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Here Comes the Bride

The air was hot and heavy that August evening. The large drawing room was filled
with the yellow glare of electric lights; every inch of floor space was covered with female
bodies. The younger women sat cross-legged on the Afghani carpet, singing lustily. One
beat the time on a percussion instrument, the light glinting off her silver bangles. Older
women sat on plump couches, talking amongst themselves, glancing at the bride-to-be
who sat demurely, hands folded in her lap, head bowed, her dupatta concealing most of
her face.

“Ai-ee, he’s a very handsome young man. And a doctor, too,” said an unmarried
aunt who had lived with the bride’s family for years. “She is very blessed.”

The other women agreed, nodding their heads. “Yes,” said one matron. “It's been a
while coming, but it is all in Allah’s timing.” She clasped her hands over an expansive
bosom, chastely covered with folds of silk, and rolled her eyes heavenwards.

There were murmurs of assent. “Her parents are very pleased,” said the aunt
complacently. “Such a nice boy, such a decent family... not like the one Chikki almost
married.” Her voice dropped dramatically, and the others leaned forward to listen to this
scintillating piece of gossip.

Around them the younger women still sang, this time a song about yellow clothes
and green bangles. Some of the more zealous ones cleared a small space, and started to

dance to the claps and cheers of the others. Light shone off made-up faces, the odor of
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sweat and perfume and henna rose up into the air, female voices created a din--it all
swirled around the bride-to-be, sitting still and silent amidst the celebration on the eve of

her wedding.

Alia stood, eyes closed, face lifted up to the cold blast from the air conditioner. She
breathed in great gulps of air, feeling it slip into her lungs in a wave that smelled and
tasted slightly metallic, and letting it out again. In and out. Just breathing, not thinking. It
was mercifully cool and dark--she thrust out of her mind last night's memories of bright
glare and stifling heat.

She was supposed to be resting with cucumber slices over her eyes, and had been
left strictly alone to do just that. But even in her hushed bedroom, with the curtains closed
against the harsh afternoon sun, she felt the noise and busy-ness down below as chairs
and tables and decorations were brought in and set up for her wedding. It was only this
close to the dull roar of the air conditioner that she could block out her awareness of the
preparations as people milled about down below.

Alia sighed, and moved away from the air conditioner, stepping around two
conspicuously large suitcases. She looked around her room-hers for only a few hours
more—seeing it as a place both familiar and strange. She wandered around the room, past
all the equipment and boxes her cousin had brought over earlier in the day, touching a
drawer-handle here, running her fingers over a wooden side there, finally stopping in front
of the full-length mirror mounted into the door of her wardrobe. She looked at the slightly
distorted reflection of the room behind her, eyes moving to the very edge of the reflection
out of habit. The mirror just showed an edge of one of her windows, the one that
overlooked the garden. When she was younger she had often dreamed that there was a
parallel world in her mirror, and that the reflection-window looked out onto a vast snowy
plain with cruel peaks in the distance; a cold, remote world--everything that the prim lawn

in her respectable neighbourhood in Karachi was not.
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Abruptly, Alia leaned closer to the mirror, squinting sideways at the reflection-
window. For just a blink of an eye, she thought she saw curtain-movement and white-
glimmer, but the reflection was just a reflection after all. However, if she peered closer...

“Alia, wake up.” The door opened, and her aunt poked her head in to say this in a
piercing whisper.

Alia whirled around, feeling foolish at being caught in such a silly pose;
embarrassment that suddenly gave way to a surge of anger she scarcely recognized at
the intrusion. She had not felt such a strong emotion in months.

“You should have been sleeping,” her aunt scolded. “It's time for you to get ready
now, but you will not look as fresh as you should.” Upon that dire note, her aunt left as
suddenly as she had come, without waiting for a reply. Not that it mattered. Alia had not
been in the habit of voicing her opinions for many weeks now. It seemed people stopped
listening to her after she agreed to Nasir's proposal. Before, she had been courted and
sought-after by young men and their mothers; Alia was a vivacious young woman, with a
manner that perfectly balanced style and a becoming modesty. A trifle too dark, but a
respectable family background and a pair of lively eyes covered many flaws. After her
engagement, though she had been talked at and asked questions of, no one paid the
least mind to her opinions. She spent all her time in wedding preparations without ever
having the deciding vote on any matter, and no time at all preparing herself for marriage.

Marriage to Nasir. Alia fought the panic that bubbled up inside her. She wondered if
she could call this whole thing off--maybe she could just run away--but the door was
thrown open and a whole gaggle of female relatives entered, lights snapping on in their
wake. Alia, blinking, dazed like a doe caught mid-flight in headlights, was swept up by
their activity towards her dressing table. She submitted, as she had learnt to do these past
months when she was given a thousand and one bits of advice (some of which were
contradictory) by various people. The girl who was once known to go her own way, do her
own thing, defying accepted notions of beauty and fashion, enjoying her darker skin and
perversely wearing shirts long and loose when the fashion was for short and tight, found
herself buckling under the mountain of trivial advice and platitudes. She had learnt that it
was far better to smile and nod than displease the elders of her clan. It was sobering to

realise how very little independence she really had. It had pleased her family to indulge
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her whims, sending her to college, allowing her to travel, but they were determined on a
traditional wedding to a very traditional type of groom. Alia found herself hating Nasir, and
all that he stood for, with a sudden passion.

And now they were going to dress her up like a doll. Her cousin, Mehrunissa, was
in charge of her makeup and hair. Alia was not at all sure she liked Mehrunissa's style for
dramatic makeup, but her cousin had made a mark in the fashion world as Mehr (she
preferred this version of her name, thinking it to be more classy. Her relatives continued to
call her Mehru as they had always done), and therefore, her preferences overrode the
bride’s. Besides, her mother said, “Think how lucky you are that you don’'t have to go to a
beauty salon. Mehru can take care of you at home just fine.”

Alia sat still as Mehru worked on her, while her mother and various aunts hovered
around and gave advice. Behind her, two younger cousins sat on her bed, giggling over a
magazine. They could afford to be light-hearted, Alia thought sourly. Her eyes kept
wandering to the mirror in the wardrobe, the only slice in her field of vision that was not
filled with either people or Mehru’s equipment. The bright lights Mehru had brought in,
after declaring the lighting in Alia’s room inadequate, hurt her eyes.

“Don’t turn your head to that side so much,” Mehru scolded. Alia obediently stared
straight at the mirror in front of her and, seeing the stranger they were making her over
into, let her eyes slip back longingly towards the wardrobe. As Mehru jerked her head
back into place, she thought she saw once again a flash of white.

Talk and laughter flowed over her. Alia listened to none of it. Her whole being was
suddenly intensely aware that something, something, was happening in the mirror of that
old wardrobe. From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a light winking at her,
impish and beckoning. What if, what if, it really was a magical mirror? What if her white
world did exist? Outwardly, Alia sat passive, but inside she was shaking with hope and
anticipation and the fear of a crushing disappointment.

At last, at last they were finished with her face and hair. Her dress had been
brought in, probably by her mother who had guarded it jealously since its arrival from the
designer's workshop. Alia stood up in her petticoats (once upon a time she would've
refused to let so many people see her like this), and was zippered and hooked into the
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heavy satiny-silk fabric. Her aunts cried, her cousins cooed, Mehru beamed. Alia wanted
to run, but her limbs were too heavy. She sank back onto the stool, eyes downcast.

Now for the jewellery. Rings were slipped on her fingers and bangles onto her
wrists. A very young cousin was allowed to put a heavy gold-and-ruby necklace on her,
and painfully caught a strand of her hair in it as she did so. Her mother hooked earrings
into her ear lobes. Someone brought her slippers, pretty and golden and silly, and she
stood up and looked at herself in Mehru’s mirror.

She saw a bride, dressed in red and gold. She was made-up and ornamented and
gorgeous--and like every other bride she had ever seen. There was nothing of the Alia
she knew in this creature before her. She stared in blank horror. Hysteria welled up inside
her, and for a wild moment she thought about running, screaming from the room and
down the stairs and out of the house...a mad woman in bridal finery. But where would she
go? Would she roam the streets all night? Alia stood frozen while despair, helplessness,
and panic roiled within her. It's too late to do anything about it. You're going to be Mrs.
Nasir Ahmed in less than an hour.

Everyone else was pleased. Her mother was moved to tears, there was some last-
minute adjustments of hair and touching up of lipstick. Then, reverently, the heavily
embroidered dupatta was draped carefully over her head and fastened with pins. Her
head bowed under the weight. Locked into a bubble of silence, the perfect demure bride,
Alia wanted to sink into the floor. Too late, too late.

Is it?

The voice was in her head, but it wasn’t hers. Alia’s head jerked towards the
wardrobe, but there were too many people in the way. She opened her mouth to order
them out of her way...

“Fariha Baji is here.” The door opened abruptly (no one bothered to knock
anymore, thought Alia furiously, feeling like public property), and a second cousin she
didn’t know very well at all poked her head in.

“I must go say hello,” said her aunt, and bustled off, taking the messenger who'd
been looking curiously at Alia with her.

Almost immediately a discreet knock sounded, and a maid (only the servants could

be bothered to be polite!) called out that the photographers were here. Alia’s mother and
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some aunts left to usher them to the drawing room where the photos of the bride and
groom were to be taken. The door opened again: the cameramen hired to tape guests
eating and talking for an interminable three hours at the reception had also arrived.
Someone wanted Mehru. Within a few minutes, Alia found herself blessedly, unexpectedly
alone with her reflection and her bridal regalia. Even the teenaged cousins had
abandoned the old issues of Vogue and Cosmopolitan.

The hum of the air conditioner, which had been drowned by the chatter and noise
of people coming and going, was loud in the quiet room. Alia stood very still, not daring to
move, or look in the direction of the wardrobe. Just fancies in the brain, she told herself,
trying to calm her fluttering heart. Snowy plains, indeed. Just the product of bridal nerves.
But she knew she had to look.

Alia walked up to the mirror and drew in her breath sharply. Before her, instead of
the reflection of the sad remains of her soon-to-be-emptied room, was a glittering white
landscape. She took one step closer, and found herself standing at the very threshold of
the new world. Behind her was a house full of wedding guests and a life as Mrs. Nasir
Ahmed. Before her was--snow. She had never seen snow before, never touched it. She
had imagined it to be like the vanilla ice cream she scooped into bowls; softly rounded,
smooth, and slightly melting. But what was in front of her looked gritty, and glittered like
some sort of sand. In the distance the mountains lay sullen and bleak, like she had always
thought they would.

But there was also a castle off in the distance. A light blinked and beckoned from
its highest tower.

Come, come.

Alia hesitated, torn between the desire to take the plunge and the fear of the
unknown. She was aware that any moment someone would come back in and this
moment, this world, would vanish like a dream. There was no time to think, or to change
her shoes. She heard a murmur of voices outside her room--they were coming back to
take her way, and sign the marriage contract and be tied for life to...Nasir’s face with the
silly moustache she didn't like flashed before her eyes. Panic rose up within her, yelling at
her to Go! In a flash, she made her decision and stepped through. From the corner of her

eye, she saw the door handle turn. The air shimmered and darkened around her. Alia’s
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stomach dropped, and her insides churned alarmingly, but then the blinding whiteness of

snow swelled around her.

She’d expected to sink heavily into the snow and was surprised to find that she did
not. Alia pulled her skirts out of the way and looked thoughtfully down at her slippered
feet. She appeared to be standing on the snow. And what's more, her slippers weren’t
soaked through. She wriggled her toes. Still warm, still there.

Alia turned her head to look behind her. It was more of the same, snow rippling
away all around her in a gigantic world. There was just a hint of a shimmer in the air a few
feet from her, then it winked out. She knew then there was no going back, at least not the
way she had come. She was surprised at how calmly she took that realization--the
sensible part of her that would never have done something so unpredictable and, and
dangerous, had probably fainted from horror, she thought with a sudden giggle. She
clapped a hand over her mouth--she was in an alien world far away from home and she
shouldn’t be laughing--but it burst out of her. She chuckled and roared and cried, feeling

the dammed-up emotion of months come pouring out.

Two men stood in a room at the top of the highest tower of the castle, looking
through a large window at the shuddering red-clad figure. The woman sat huddled on the
ground, her knees drawn up to her chest, forehead pressed against kneecaps, shoulders
heaving.

“Congratulations, Raigul,” said the Duke in his dry manner. “It appears to have
worked.”

The other, a younger man, looked worried. “Do you,” he began timidly, “do you

think she’s... insane, your Grace?”
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The Duke shrugged. “Well, it's highly likely that only an insane person would take
the jump. Most people would be far too sensible to leave the familiar for the strange and
unknown.”

Raigul looked crestfallen. All that work for a mad woman...

“However,” said the Duke, “we may have found a woman in dire straits, desperate
enough to take the jump. A veritable damsel in distress. We may have saved her from a

fate worse than.... ah, look. She appears to be pulling herself together.”

Alia lifted her head wearily. That short but violent bout of weeping had exhausted
her. She felt drained, but more relaxed than she had for months. Her shoulders felt sore
from all the weeks of being stiffened by stress. And, she thought gladly, she wasn’t
marrying Nasir right now. She refused to think about her family. They’ll be worried, but |
can’'t do anything about that now. She thrust them from her mind, and tried to think ahead.
First, some tissue paper.... but no, she hadn’t thought to snatch up the plump little gold-
sequined purse that was assuredly stuffed with wads of tissue. Brides were expected to
cry.

Her makeup must be a mess. She could only imagine the tear-trails down her
cheek, the mascara smeared all around her eyes making her look like a raccoon or a
bandit, her lipstick all gone. Alia shrugged, and struggled to her feet, planting her hands
on level, firm ground as she scrambled up. The ground was pleasantly cool, and not damp
at all. She looked towards the castle. The light beckoned to her still. Alia turned a slow
360 degrees. Everywhere else was ...white snow. Oh well.

Holding a fistful of red material she carefully walked forward. She neither sank nor
slipped in the snow, and she noticed that her dragging skirts slid behind her as if on a
smooth floor. Magic, she thought suddenly and gleefully. She heard a wind blowing but it
didn’t move so much as a strand of hair out of place, or chill her at all.

Alia resolutely headed towards the castle with the blinking light.
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The Duke and Raigul, one impassive, the other with obvious relief, watched the
young woman slowly make her way across the snow.

“Interesting,” commented the Duke as his eyes took in every detail of their soon-to-
be visitor, noting the dark complexion, the tear-stained but resolute face, the heavily
embroidered outfit. “And you added a weather-negation spell as well. How thoughtful of
you, Raigul. We shall all sing praises of your genius soon.” His tone was gently mocking.

Raigul beamed. “Well, it was simple really. Just modified Wzacxly’s Search
Algorithm, set the relevant parameters, and activated an inter-dimensional search spell.”
His chest swelled with pride, and he opened his mouth to elaborate.

“Indeed,” said the Duke, cutting him off. He waved a languid hand, and a figure that
had been hovering respectfully in the background detached itself from the shadows. “Ah,
Benyan, will you please make sure that the Red Bedchamber is in readiness for our
guest? And tell the guards at the gate to let the young’--he paused--“lady in. And, here’s a
message for the Prince. It must be sent at once; he’s very eager to meet our visitor.”

Benyan murmured something that sounded like, “Very good, your Grace,” took the
scroll, and left swiftly. The Duke turned back to the window. Raigul was watching the
woman, a frown on his face. “I hope she’s human, your Grace.”

“Wasn't that a condition of the spell?” The Duke walked stiffly over to the fireplace
where a small, smoky fire gave off minimal heat. Even with the hot underground springs
the castle, and especially the towers, tended to be on the chilly side. Another side effect of
the curse. He hoped the woman was hardy.

“Yes, it was, your Grace, but these things can be so unpredictable.” Raigul waved
his hands helplessly. His was a very unstable personality, thought the Duke. One minute
he was o0ozing bombastic confidence, the next, close to despair.

“We will have the physician look her over,” said the Duke soothingly. “In the
meantime, hadn’t you better set the language translation spell?”

“Yes, of course,” said Raigul, relieved to have something else to do. He turned
away from the window to a work table littered with parchment and complicated
instruments made up of metal wires, rods and discs. Soon he was muttering, staring with

ferocious concentration at the blue haze forming between his hands.
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The Duke continued to look out the window.

Alia scrambled down yet another snow bank. From a distance, the way had looked
smooth and level. She’'d been travelling this bumpy countryside for what seemed like
hours, and the castle wasn'’t getting any closer. Whatever it was that was keeping her
warm and dry wasn’'t much good at helping her over the rough spots. She had to
concentrate on where she put her feet. She was glad of that. It kept her from thinking too

much.

“She seems to be taking the long way here, your Grace.” Raigul had finished the
language translation spell ages ago. The woman was still a good way from the castle.

“Not country-bred,” said the Duke. He frowned at the sky outside. It was getting
dangerously close to sunset. “I should have sent out some guards,” he muttered to
himself. It was too late now. The woman had better hurry. The kraugs would be out soon.
They hadn’t even considered the possibility the woman they called would spend a good
amount of time crying, and then leisurely stroll towards the castle, getting distracted by

perfectly commonplace things like icicles on trees and glassy streams.

Alia was tired. She had stopped pausing to admire the wonders she noticed along
the way. She had spent too much time looking over that rainbow-coloured chunk of
(crystal? ice?) that had been sticking out of the snow somewhere back along her
meandering route. But even she could see that the light was taking on the rich honeyed
gleam of sunset, and she did not want to be out here when night fell. Ignoring her pinching
shoes, she forced herself to go faster.
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The wind had picked up and it whipped around the Duke and Raigul as they stood
at the very top of the tower. From the battlements they had a panoramic view of the
snowscape, but they weren’t here to admire it. Both men had round glasses perched on
their noses and they scanned anxiously for the kraugs. Behind them the beacon burned
with a cold light.

“Can’t you teleport her in?” the Duke shouted above the wind.

“No, your Grace,” Raigul yelled back. “It's much too risky. Fabric of reality....
ripped... side effects.... against the rules... magic conservation.” The wind blew away his
words as they emerged.

The Duke suddenly stiffened. “A kraug! Quick, a fireball!”

Alia, head bent, was trudging over the snow, when a high-pitched cry and a sudden
glow mushroomed up from somewhere over a hill on her left. She didn’t want to know
what that was. She looked ahead at the castle. It was much closer now. It was also a lot
darker. Her dupatta was too heavy. Reaching up, she tore it off her head, wincing as she
pulled out strands of hair. It slithered down her back like a weight falling off, and Alia
stepped out of her shoes and began to run. She had run long-distance and relay in

school. She hoped she had the stamina to get to the castle.

Raigul hopped around, hurling fireballs at any kraugs who dared to come within two
miles of the woman in an indiscriminate use of power. His face was contorted with a mad
glee; he was enjoying himself hugely.

The Duke relaxed. The woman had dropped her head-covering and abandoned her
shoes and was fleeing towards the castle. She was close to the protective circle... ah,

through the wards now.
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“Raigul,” he shouted sternly, to get the young man’s attention. “Raigul!” He had to
shout even louder.

Raigul paused, a huge ball of flame poised delicately on his fingertips.

“The young lady is safe within the wards,” the Duke said loudly and slowly, eyeing
the fireball. “You can stop siphoning off our precious magical reserves now, Raigul.”

Raigul sighed. The fireball whined, grew smaller and disappeared with a wet,

sucking noise.

Alia stood in the shadow of the huge gates. It was much darker here. She jumped
as they swung open ponderously, but silently. Her awed gaze travelled up the tangled
mess of spires, towers, statues and windows of the castle. She was no architect, but
gothic was what came to mind. She felt very small, but she forced her feet to move. She

walked through the gate.

“Come,” said the Duke to Raigul, as the woman entered the castle grounds. “Let us go to

meet her. We've waited a long time for the arrival of the Prince’s bride.”
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The Most Beautiful Woman in the World

The most beautiful woman in the world lies in the shadows of her canopied bed,
eyes closed in her moon-pale face, arms limp at her sides. "Leave me."

"Yes, milady." | draw a third set of draperies across the windows, to protect my
mistress from the sun's overzealous attentions. My hand pauses mid-movement.

There is no sun-glare at the window, no beams forcing their way in through the
weave of the fabric. Out of the corner of my eye, | see a flicker of movement, like the swirl
of a shawl. A sharp scent of jasmine stabs my senses.

Lily?

My hand drops. | shake my head. Just a shadow on the wall, merely a wafting
scent from the perfume bottles clustered on the dressing table. Not a specter.

| pick up my mistress's barely-touched lunch and leave the room.

"She's been picking at her salad again," says Magda, cook to the most beautiful
woman in the world. She pokes at the nibbled lettuce, drizzled with lemon and dill
vinaigrette, and shakes her head. It's not the fault of the meal. Magda, like me, is the best
at her cratft.

The most beautiful woman in the world would be given nothing else.

Mirror, Mirror 16



I work in my corner of the cherry-and-granite upstairs kitchen, making cosmetics
and creams, exfoliants and moisturizers, brighteners and rejuvenators--weapons in the
arsenal of Beauty. Gram flour, boric acid, lemon juice, and rose water for her face; egg
and yogurt for her hair; mare's milk and honey for her hands. There are other ingredients,
but those are the secrets of my trade, to be handed down to future apprentices who earn
the privilege, not published to the world.

Magda averts her eyes from my hands, just as | would never hover over her as she
creates soufflés as light as clouds and chocolate cakes to make an angel sin. "She hasn't
been to the Mirror's Chamber for the last three days." It's not a question.

"The last five." | would admit this only to Magda. Magda doesn't gossip about our
mistress. Except to me, but she has to have someone to confide her thoughts to.

"l see." Magda's eyes say what her mouth doesn't. The end is near.

| do not tell her that the sun has already withdrawn his attentions.

| notice the dress first, when | enter. It has lived in the back of my mistress's closet
for twelve years. | have aired it out every month, kept it laundered and pressed and
smelling of lavender and cedar, for she has never let me throw it out. It is of dark green
broadcloth, severely-cut and plain, shiny at the elbows. The brass buttons are slightly
tarnished, a row of moth holes is stitched shut under one arm. A serviceable traveling
dress suitable for a merchant's wife, bought at a secondhand shop.

| have seen her in it only once, the day we both came to the Mirror's Chamber. |
bite the inside of my cheek at the memory. Lily...

Then | notice the buttoned boots, the carpet bag, the expectant set of her
shoulders. She sits at the dressing table, back to the mirror.

"We knew this day would come," she says, and there is weariness in her gray eyes.
Fine lines, nearly invisible, radiate from them. | ought to feel pleased to see Lily's rival
grown old and shabby, but | don't. The dregs of my resentment are ashes in my mouth.
Only she and | can see the signs of age yet. What do they matter? She is still beautiful.

But not the most beautiful.
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"I have no place for a maid where I'm going, but you have served me well, in spite
of everything.” This is only the second time she has alluded to Lily--the first being when
she took me into her service--and | am grateful, have always been grateful, for her
restraint. "Remember what you said to me when we first met?" My bitter, unthinking
words--You will never be enough--hang between us, as they always have. | am ashamed.
| stayed to watch her downfall, and remained to become her admirer. She has grace as
well as beauty. "I have come to believe you are right." She pauses, her head cocked to
one side, and we both hear the last grains of time whispering down to the bottom bulb of
the hourglass.

Running footsteps. Raised voices. The rustle of petticoats. The wings of rumor as
she flies, fast, too fast.

The door is pushed open--no knock, no request for admittance--and | feel a flash of
anger on my mistress's behalf, on behalf of a dethroned queen.

The new one enters, triumph lighting her eyes, rose-flush of excitement on her
cheeks, traitorous sunbeams haloing her golden hair.

She looks like Lily. I dislike her immediately.

Next to her radiance, my mistress looks shopworn and diminished. "You're late,"
she says, rising, pulling on gloves of dove-gray.

"Your time is over," says the most beautiful woman in the world. "The Mirror has
spoken." She speaks more to the audience lingering beyond the doorway than to either of
us.

My mistress raises her eyebrows. "l know." Her tone is patient, as if the other is a
dim-witted child. "I have left instructions.” She nods towards the sheaf of paper on her
dressing table, each sheet covered with her confident cursive. "May they serve you well.
Only remember that one day you will stand where | am now, facing Youth." She pins a
small plain hat to her hair, kisses the smooth cheek of her successor, and leaves, bag in
hand.

Out the little door, through the servant's way. She doesn't look at me.

The most beautiful woman in the world turns to me. "You are my maid now."

My heart feels as if it has been squeezed by a giant's hand. "No, lady. | am not a

possession to be handed down from one mistress to the next."
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Her pink lips round into an 'O'. This is not the way she has planned things. Her
predecessor has not allowed her to gloat in her victory, and already she is thwarted in her
desires.

| soften. She is young and she would not know of Lily; Lily whose portrait was
never painted, whose charms never immortalized in verse. "l will stay to train your maid in
her new capacity."

And then where would | go?

In a deserted corridor, away from prying eyes, | lean my head against the wall. Bile
scours my stomach. It is all the Mirror's doing, the Mirror that cares not what lives are
crushed in its never-ending quest for perfection. | want to smash my fists into its pristine
surface, feel it shatter in glass and blood. For Lily's sake, for my mistress' sake, for my
sake.

But | don't. The country needs the Lady of Beaufort, and cares not who she is as
long as she is the most beautiful. As long as the Mirror chose her.

| straighten and plaster a smile on my face. The new Lady's first public appearance
IS tonight.

My sure hand with rouge brush and curling tongs is needed.

"This one never gives, only takes," says Magda, examining the remains of the most
beautiful woman's luncheon. "See how she spoils everything she doesn't eat? She bit all
the apples and poured salad dressing into the leftover chocolate mousse so that the
pages can't lick the bowl. Selfish."”

| say nothing, thinking of how | saw the most beautiful woman in the world rubbing

lampblack into a dress she no longer wanted before giving it to her maid.
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She refuses little things at first: uninspired dinners hosted by dull merchants; river-
boat excursions in the stifling heat during the Long Carnival; her presence at peasant
dances, hospices, the ground-breaking of the new highway. Then she won't charm the
worms from General Maugram's roses or sing rats away from the slums or bring the sun
with her to the harvest.

When she refuses to wade into the sea and call the purple Lakshiri eels so that
fishermen can catch them for the dye-vats, the letters start arriving. To Beaufort; to the
newspapers; to the court; to the ministers.

What use is it to fete and indulge the most beautiful woman in the world if she won't
use her charms for the public good? Why do honest taxpayers clothe her in muslin so fine
it can pass through a lady's ring, house her in marble-columned halls, feed her caviar and
pomegranate and chocolate?

To which the most beautiful woman replies, her eyes flashing like summer
lightning, "Why must | stand for hours in the dusty fields with the sun beating upon my
neck, without even a parasol to shade me, till my head aches from his overpowering
affections? Why must | wade into the embrace of the cold sea and the slippery eels,
enduring their slimy kisses for hours?"

The voices of outrage grow louder, and hers grows shriller and more shrewish, until
the lines of rebellion and discontent etch themselves into her once-smooth face. Her maid,
scolded too often and too harshly, leaves and | remain until another can be trained. And
one morning her slumber is disturbed by the entry of another young woman, sunbeams
clinging to her bronze locks, a look of wonder on her oval face. There is a new mistress at
Beaufort, and the old one departs in a flurry of lace ruffles, weighed down by diamond

necklaces and emerald rings.

Later that day, we discover that she has taken things that belong to Beaufort;
paintings, jewelry, court presentation dresses. The new one shrugs when we tell her and
says in her soft voice that it is no matter, there are many fine things still left. And she pops

a bonbon in her mouth, closing her eyes as the creamy center melts on her tongue.
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Another mistress, another maid to train. | unpack my bags.

"Good-hearted, but self-indulgent,” pronounces Magda, as she sends up yet
another servant with a tray laden with loaves of lemon poppyseed cake, trembling piles of
cucumber sandwiches, crisp scones and clotted cream.

| silently agree. I've already seen her maid let out the waist of a few dresses, and it

has only been two months.

She lasts six. At the end, her figure is no longer svelte, her ankles and wrists are
swollen, her complexion dull. Being too lethargic, she does not protest when the Mirror
appoints her successor. She disappears from the house unnoticed, nondescript now that
the sun no longer worships and the zephyrs no longer follow like lap dogs.

"She should have had a better diet,” says Magda, regretfully. "These girls don't

know how fragile their beauty is, like an orchid in a windy garden."

In the next year, four girls emerge glowing from the Mirror's Chamber, and all four
fade into anonymity within months, their reigns as short and bright as fireworks in the
night. One, blond and high-strung, has hysterics at a royal ball over a ripped hem, and it
takes four guards to restrain her from beating the crown prince about the head with her
high-heeled shoe. Nerves, the physicians say, and she is whisked to the calm of an
asylum in the country.

"She always refused my restorative tea." Magda sighs, as if her brew could've
saved the girl from the stresses of the position. The redhead runs away with an
impecunious would-be poet of mediocre talent but soulful eyes. The other two are

summarily dismissed, and even Magda can't say why.
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After the fourth, the Mirror refuses to name a successor.

"What was wrong with the last one?" laments Magda. "Yes, she was inexperienced.
You could tell that from the way she just left her fork and knife willy-nilly on the table after
she'd eaten, but she would've learned. Did you see such hair? Black and lustrous, like a
starling's wing."

I had brushed such hair for twelve years, but | do not say so. Of more concern is
that for the first time in seven hundred years, the most beautiful woman in the world does
not reside at Beaufort.

There are still balls and parties and dinners, but they are without sparkle, like
champagne gone flat. No foreign delegates or favored ministers are honored with the
hand of the Lady of Beaufort for a waltz. Poets, artists and songwriters have lost their
muse.

Elsewhere in the country, flowers fail to blossom without the presence of beauty;
the apple harvest is pitifully small. The sun hides his face in the north and scorches crops
in the south. Gentle rain turns ugly, and hail pelts the fragile plants, bruising and
destroying. The fishermen's nets come up empty, the hunter spends arrow after arrow in
vain. There is talk of famine and drought. Talk of rebellion.

The king's ministers send messengers and from all corners the women come:
princesses in palanquins; barefooted peasant girls with their hair bound in scarves;
merchant's wives mincing in too-tight shoes, pugs under their arms. The line snakes from
the Mirror's Chamber through gleaming marble corridors, down polished steps, across
vast stone courtyards and into the street.

The Mirror picks first one---a simple-minded scullery maid--, then another--a
baker's wife, forty years old, with broad hands and a face perpetually flushed from the
fires of her kitchen. The reign of both is short--a half hour each, maybe--because then the
Mirror chooses a toothless, half-blind beggar woman for the better part of the whole day.
By the time the chagrined servants have made up a bed for her using the second-best
sheets, the gray-haired hag is replaced by the lap dog of one of the bourgeoisie wives.
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At least the dog is a bitch.

About midnight, the Mirror picks one of the Chamber guards as the most beautiful
woman in the world: Sergeant Turpin, who stands six foot tall, deep-chested and deep-
voiced, magnificent in red uniform, gold braid and large curling moustaches.

The hapless man resigns his commission the next day.

There is a taint of unease, metallic on my lips, that even the smells of Magda's
cooking cannot disguise. | am hiding in the kitchen, escaping the confusion that hangs
thick in the corridors.

"Do you think the Mirror's gone mad?" Magda's hands falter, and the rhythmically
chopping knife skips a beat.

I have thought so for many days now. "After looking at all those faces for seven
hundred years? I'd have gone insane, t00." There is a snort in my voice. Do magical
objects get old and senile? They are almost human in many ways; they feel, they think,
they love. They shatter hopes. They murder. Why can't they lose their faculties, just as
men do?

"Something must change, something must happen. This can't go on!" A tremble
lurks in Magda's tightened lips. "Why could we not have gone on with your mistress? She
was a good one."

| walk over to the window, staring through the thick wavy glass at the distorted
garden below. They have written to my lady in a town to the south, to come and fill her
place again. But she is married to a baker now, and has donned apron and cap, and
serves their customers. She says her time is over and sells the desperate messengers
cream-filled éclairs and lemon tarts before sending them away.

Once, she sent me a letter. | have seen how helpless our people have become,
and the fault is mine. | thought | was helping by traveling over the country at every sowing
and every harvest, by accompanying hunting parties and sleeping in orchards. But all | did

was to turn men back into children.
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"Is it certain, then, that she will not come?" Magda's voice is strained and hopeless.
"Perhaps if you went?"

But now | am not thinking of my mistress, but of Lily. Lily as she always is in my
memory, unfading, undying, like a perfect summer moment forever captured. In my mind,
she twirls and dances, like she did that first morning in the city. Her slender hands smooth
the blue linen of her dress. They are soft and white; hands that we, her older sisters, were
so vain of that we would not let her sully them with clothes-washing, weeding or
scrubbing. Her golden hair cascades down her back, her long-lashed green eyes sparkle.
"How do I look? Tell me truthfully, how do | look?" she says, but under the anxiety is
confidence. She knows she looks well, for she has always heard others say so.

| cringe at the iron belief in my voice. "You look like the most beautiful woman in the
world, Lily."

She laughs, breathless and excited. "Let's go to Beaufort, then." Her white wrap
swirls as she flings it across her shoulders, and my eyes blur so that tassel and hair are
commingled.

| come to myself and wipe away my tears. Lily was the most beautiful save for one,
and that one came to Beaufort an hour after we did, wearing a plain green traveling dress.
Lily reigned for less than an hour and her life did not last the night. | found her in her bed,
as stiff as a wax dummy, a hair's breadth of poison still in her glass, smiling, for she had
cheated old age and the shame of returning home.

We were to blame. We had been so proud of Lily's beauty that we had made her
believe that without it she was nothing.

And the Mirror had made the entire country believe that without the most beautiful

woman in the world it was nothing.

| tread the corridors in the pre-dawn gray light. The languid sun crawls up the
horizon as | reach the Chamber, gold light slides through the windows and pools upon the

carpet.
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I only need a minute, just one minute, with the Mirror, and | will save myself, my
country, my mistress and others like her from its unthinking cruelty. One minute to fool a
thing that can read the hearts of men.

The guards, bright-eyed from lack of sleep, nod at me. | square my shoulders, take
a deep breath, and step over the threshold.

Silence roars in my ears, and | freeze for a panicked second, thinking that the
alarums have gone off. But the feeling passes, my breath returns and a relieved warmth
floods me. | have purged my thoughts of impurity, my motives of ugliness. Only the desire
to do what is right remains. Red plush soaks up the sounds of my footsteps. The room is
gold and white and bare, save for the Mirror.

It hangs at the far end of the long Chamber, oval, framed with a narrow strip of
plain gold. Its surface is milky. There are colors in its depths, colors that wheel and dart as
| approach. On the walls on either side are long panels of polished mirror, unframed,
reflecting each other into infinity.

| stare into the Mirror as the gold fingers of the sun trail in from a skylight and brush
its surface with yellow. A frisson runs through me. What if it declares me to be the most
beautiful woman in the world? For a moment the applause of adoring thousands echo in
my ears. | chide myself for my foolishness.

| see you. A voice in my head, old and crackling like yellowed paper, dry as leaves
in autumn. The clouds in the Mirror part, pink and green and blue lights flash.

You are not the one. A sigh and a groan, like old millstones grinding another
century away. My heart constricts.

[ look. I look. I look. The lights wink, the mists swirl, and | see faces. One by one
they appear, each snatched away so quickly that all | see are noses and eyes and hair in
mismatched monstrosities. The flutter of a hand, the turn of an ankle, the swell of a
bosom. If | blink once, | miss three.

I look. At the corner of my eyes, the other mirrors are winking, too, and other faces
flash past. Different faces, as if the Mirror has co-opted the others so that it can search
more, search faster.

Beauty. | seek. Where is... beauty? Amidst the jumble of features, | see other

things.
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A city aglow. Arched, proud wings; fire-flaming, white-dazzling. Faces like snow,
eyes like lightning. | want to cower, hide my eyes from the dangerous beauty of those
images, but | cannot look away... cannot tear myself away... my lids will not shut, my eyes
are being seared.... | will lose my sight... with a last effort of will, | wrench my head away.
My vision is darkened, shot through with lightning bolts. Tears stream down my cheeks.

"Mirror," | whisper. "If that is the beauty you seek you will not find it here."

Not find... beauty? So sad, so hopeless.

"Not here. Not on earth." | remember the ceilings of cathedrals. "Beings like that--
angels and such--they do not live here."

| have seen... | have seen... more beauty than that. Look, look!

It compels me. | look, and the women are gone. There is just the city, burning like
the sun, with the angels sweeping the sky with their wings. It comes closer and closer,
glowing brighter, and | know that the Mirror will show me the heart of it all, the wellspring
of beauty, and | know that I will die of it.

"Stop," | say. "Stop!" My voice grows stronger, the images shiver, burst into points
of light and swirl away.

The Mirror, small and weak. | do not... | cannot see it. My memories... | have none
of Beauty.

"I cannot help you, Mirror. You will not find what you seek." | turn away.

Help me.

"l cannot.”

You came to help me.

| gasp, my secret desires suddenly laid bare. "You know?"

| know.

The pocket of my skirt is heavy, weighted. Now that | have seen what the Mirror
has, seen its madness and brokenness, | know that leaving is a sharper vengeance than
the one | had come to inflict. In time, the public opinion will turn against it, the ministers
will issue decrees, Beaufort revert to the crown and the Mirror locked in its chamber,
forever searching for beauty and never finding it. Fitting punishment for casting aside Lily,
my mistress, all those other women whose beauty was imperfect.

| turn away.
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Look. Look!

The insistence turns my head before | can even think. And there is Lily in front of
me. She twirls, and around me a hundred Lilys sparkle, their dresses floating around
them. She is young, she is beautiful. | stare, entranced.

The images darken. As | watch, lines appear around her eyes and mouth. Her
hands grow work-roughened and brown; she no longer dances.

"Stop." But Lily continues to grow old. Her cheeks sag, her jaw opens to reveal
blackened teeth and gums. Her neck is wrinkled and scrawny like a plucked chicken, she
shrivels into herself.

"Stop, | said!" It pays me no mind, and all around me Lily is withering, Lily is dying. |
cannot bear it. | snatch the rock from my pocket, and hurl it at the old crone who is
horribly, recognizably, still Lily.

I hear the thud, see the crack. Then the Mirror shatters, glass shards exploding out
of the oval frame. The alarums blare, and that is how the guards find me, rooted to the
glass-dewed carpet, facing an empty frame. Horrified that | am like the Mirror after all,

unable to stand the sight of imperfection.

They let me go, provided | change my name and never return to the city. The king
and the ministers are relieved that the embarrassment is so easily solved by an angry
woman and a rock. Letters to the newspapers confirm the feelings of the general
populace: the Mirror and its whims were outdated, entirely too unpredictable, too magical,
for the modern world. The farmers must learn to cope with the vagaries of the weather;
the fisherman to rely on their skills to net their catch.

They turn Beaufort into an art and historical costume museum.

There are no mirrors in my house. My apprentices--young girls hopeful of positions

as ladies' maids--complain, but | make them practice hair styling and makeup on each
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other. Learn to enjoy ordinary faces, | tell them. That's what they'll be seeing all their lives.
It is too late for me, though.

Lily no longer dances in my mind, every line and curve of her sharp and alive.
Some days | forget what exact shade of green her eyes were, or how her hair framed her
face. I've forgotten the other beauties who succeeded her; even my mistress is shabby
and dull in my memory.

You see, Beaufort was my dream as well as Lily's. | had expected to be at her side
while she reigned, and after she was gone, | remained, clinging to Beauty. Then the Mirror
showed me--ah! | cannot forget! Every night | see it in my dreams and afterwards, the next
day is colorless and flat

And that is why | keep to myself, why I look above your head when you speak to
me, why | draw the curtains on an almost-perfect summer day. | am not stuckup or mad.

The Mirror's burden is now mine. | have seen Beauty and you--and everything else-
-cannot compare.
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