Eye of the Beholder 
By N.D. Testa

Mirror Mirror
What is fair? 
For beauty means nothing
When evil lurks within the soul.

My reflection is far from royal. 
Irate - seething - devastated - heartbroken 
Dark secrets are held captive.
The gloss of the mirror reveals my frame adorned in diamonds and sapphires. My dress is made from the finest silk. A jeweled crown is perched on top of my dark hair that falls to my waist.
I am a facade. 
Queen may be my title but the looking glass does not acknowledge that I am a murderess. 
I am not mad. I was merely giving them a taste of how they had treated me. They broke my soul forcing me into an arranged marriage with a man twice my age who had a stepdaughter almost the same maturity as me. 
I clench my fist and stare into the eyes of my illusion, the brown pupils look back at me . 
Thief they say.
While royal blood flows through my veins, I was never treated as one. My father married my stepmother days after my mother died in childbirth. My stepmother forced me to work as a scullery maid while my father, my own flesh, did nothing. To escape the confines of my life, I went to the village where I made friends with the wrong crowd. We stole crops and resold them and committed petty thefts. I know what I was doing was wrong, but for the first time in a long time, I felt like I belonged, I felt a sense of power, a sense of control over my life. When we were finally caught and my identity exposed, my father forced me into an arranged marriage to get rid of me. He never loved me. He loved his new family,  my stepmother and stepbrother. I hate them. 
Caw!
Talons dig into my shoulder but I feel no pain. It is my pet raven. An old woman brought him to the castle on a stormy night a few months ago. She said she found him in the woods with a broken wing. She asked me to care for him and told me not to judge outward appearances. As the queen of the realm I took him. I felt alone and wanted something to take my mind off  how miserable my life is. I healed him, and he has remained in the castle ever since. I named him Chaos, for that is an accurate description of my life. 
I look down at my barren fingers. My husband the King of Eleosia is dead from illness, and I find myself a widow at twenty-five with a stepdaughter. 
I hate my life. 
Lub dub lub dub
I hear the pulses of his heart as he approaches me. 
Lub dub lub dub
How I wish to eradicate that irritating noise.
 Chaos shrieks and flies off as a calloused hand intertwines with mine and lips caress my cheek. 
“Hello, darling,” his deep voice calls out to me. I see him stare into the looking glass with me. “My, Queen Mei of Eleosia. You are stunning, the fairest in all the land.” 
I turn to face Bahilli, the man I had wished to marry so long ago, but now I am not sure. 
“Where is Bianca?” I ask 
“Darling, I am a huntsman. It is not my job to track the whereabouts of your stepdaughter.”
“She went into the woods days ago and has not returned.”
“My dear, your relationship with your former husband’s offspring is not any concern of mine.”
“What is your concern then?” I ask gritting my teeth. 
“You are,” murmurs Bahilli, coming closer to me. “Now that your husband is gone, we can finally be together like we should have been.” 
 I look down at my shoes. He promised me he would never leave me, but he did. 
“Go out and find her now,” I hiss. 
“Darling, what about us?” 
“‘Us’ will have to wait,” I reply. “You let me marry a man I did not love, then you come back into my life after my husband has died.”
“Mei, I told you. Your father’s guards ran me out of town. By the time I came back, you were gone, and I could not find you. I searched for years. Now stop acting like that and be my queen.”
“I am the Queen of Eleosia, and I am asking you to find Bianca. Please!”
“Alright, darling,” He leaves the room like a gust of wind on a cold night. 
The mirror and myself are the only ones in this circular room. 
Mirror Mirror on the wall who is the fairest of them all?
My former husband was obsessed with beauty. He desired his queen as well as himself to be the fairest in all of the land. He paid a witch to cast a spell on this looking glass to always speak the truth on who was the most beautiful. Every morning he would make me stand before the mirror and ask the question. The mirror would reply that myself and the king were the most fair.
The seven-foot tall glossy rectangle looms before me. It is handmade with intricate designs wrought of gold. At the top is a swan neck pediment. In the center is a cartouche adorned with a cabouchan. The sides are decorated with a configuration of golden reeds that swirl around the glass. At the bottom of the looking glass among the beautiful carvings is a female mask chiseled into the gold with elaborate wings etched on either side. It reminds me of freedom which I crave, for I am a prisoner to the past. 
I clear my throat, “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?” 
“You are, my queen,” replies the mirror. 
I do not care about beauty. Every day I wait for the mirror to say that I killed my father and stepmother; then burned their castle to the ground. 
But it keeps my secret.

***

Mirror mirror 
On the wall
A pretty face 
Does not always mean
A pretty soul 

I sit on the throne and reminisce of the secrets my lips will not speak. Chaos sits on one of the arm rests. He ruffles his feathers and peers at me with his beady eyes. 
The door opens and in walks Bahilli. His tall muscular stature, his dark hair and alluring brown eyes send my heart racing at a feverish pace. I had met Bahilli as a teenager, and we had fallen into a passionate romance. He took part in my criminal antics with me. However, when we were discovered by the guards, he disappeared, and instead of marrying Bahilli on my eighteenth birthday, I was forced to marry the King of Eleosia instead. 
“My queen,” his voice sends shivers down my spine. He bows his head. “I am sorry to say, your stepdaughter is dead.”
Caw!
Chaos flies off.
“What are you talking about, Bahilli?” I rise from my throne and stand before him. “Where is Bianca?” 
 “It turns out the wolves got her,” replied Bahilli.
“Bianca had knowledge of the woods, I do not believe this.” 
“I have no reason to lie to you, my darling.”
Reaching into his knapsack, he pulls out a wooden box. He opens a lid.
The fist-size glob stares back at me. I stumble backward with my hands to my mouth, for I fear I might be ill. 
It is a heart!
“Why do you bring me a heart, Bahilli!” I scream.
“To prove she is dead. This is your step-daughter's heart,” Bahilli replies. “I found her mangled body in the woods. This was all I could salvage from her corpse.” 
“Take it away,” I cry.
“Oh, darling, do you not realize what this means?” Bahilli closes the box, and with one hand turns me around. “You are now the fairest in all of the realm. The most beautiful woman. Queen Mei of  Eleosia” 
Whoever is the most beautiful in the realm is the farthest thing from my mind.
I grab the box from his hands and storm off. 

***
Mirror Mirror 
Advice I seek
Can a dark soul 
Become pure again? 

I sit on the floor of my chamber. The box is clenched between my fingers. My eyes are wet. I am numb. This chamber that houses the mirror is not my bedchamber but a room my former husband created for his queen. He called it a reflecting room, a room that houses the magical mirror. A room where I could sit and collect my thoughts. A room when I wanted to be away from everyone. 
Bianca and I did not have the best relationship. With the castle so large, we usually  avoided each other. I feel like she does not like me, I do not blame her. When her father died six months ago, she stayed in her room and did not venture out. That is why it was so shocking to hear she had gone into the woods. She seemed like a sweet girl. I was bitter and sulking in my misery. I had not taken the time to get to know her. We were almost the same age; it would have been comforting to have a friend for once. 
It was also six months ago that Bahilli appeared back into my life after a seven year absence. The castle staff hired him as the new huntsman. 
I stare into the glossy glass. 
Bahilli was obsessed with beauty, too. I would catch him staring at his reflection in the fountain and ponds. 
“Queen Mei of Eleosia,” a voice calls. 
I look up. “Who said that?”
“It is I, the magic mirror.”
I get up and glance at the shiny looking glass. I thought the mirror only knew how to answer one question.
“Queen Mei of Eleosia, your past is quite tainted for a woman of royal birth.” 
I bow my head.
“You have wrought revenge on those who abandoned you, but you still have more vengeance to claim.” 
“What?” I reply.
“Bianca is not dead. In fact, her beauty is as equal to yours if not more.” 
“I do not care about beauty.” 
“Beauty is in the eyes of the ones who have our best intentions at heart. You were abandoned by your family, married to a man who desired you for your appearance, and the man you do love does not love you at all.”
I feel tears prick in the corner of my eyes. 
“Bianca has been tricked into leaving this castle. Somebody wishes her dead. You must find her and bring her home,” continues the mirror.
“Why me?” I reply. “I have no experience in navigating the woods.”
“Finding your stepdaughter shall bring to light those who have betrayed you.” 
“But Bahilli said her heart is in this box,” 
“That is the heart of a dead boar,” hisses the mirror. “Your lover lies to you. Find the Princess of Eleosia. From there it will all make sense.”

***
Mirror Mirror 
What mysteries 
Do you keep? 

With Chaos on my shoulder, I pull back the heavy oak door and descend the winding stone staircase. Holding the lantern with a single flame, I enter into my secret lair. 
In the center of the hexagonal room is a work bench.  Behind it is a fireplace with a single cauldron. The room is filled with shelves containing books, bottles, glasses, and jars filled with herbs and other ingredients. 
Since I had been forced into marriage, I had taken up potion making. I needed something to do to pass the time in this loveless matrimony. 
Caw!
Chaos sinks his talons into my skin and I look around. My senses tingle.  The room is not as I have left it. Objects have been moved. 
I walk over to one shelf. The jar containing wolfsbane is very close to empty. I see a few empty bottles next to the fireplace. I peer inside the cauldron and find the inside is coated in a residue. I rub my finger against it and bring it to my nose. I inhale and gasp. It is poison. 
As I stumble forward to fill my lungs with fresh air, I hear a crunch beneath my foot. I bend down to see an apple core. 
“How odd?’ I mutter.
Chaos caws in reply. I look at him and smile. At times I feel he is my only friend. 
“It appears someone has found my secret lair,” I muse. No one, not even my former husband knew this chamber exists. 
I walk over to the shelf and take the jar containing a scorpion's tail. 
“Who has invaded my lair?” I call.
 I throw the glass bottle against the fireplace. It hits the brick and shatters on the hearth. A purple smoke rises from the remains and forms the ghostly shape of a person. I step closer and see it is Ozul, the gardener. 
The shadowy figure of Ozul moves around the room taking ingredients off the shelf, replaying the scene that had happened hours before. He mixes a potion in my cauldron then pulls out a bag of apples dropping them into the mixture. 
My eyes widen. 
Poisoned apples!
I wave my hand and the ghostly image disappears. 
Ozul is planning something and I must find out what it is. 

***

Mirror mirror 
Glossy with shine
Will I make it 
In time 


An orb of light shines before me as it guides me through the woods. I ride one of the castle stallions through the dark landscape. Using my potions, I have created a navigation spell and enchanted it to lead me to Bianca’s hiding place. 
I pray that she is still alive. I feel remorse for never taking the time to get to know her. It was not her fault that her father was selfish, and it was not my fault I had been forced to marry him.
The green foliage opens into a clearing. I see a small cottage next to a river. I leave my horse to graze in the grass while I investigate. The golden orb hovers before me then disappears. The spell is finished. Bianca is around here. I just need to find out where. 
Cautiously I approach the small house. I reach my hand into the fold of my cloak and feel the knife. Walking around the side of the dwelling I hear voices. 
“I am not very hungry.” A familiar voice says. It is Bianca. 
“Oh, my dear, it is one of the best apples you will ever taste, I can assure you.” An old mysterious cackle replies.
Turning the corner, I see Bianca standing near a clothesline. An old peddler woman is next to her, her arm extends with a ruby red apple in her palm. Bianca’s hand is extended to take the fruit. Something about the gloss of the skin shining in the sunlight causes the hair on my neck to stand up. I feel the true villain hides under the disguise of a woman. 
“Stop!” I cry and run towards them. 
Bianca looks startled. “Mei!” She cries.
The old woman turns, her eyes widen as she recognizes who I am. 
“Do not eat that apple!” I command. “It is poison!” 
I shove the old lady’s hand and knock the tainted fruit to the ground.
“Who are you?” I yell. 
The peddler woman turns to flee, but Chaos swoops out from the sky and pecks her on the head. He also beats her with his wings. Hunching over, the woman shrieks. I noticed her form begins to shift to reveal a short stout man. It is Ozul the gardener.
 “Ozul!” I cry.
He takes off to the woods with Chaos attempting to peck his eyes out. I run after him. 
Branches snag my dress and twigs whip in my face as I follow the evil gardener. I do not know his plan, but I intend to ferret out his secrets. 
Ozul moves fast and even with Chaos attacking him, he manages to make his way through the wilderness. The trees open into a small patch of grass that leads out to a ledge. Ozul stops fast as the edge drops off into a large ravine. There is nowhere to run. Chaos pecks him then flies off.
He turns and sees me standing before him. 
“Your majesty, I-” He begins. His face is red and the tips of his ears look like they are on  fire. 
“Ozul!” I cry. “What are you doing?”
The gardener bows his head. 
“Why did you break into my secret chamber and create a spell of poisoned apples? Then you use my transformation potion to turn yourself into a woman to kill the princess. Why? After all I have done for you! I gave you a job and a place to live. Why would you steal from me and try to murder Bianca?”
Rubbing his bald head, the gardener sneers at me, “Who are you to talk? Your past is not one to be proud of, Your Majesty.” 
My muscles tense. “What are you talking about?” 
“Let’s say I know some people from your childhood.”
“Why did you steal from me?”
“Because someone paid me.”
“Who?” 
“Your lover, of course, Bahilli, the huntsman.”
I feel my stomach twist into knots and my blood runs cold. 
Ozul chuckles at my speechlessness.“Oh, poor Queen Mei. You did not know your lover is only out for himself. Bahilli has been trying to get rid of Bianca since he came here. He wanted you to be the fairest in the land. He sent Bianca into the woods hoping she would die. But instead, she found this cottage and made new friends. He paid me to kill her. For he wanted no offspring to claim the castle. He wanted you to have it all.”
“Me? Why?” 
“Because if Bianca is dead, you get the castle and the fortune. If he marries you, then he will get your wealth as well.”
I pause. “What made him think we are going to marry?”
“Oh, please! Your Majesty! Bahilli knew how you felt about him. It's obvious the way you look at him. Why, he has been bragging for months about how you never got over him. He has you wrapped around his finger. He knew once your husband died, you would come back to him.”
Heat flares on my cheeks. “Your little game is finished, Ozul! You are coming back to the castle with me, and I am throwing you into the dungeon.”
“I do not think so, Your Majesty.” Ozul reaches into his pockets and pulls out a shiny knife. “I was hoping to escape so you would not be able to identify me. Now that you know who I am, I cannot take the risk of losing money. I am going to kill Bianca, and I will kill you, too. No one is going to stop me from getting the money Bahilli promised me.”
He moves toward me with his knife raised. My feet are frozen to the ground. I know he plans to stab me, but a part of me does not care. It feels as though my life has been nothing but misery and sadness. 
Caw!
Chaos descends down from the sky and pecks at Ozul again. My raven’s cries awaken me from my own woes. Dropping the knife, the gardener throws his hands over his head in an attempt to shield himself from the sharp beak. 
I see my opportunity. I run forward and shove Ozul as hard as I can. He stumbles backwards not realizing the edge of the cliff is there. Unable to regain his balance, he falls over into the abyss.

***

Walking back to the little cottage, I feel a sense of dread wash over me as I realize I now have to face Bianca. Chaos’ weight on my shoulder is a comfort. 
I stroke his head. “Thank you, friend, for saving me.” 
Looking around I do not see anyone. 
“Bianca!” I call as I knock on the door. “Bianca, where are you?” 
I hear the lock move and the door moves backward to reveal my stepdaughter. 
Bianca is around the same height as me. She has a slender figure with shoulder-length black hair. Her ruby lips part to reveal white teeth, and dimples crease on either side of her mouth. She lives up to the name of being the most fair.
“What do you want?” She points a knife at me. “I know you want to kill me. That is why you sent the gardener here.”
“I do not want to kill you.” I reply. “I have been worried about you.” 
“But Bahilli…” her voice trails off. She moves aside for me to come in.
The inside is small but I can see that Bianca does not live here alone. I stand in front of the crackling fire. “What about Bahilli?”
“He befriended me since working at the castle. I told him everything that was going on. He told me he overheard you talking with someone about wanting to kill me. He told me now that Father was dead, you wanted the castle and fortune all to yourself. He told me I must escape and run into the woods. I asked him where I should go. He said it did not matter as long as I was far away from you.”  
I clench my jaw. It appears Bahilli is not who I thought he was.
“I did not say that. Bahilli is the one who is behind this. It appears he was after your father’s wealth. He is the one who wanted you dead so he could marry me and claim the fortune for himself.”
 A gloom overcomes me and my chest feels heavy.
Bianca ponders what I have said. “That does make sense. He seemed too eager to get me to leave the castle. I also noticed him constantly talking to the gardener. I can’t believe he told Ozul to disguise himself as a peddler woman. Where is he?’
“Let’s just say we took care of him.” I glance at Chaos who caws. 
 “Bianca,” I continue. “I feel we have not grown to know each other as well as I would like. I am sorry. While I did care for your father, I was not in love with him. This was an arranged marriage, and I took my feelings out on others. I know you do not trust me with everything that has happened. But I would love the opportunity for us to get to know each other as friends.” 
Bianca nods. “I would like that. It has been rather lonely in the castle all these years.”
“Let’s return home.” I open the door.
“I am coming. I must leave a note for my friends. They have been so kind to let me stay with them. I do not wish them to worry.” says Bianca rushing over to the desk to scribble in a journal.
“Tell them to come visit you at the castle. The more the merrier.” 

***

Mirror Mirror
Why is it 
The one we want the most
Is the one we are better off 
Without 

“Queen Mei of Eleosia,” 
The mirror speaks to me as I stand before it staring at my reflection. 
“You saved the princess, and you learned secrets about your lover.” 
My lips are unable to form words. I cannot speak for if I speak, it will mean it was true, and I do not want to face the reality.
I cough. “Bahilli tried to kill Bianca then lied and said it was my idea.” 
“Bahilli’s soul is full of greed. His heart does not love anyone but himself. His beauty is used as a snare to entrap pretty women like yourself and turn their lives into dust. Bahilli has been planning this since the day you met him in your childhood realm. He was one of the members of the thieves you worked with.”
“Yes.” I reply.
“Bahilli knew who you were even before you revealed your identity to him. You thought he loved you for you. But he only loved what you could do for him. Bahilli knew you would never take over the throne of Gisivion.  Your father was going to give the crown to your stepbrother. Bahilli  needed a way to get wealth. He overheard your father was planning an arranged marriage for you to the King of Eleosia. The day you got caught by the guards was because Bahilli alerted them. He knew the King of Eleosia did not have much longer to live. So while you were forced to marry, Bahilli went off and lived his life until your husband died. Then he made a grand gesture for you to welcome him back with open arms. The way Bahilli planned it, after a few months of wooing, you would fall under his charmless spell, and the two of you would  marry. Is this not what has been happening?”
I nod.
“Bahilli believed that once you and he were wed, he would have access to the fortune to repay his massive debt owed to half the realm..” 
I fidget with my fingers letting the mirror’s words sink into my mind. Now that I hear the truth, it all makes sense. I have no idea how I did not see it before. While I resented and got revenge on my family, I had no idea there was another person responsible for my misery who needed to pay. 
“Bahilli realized that Bianca was the only other person who could claim heir to the throne. He did not want to have to share the fortune with anyone. His debt was too great. He made a plan to trick Bianca into thinking you did not like her and wanted her dead. He told her to go into the woods thinking that she would not survive. Bahilli cut the heart from the dead boar to present it to you to make you think Biana had been killed. He figured if you thought she was dead,  you would be more inclined to remarry. When he found out the princess had excellent navigation skills and could survive in the woods, he sent Ozul to finish the job.” 
The image in the mirror shifts before me. I see Bahilli walking along the edge of the lake holding a woman’s hand. I peer closer into the mirror. As I squint my eyes to see the woman’s face, my jaw drops.
It is Musette, my handmaiden!
In the reflection I see Bahilli lean forward and plant a kiss on Mussette’s lips. I look away. My cheeks burn as if I have been slapped! To see the man I had desired for so long kissing another woman was gut-wrenching. I am fuming.
Musette knew about my love for Bahilli. I trusted her. I poured my heart out to her. She was not only my handmaiden but my closest confidante.
“As we move through life we realize that beauty on the inside is more important than beauty on the outside. To find a person who is trustworthy, caring, and loyal is like searching for a needle in a haystack. A pretty face does not always mean a pretty soul.” says the mirror.
The reflection shifts and I find myself looking at my image.
“You are not an evil person, Mei,” the magic mirror continues, “The factor of your life has hardened your heart. The loss of your mother, the betrayal of your father, the abuse you suffered at the hands of your stepmother, all are enough to make your soul grow dark. You craved companionship and love. That is what led you down the path of evil and your commitment to villainous acts. Your family’s abandonment pushed you into the arms of a man who did not love you and was only using you. Lastly, your arranged marriage to a man you did not love is enough to make anyone lose all sense of self. Your actions against your family were justified. What one gives out in this world one must be prepared to receive back. You must face your past and in doing so, create a better future for yourself. 
The mirror goes silent. I stare at my reflection. I do not recognize myself. My pupils are narrow and dark and my expression is grim. The filtered light from the windows reflects on my crown and jewels. I have been pushed, pummeled and used by others for too long. 
It is time for my revenge.

***

Moonlight shines through the windows as I burst through the door of one of the lower chambers in the castle. Musette gasps and sits up in her bed. 
“Your Majesty,” she cries, hopping out of bed and standing before me. “What is wrong? Are you alright?” 
Caw!
Chaos flies in through the open window and perches on the bedpost watching the action. 
“How could you?” I cry. “I trusted you!”
“What are you talking about, fair queen?”
“You knew  how I felt about Bahilli. Since he was hired at the castle, you knew about my former relationship with him. You knew! I told you everything! You even encouraged me to rekindle my romance with him. You said I deserved to be happy as I had endured so much.”
“That is true Your Majesty, and I am glad to see you two have become quite close,” replies Musette.
“And you have also gotten close with Bahilli,” I hiss.
Musette’s expression changes and she turns pale. “I do not know what you are talking about?” 
“You know exactly what I am talking about! All those rendezvous by the lake, hand-holding and kissing.”
A faint tinge of ruby creeps across Musette’s cheeks. She remains silent. 
“You’re done here,” I continue. “You have until sunrise to pack your things and leave before I have you thrown into the dungeon.”
Musette’s eyes fill with fire. “Your Majesty. You would do this to your most trusted servant? I have been with you since the day you married the King of Eleosia. I have been there through it all.”
“You are not to be trusted, Musette. You knew how I felt and yet you pursued Bahilli behind my back. Get out! I will make sure I have the guards come and escort you out of the palace in the morning!”
“How dare you!” screams Musette.
“How dare you pretend to be my friend and then betray me!” I cry.
“He did not like you,” sneers Musette, “Bahilli told me. He thought I should be the most fair in the realm. He said once he married you, he would give me some of your fortune. Then we would run away together after we took everything from you!” 
I clench my fists. “Goodbye, Musette! Make sure you are gone by sunrise.” 
I turn to leave.
Caw!
The sound from Chaos causes me to turn around. I see Musette grab the candle holder off the dresser and swing it at my head. I duck. If I had moved, she would have killed me. Chaos flies forward and pecks at her wrist causing her to drop the  candle. 
I grab the nearby vase and bring it down on her head. She falls to the ground and lies still.
Chaos flies to my shoulder and I stroke his wings. I will call the guard to come get Musette in the morning. 

***
Mirror Mirror
Only those whose
Eyes are pure
Can see the beauty 
Everywhere  

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?” I heard a voice chant. 
I push open the door to my chamber and see Bahilli standing in front of the mirror. His back is to me. 
“While you may be handsomer than most, your soul is ugly, which in turn makes you ugly. Beauty is more than skin deep,” replies the mirror. 
Before Bahilli can reply I speak..
“What are you doing here?” 
“Ah, my queen!” Bahilli extends his hand out to me and intertwines his fingers with mine. He pulls me close. For so long I had craved his embrace. Now I am repulsed. 
“At long last, we two can be together, Mei. Just as we always dreamed. We can start a new life,” says Bahilli. “I love you, Mei.”
I rest my cheek against his chest so he cannot see the tears coating my eyes. If only he could hear my heart breaking into pieces. I wish to take one of the shards of my crushed soul and stab him with it. How I longed to hear those words again. I wanted to say something, but my speech is strangled in my throat. I want to believe what I had seen was a dream. He does not know that I know. 
I clear my throat and break away from his embrace. “Bianca is alive.” I say.
I see a flicker of shadows cross Bahilli’s face, but he composes himself. “Darling, what are you talking about? Bianca is dead. I brought you her heart.” 
“That was the heart of a boar. I found Bianca and brought her home. She is in her chambers. I also found your little sidekick Ozul that you paid to break into my secret lair and try to kill Bianca.”
“I did nothing of the sort. If that is what Ozul is telling you, then you are mad to believe him.”
“Magical Mirror,” I call.
The glass in the mirror begins to churn. It reveals an image of Bahilli handing an envelope to Ozul before he opens the door leading to my secret lair. Then the scene shifts to reveal visions of Bahilli and Musette walking next to the lake, meeting in a secret location in the castle, and talking in the woods together.
I look over at Bahilli who crosses his arm. His jaw clenched. “The mirror lies,” he growls.
“You are calling this mirror a liar? The mirror you put so much reliance on to define beauty?”
 Bahilli glares at me.
“You never loved me!” I hiss. I feel my voice crack and struggle to stay composed. “You desire to marry a royal so you could gain enough wealth to pay your debts from your trickery ways.”
“I loved you!” I continue. “I was heartbroken when you disappeared. For years I suffered in this unwanted marriage. I dreamed of the day you and I would be together. But you didn’t care. You went on with your life and did whatever you wanted. You did not miss me. You just lay in wait for my husband to die so you could come back and use me. Once you returned, I believed we could finally be together. Now I discover you were romancing my handmaiden behind my back! I trusted you!” 
“Mei! I did it for us. I wanted to make sure she could be trusted, but clearly she cannot!” 
“Get out!” I scream. “Get out and never come back! I never want to see you again.”
Bahilli reaches forward and grabs me by the shoulders. “I am not going anywhere,” he says in a low voice. “We are going to be together and we are going to be married. You will be queen and I will be king. You are not going to leave me. I worked too hard crafting this plan to become the most powerful and most fair in the land. I will kill you before I lose what is so close.” 
I wince against his grip. “Not if I kill you first,” I hiss.
Caw!
Chaos flies down and pecks at Bahilli’s head. My unfaithful lover releases me and throws his arms over his head. 
“Stupid bird!” He yells. 
The raven attempts to nip Bahilli’s face. The huntsman lashes out and punches Chaos in the chest. My trusted pet goes sailing across the room and crashes into the magical mirror. He falls to the floor and lies still.
“Chaos!” I scream. “How dare you hurt him!”
I rushed at Bahilli and shove him. He grabs my wrists. 
At that moment the magical mirror emits a golden light that shines into the chamber reflecting off the beautiful objects.
Bahilli pauses and stares at the glow. He is so distracted he lets me go and walks toward the mirror. While he is mesmerized, the glimmer reflects off an object that appears near my shoes. It is a knife.
I bend down and pick it up. The blade glistens. It calls to me and tells me what I have to do. I must take my revenge. 
Without hesitation I drive the knife into Bahilli’s back, piercing his heart. He falls to the floor. The gleam from the mirror dies.
I run over to Chaos and gather him in my arms.
“Chaos, wake up!” I cry. “You can’t leave me.” Since the day I had nursed him back to health, he has been my only friend. I could not imagine my life without him.
I press my lips against his feathers while tears drip down my cheeks and onto the glossy black plumes. “I love you.” 
A purple glow emerges from the mirror and swirls throughout the room.
My arms are bare. 
Where did Chaos go?
Frantically, I look all around the room, but the purple light is so bright I cannot see. I hold my arms in front of my face to shield my eyes from the glare. 
The purple shine disappears. Bahilli’s body is gone, and before me stands a stranger. 
“Hello, Mei,” he says. 
He is a man around the same age as me. He is tall with dark hair and bright blue eyes. His lips curl into a smile. I feel as if I know him.
“Who are you?” I ask.
“I am your raven, Mei. I am Chaos.”
“Chaos?” 
“My name is not Chaos. It is Astrophel, and I live in an adjacent kingdom.” 
“I do not understand.”
“You were told by the woman who brought me to you not to judge outward appearances. I had a love for adventure and one day I stumbled upon a witch’s domain. She turned me into a raven for trespassing onto her land. In shock at my transformation, I slammed into a tree and broke my wing. A good witch found me and took pity on me. Although she could not reverse the curse, she created a second spell that if I could find someone who loved me, despite my appearance, the spell would be broken. You broke the curse.” 
He comes towards me and takes my hand in his. I feel a tingling sensation rush up my arms. I think about all the times Chaos had been there for me, defending me, and making certain that  I was always alright. 
“I know this may be sudden since you have just met me in my human form, but I have been watching you all of these years. You have told me your darkest secrets. You have told me about your past. I have watched you reign as the Queen of Eleosia, and I want to spend my days making sure you have happiness instead of sadness. I love you, and I am willing to take all the time you need to get to know me and show you that I am worthy of your love.”
I smile. “I would like that, Astrophel.”
He pulls me close, and for the first time in my life, I feel a sense of security and happiness fill my heart.
The magical mirror was right.
Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder.

Mirror Mirror 
A wicked heart 
Can love again
For the beauty of the soul
Will forever shine in the darkness 

The End 



