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Lady Sophia wandered through Market Square, hardly noticing the sweaty smells of the commoners or the raised voices calling their wares or haggling with customers. She usually sent her servants to shop for her, but on this day, she needed a distraction. A cart driver swerved when she didn't move out of his path. His swearing didn't penetrate her heavy thoughts. One month to the day had passed since her husband had set sail. She longed to see him. The manor had been so empty without his laughter. He hadn't even told her where he was going or when he would return. Only that the sea was calling for him once more.

She didn't understand how he could leave her. He had always praised her beauty; in fact, considered her the most beautiful lady in the land. She placed a hand on her slightly swollen stomach. Had he found her pregnant form ungainly? Sophia sighed and lifted a swath of cloth from the booth in front of her. The indigo should hide her condition a bit longer. The merchant agreed to send a bolt of the fabric to the Lady's personal dressmaker for no extra charge. She sauntered toward a display of jewelry in a lighter mood. She heard a desperate yell coming from the direction of her parked carriage and had to take her eyes off the goal. What could possibly be wrong?

Her steward caught up to her. "Madame, a letter has come. They saw your carriage, so gave it to me rather than send it to the manor."

Sophia's breathing faltered. Could it be word that his ship had reached port? "Read it to me."

He broke the seal. "Lady Sophia, we regret to inform you that The Dark Lady has been found drifting out at sea. The cargo is missing and the crew, including your husband, is dead." The steward cleared his throat and bowed his head. "I'm sorry, Madame. Truly sorry."

Despair crippled her for a moment and she felt the steward grab her arm as her vision blurred. What would she do without him? Why, why did he ever have to leave? Anger rushed in, strengthening her. She straightened her shoulder, shook off the steward's hand. Father had been right; she never should have let herself be wooed by a common sailor. He got her with child and left her to deal with his burden alone. At least Father had left everything to her. She didn't need a man.

A glint of gold caught her eye. A merchant from the Outer Isles had his wares set across the way. His dark hands polished a mirror with an elaborate gilded wood frame. He turned it and stepped aside, so all Sophia saw was her own reflection. One couldn't tell she was pregnant. She flushed, pleased at her still apparent beauty, and that no tears had tarnished it. She had to have the mirror. The only ones in the manor were small or handheld. This full-length one would do justice to her glory. She paid extra to have men deliver the mirror to Redcap Manor, a half-day's travel outside the city.
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Sophia had them set the mirror across from her bed, then sent everyone out. This was a mirror to be left alone with. She needed to see her beauty. But that wasn't enough. She needed to know she remained the most beautiful woman in the land, though no one remained to tell her. Except the servants, of course, but who knew if they'd be telling the truth or merely trying to please. With a sigh, she ran a finger across her reflection's lips. "Mirror, mirror, I demand, who is the fairest in the land?" A chill rushed through her finger, up her arm, and into her heart. Her image swirled in the mirror to be replaced by that of a cloaked figure. The lilting voice that emerged banished any fear that might have existed.

"Lady Sophia, thou art truly the fairest in the land."

Sophia's eyes glinted with delight. "A magic mirror! I knew you were special. How do I know you are not simply telling me what I wish to hear?"

"I see all. I know all. I cannot tell a lie."

"Cast back your hood, mirrored one. I foresee myself spending much time in front of this mirror, and I'd like to know who is gazing back at me."

Dark hands reached up to push back the hood to reveal a young woman from the Outer Isles with their brown skin and black curls. Her face was round and boring. Certainly no competition for Sophia's sunlit hair, pale beauty, regal cheekbones, and perfectly formed, rose-tinted lips. She smiled, pleased by the contrast. "And you will come whenever I call?"

"I am always here, and shall show myself at your request. Such is my fate. My name is–"

Sophia waved a hand in dismissal. "I care not what your given name is. You are Mirror, that is all. Now go, so I may bask in my beauty once more."

As her pregnancy continued, Lady Sophia's temper grew along with her belly. She snapped at the servants, refused to see visitors, and cursed the babe for driving away her husband. She made it no secret that she held no love for the child. The steward, aware of her lack of regard, took it upon himself to arrange for a nursemaid who could care for the child. Sophia spent most of her day locked in her bedchamber. Every evening she would beseech the mirror, finding comfort in the fact that her beauty did not fade despite her ungainly walk. In fact, Mirror told her that the fertile belly made her even more envied among the women of court.

When the babe came, labor was long and hard. The midwife at last announced the birth of a baby girl. Lady Sophia refused to see the baby, or to acknowledge it with a name. The birthing weakened her, leaving her bedridden for three days. She cried as she could not stand before the mirror for the first time in the five months since its purchase. Meanwhile, the nursemaid fed and cared for the little girl. The servants nicknamed her Snow for her pale white skin. One month later, the steward found Sophia in good enough strength and disposition for him to sway her to name the child.
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Korina had her mother's blue eyes and her father's black hair. As she grew, she saw only glimpses of her mother. She lived in a separate wing of the manor, ate in the kitchen with the servants, and loved her nursemaid, Anna, as a mother. The girl admired Lady Sophia, but did not have a personal connection to her. For her part, Sophia preferred to exist as if she didn't have a child. She returned to mingle with the other ladies at court and held elaborate parties at the manor. Each night she reveled in the Mirror's unchanging message: no one could surpass her beauty.

But Korina grew in beauty and curiosity. By age seven, she had the manor explored, as well as the gardens. All except the chambers of Lady Sophia, of course. Those doors remained locked at all times, and even Korina could not find a secret entrance. She satisfied herself instead by listening to her mother's voice through the door. She couldn't understand what was said, and knew not why her mother spoke aloud when only she was in the room, but enjoyed the sing-song tone she heard before scampering off to bed.

It was the night of Korina's twelfth birthday that everything changed for the lady of the house. Oblivious to the fact that the servants were hosting a birthday party for the girl, Lady Sophia kept to her usual routine. After dinner with a few guests, she retired to her bedchamber. She changed into a red silk nightdress and drank a glass of red wine as she stood before her mirror. "Mirror, mirror, I demand, who is the fairest in the land?" On other nights, she would hear about her beauty, then speak with Mirror for a while, inquiring what else she had seen—any news Sophia could use at court, or bargains to be made in business. She waited for Mirror's response this night.

"Lady Sophia, it is true that few come close to the intensity of your beauty, but there is one more fair than thee."

Sophia gasped and the glass she held slipped out of her hands. Red wine spread away from her feet to stain the ivory carpet. "Mirror, I command you to show me who could possibly be more beautiful than your Mistress."

The image of the cloaked woman swirled to be replaced by that of a young girl, with pale skin, blue eyes, and long black hair.

Lady Sophia dug her nails into her palms. "Who is this girl? Tell me!"

Once again, the image changed to Mirror's cloaked form. "Do you not recognize your own daughter?"

Only one of her own blood could ever reach nigh her own status. But what was she to do? She couldn't have her own brat knock her off her pedestal. Nor could she hide the girl in the manor house forever. An idea came to her, and she smirked. "Mirror, who of my staff is most loyal to me?"

This time the image of a man appeared, red hair and bearded, with piercing gray eyes, before showing Mirror once more. "He who supplies meat for your table. Rolan the Hunter."

"Mmm. How very fitting. He shall carry out my plan."
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First thing the next morning, Lady Sophia sent a discreet message to Rolan, asking the hunter to meet her in the garden at midnight. He came as she asked and knelt before his lady.

"I have a task for you, Hunter. But you must swear that only you and I shall know of it."

"On my life do I swear, milady."

"Then arise and listen closely. There is a threat to my well-being that must be dealt with."

Rolan's eyes hardened. "Who dares to threaten thee?"

Sophia's voice dropped to a whisper. "My own daughter."

His brow furrowed in confusion. "Korina? Are you positive?"

She snapped with irritation, "Of course I'm positive. But who else would believe me? Many of the servants are already under her spell. I need you to draw her into the forest and dispose of her. We can attribute
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