forward a step before getting my balance. “Release me, sir, before you do more harm. What is the meaning of this?”

      “That’s what I want to know. I mean, your father sent me to fetch something, and I hear yelling and see blood on the ground outside. I was so worried. Is Lady Gab—everyone in the family well?”

      “A peasant’s been hurt. We’re about to do surgery, and you’ve broken the pain relief.”

      His eyes widened as he looked at the spilled brandy. “I’m s-so very, very s-sorry.” He took a step back and slipped on the wet floor.

      I caught him by the arm, and he righted himself. Red blotches popped out all over his face.

      “I’m s-sorry again. And th-thank you. Is there anything I can do to help? Comfort the family? Get your father? I’m so happy your family is well.”

      “No—yes, fetch another bottle of brandy and meet me in the surgery.”

      Gabriella asked that I give him a chance. This would be it; after all, a member of the Floraison family, by birth or marriage, should be able to handle all situations with poise and confidence.

      His eyes bugged, but he nodded.

      And stood there.

      “The brandy, Lord Ellsworth. Hurry.” I shooed him away and returned to the patient.

      Marcel went deathly pale the moment he entered the surgery, swayed alarmingly a few times during the operation, and thrice dropped the sterilized instruments he should have put in my hands.

      The third time I barely stopped a pair of forceps from landing inside the patient, I lost my composure. “You’re worse than useless, Ellsworth. Leave.”

      Sir Guy looked up at me and raised a gray eyebrow.

      “I apologize for my harsh tongue, Lord Ellsworth. Not everyone is fit for the sickroom.” Or my family. “You’ve done enough here. Go get some fresh air.”

      He glanced from me to Sir Guy, who nodded his okay, and then made his exit.

      When the patient’s wounds were stitched up and he was sleeping quietly, Sir Guy sent a servant to the man’s family with the good news.

      Humming, he rolled down his shirtsleeves. I removed my apron, which had done a less-than-satisfactory job of protecting my clothing, and washed my hands and arms.

      “You did an excellent job, sir. I feared we would need to amputate his leg.”

      “I was rather concerned about that too—at first. Infection is my only worry now.” He sank into a chair and gave a satisfied sigh. “I’ll sit with him for a while. Why don’t you go do whatever it is fine young ladies typically do of an afternoon?” He waved his hand in a shooing motion.

      I curtsied and opened the door.

      “Lady Alexandria.”

      I turned.

      He smiled. “You did a satisfactory job yourself. I appreciate it.”

      Suppressing a grin, I nodded and left.

      Once the surgery door closed behind me, I took a deep breath, placed my hands on my hips, and stretched my tense back. Damp blood stained my fingers where they’d touched my dress.

      “That peasant ruined my gown,” I whined.

      “For a few minutes you treated that peasant as another person. Now he’s just a stain on your fashionable gown. You must have a lung of stone.”

      I jumped, my eyes darting to the wall. Marcel slumped against it. The fresh air had done little to bring the color back to his face or sense to his speech.

      “You mean a heart of stone?” With a contemptuous smile, I brushed past him.

      I had given him a chance, and he had failed. Though not a bad man, he wasn’t up to Floraison standards. I hoped Gabriella realized that.

      And I did not have a heart of stone. I didn’t regret helping, just ruining my gown.
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        * * *

      

      The day before Papa’s birthday was unusually wet, and as the downstairs was full of his visitors, Mama and I retreated to an upstairs room. She moved her needle with fluid motion through the fabric of the pillow she was embroidering. I stood near a window and surveyed one of the garden walks. There was something inviting about this particular path, especially on damp, gray days. Whether it was the stillness of the sunken walk, the glistening water droplets that clung like tiny crystals to the vines, or the way the water changed the color of the stone walls and released the fragrance of damp earth, I didn’t know. Whatever it was, it was appealing.

      As I gazed at the garden, a couple, taking advantage of the lull between showers, strolled into view. The young man caught my attention as he gallantly stepped forward to raise a fallen vine out of his companion’s way. He took care not to shake any of the loosely clinging droplets onto her fair head. When he attempted to tuck the stray vine behind a limb, it revolted and flew into his face.

      Marcel. Only he could be so clumsy.

      His companion’s cloak hid her identity. She raised her hand to her mouth, as if to hide a laugh. Marcel grinned and secured the vine to the limb. She took out her handkerchief and wiped his cheek. Her hood slipped back and uncovered silky blond hair.

      Gabriella.

      How could my sister, a Floraison, have tender feelings for someone like Marcel? His rank and fortune weren’t high enough to make up for half of his defects.

      “What are you staring at so intently? Is anything the matter?” Mama’s voice surprised me.

      Gabriella’s choice would be scorned by all, and rightly, but I didn’t want her to be hurt by the family’s rejection. Perhaps I could do something about the situation before anyone else noticed. “Some limbs have grown out over the garden path. I must remember to speak to the head gardener about them.”
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        * * *

      

      I intended to have a serious talk with Gabriella the next day, but my words of wisdom weren’t needed then. Eva and one of my aunts had seen her walking with Marcel. A bevy of enraged and offended relatives descended upon Gabriella that evening. She listened to them with tears in her eyes, but she refused to speak, except for one phrase, spoken mostly to herself: “There are two kinds of beauty; beware which one you treasure, for lasting beauty lies within.”

      Marcel, like most of the other guests, left before the close of the next day, as Papa’s birthday celebration marked the end of the mentoring season. Marcel either did not ask for permission to correspond with my sister, as was customary for a man interested in a lady too young for courting, or had been denied, for Gabriella sadly admitted she never expected to hear from him again.

      The few remaining guests departed within the week, and we resumed our normal daily routine. We were to have two months to ourselves before the next big occasion—my twenty-first birthday. Aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, and hopeful suitors would join us for an all-day gala complete with musicians, outdoor games, a pavilion of the finest foods of the season, pleasure-boat rides along the river, and, of course, a grand ball. And roses—everywhere. All enchanted by my parents to be in full bloom on my birthday.

      Two weeks later, I learned our time alone would be limited to one month. Three young cousins would join us for the four weeks preceding my birthday. A young man who wished to be mentored by my father was also due to
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