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This side of the mirror...

As I sprang across the room in the direction of the hooded figure, it began to scream. The noise that came from beneath the flowing robes was so shrill and loud, I could do little more than throw my hands over my ears and shudder. The noise of the robed figure screaming and wailing was crippling. The sound came at me in waves, sucking the strength from me. I dropped to my knees and the screaming stopped. In the silence, I could hear the sound of breaking glass. I looked back over my shoulder and watched the mirror that stood before Espen’s ashes crack into slivers of glass. Each jagged piece dropped to the floor of the circular chamber. I looked at the scattered ash that had once been Espen and wondered whether what he had told me was true, that he would now be in another world—a reflection of this one—where he would age rapidly and then die. Whatever happened to him on the other side of the mirrors, I knew that he was now dead to me in this world. 

I glanced up into the nearest mirror and looked at my reflection. My now long, black hair hung over my pale face, eyes burning fierce and bright, teeth now fangs. If I was now a creature like Espen had been, I hoped that I might be drawn into the mirror and be with him once more. But the mirror I looked into didn’t crack or break. It didn’t swallow me up into some other world—layer—as Espen had called them.

“You’re not a full vampire yet,” a voice said, as if able to read my mind. “You can’t escape me by looking into the mirrors.”

I glanced once more in the direction of the hooded figure, who still had hold of Violet’s hand. The young girl stood before the stranger, head thrown back, eyes wide and rolling wildly in their sockets. The girl’s chest rose sharply up and down as she sucked and gasped down lungfuls of air. Violet sounded as if she was suffocating.

Using what little strength I had, I got to my feet. My legs felt shaky and weak beneath me. My entire body felt as if it was burning up—heart racing and pushing acid-like blood through my veins. I looked at the figure who still stayed hidden from me beneath its robes and hood. 

“Who are you?” I wheezed. 

Still holding onto Violet with one hand, the figure used its free hand to pull back the hood. I stared into the face of an ancient woman. What little flesh covered her emaciated face was wrinkled and folded into deep grooves. Her eyes were two dark pits, and the edges of her mouth were twisted down into a joyless grimace. Much of her head and scalp was visible through the wispy lengths of white hair that hung about her face. Despite the repugnance of this creature, Violet still stood before her, panting for breath. As I stared at the decrepit witch of a woman, I sensed she was drawing strength from the young girl before her. Then, as if to prove my theory and worst fears, the woman raked one gnarled and withered hand down the length of Violet’s back. At once, the young girl’s body locked in a violent spasm. It was like the timeworn woman was sucking the last breaths from the girl. Wispy tendrils of bright white light spiralled from the back of Violet’s throat and out of her mouth. And as these wisps of light sparkled in the air above her head, the old woman opened her toothless mouth. She breathed in deeply, as if extracting Violet’s very life and soul from her. And as she consumed Violet’s life and youth, the old woman’s robes began to twist and contort like black tentacles all about her. To my horror and dismay, I could see that Violet’s skin was beginning to wither and wrinkle with age. 

Using what strength I could muster, I shot forward, grabbing hold of Violet’s hand. And as I tried to yank her free, the woman snatched hold of my wrist. Her grip was crushing as she closed her bony fingers around me. At once, I could feel myself growing weaker as if my life was now too being drawn from me. And just as I had done as a child, I began to gasp and wheeze for breath. I fought to draw air down into my lungs before they were bled dry. I stared at the old woman and could see that she was growing stronger as Violet and I became weaker.

The folds in the wrinkles of flesh that covered the woman’s face began to smooth out and form a much younger woman. Her eyes no longer looked like two pits in the centre of her face, but now gleamed blue and bright, full of life and vigour. Her mouth was no longer a bloodless gash, but had lips that were full and crimson. And as I watched her face change from one of hideousness to mesmerising beauty, I realised I’d seen her before. Screwing my eyes shut, I peered into the darkness of my mind and saw myself as a child. The old woman was there in the darkness with me. And just as she was now feeding off Violet, I could see her feeding off me. 

In my mind’s eye, I could see her behind me, those long, black tentacles snaking to and fro as I stood locked in her embrace. She sucked and drew my breath from me. I wanted to scream for my father, but had so little breath in my lungs, I was unable to do so. But where was he? Why was he letting this woman—this creature with shadow-like tentacles—suck my very breath and life from me? Why wasn’t my father there to stop this from happening? Why had he forsaken me to her? And as I slowly began to remember and understand why I had spent so much of my childhood breathless and unable to breathe, I knew that the old woman was the Cambion that Espen had told me about.
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