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This side of the mirror...

I looked at the drops of blood that covered the floor at Espen’s feet. In the light from the fire, the droplets looked almost black. There was an uncomfortable atmosphere hanging over the room. My heart was beating fast in my chest and there was a part of me that wanted to ask Espen to leave – to get out and not come back. I felt scared but wasn’t sure why. Espen had never scared me before, but then again, the last time I’d spent any substantial time in his company, we had been children. Espen was no longer a boy, but had become a man. He was tall and broad, with strong-looking hands that were now covered in blood. Yet despite the fear I felt, I couldn’t ask him to leave.

Rooted to the spot, just feet from him, I said, “Why is there blood on your hands, Espen?”

Slowly, he turned to face me. He raised his hands and inspected them. Seeing the blood, he looked between his fingers at me, and said, “I fell and cut them.” He must have seen the disbelieving look in my eyes, because he added, “Take a look for yourself.”

Placing one hand to my chest, I took a slow step toward him. He held out his hands for me to inspect, palms up. In the firelight, I could see that he did have several deep lacerations across both of his hands.

“How did you cut them?” I asked him.

“I was running on the moors, lost my footing, and fell,” he said.

I felt suspicious of Espen’s explanation, and my first instinct was not to believe him. Why I felt such a thing, I wasn’t sure. “Why were you running across the moors? I saw that you had a horse and cart outside.”

Espen took a deep breath as if to steady his nerves, before answering my question. Despite the fact that we had once been friends, the man standing before me was little more than a stranger. I realised I knew nothing of him and the life he now led. All I could be sure of was that he was in love with the young woman I had seen him with – the woman he had just told me moments ago was now dead. And he was now standing in my parlour, blood dripping from his hands.

“I was running away from the police watch,” Espen said, his dark eyes searching mine, looking to see how I might react to his statement.

What kind of reaction he was expecting from me, I did not know, but I tried to keep my face impassive and without emotion. “Why were you running from the police watch?”

“Alice failed to return home today, so I went in search of her on the moors,” Espen started to explain. “Through the fog I could see the distant glow of storm lanterns and I could hear the sound of the police watch blowing their whistles. I dismounted from my horse and crept slowly forward. I came across some rocks that were big enough to provide me cover. I peered around them and could see that the constables were gathered about a body that was stretched out across the ground. I feared that it was Alice, but I needed to be sure. Sneaking from my hiding place, I crept through the fog and a little closer to the scene. It was then that my fears were realised. The body, with its bloodied face, was that of Alice. In shock, I stumbled backwards, tripping on a loose piece of rock. And it was then that I cut my hands. Bleeding, I made my way through the fog and back to my horse and cart.”

I was horrified by what Espen had just said. “How can you be sure that it was indeed Alice who was lying out on the moors?” I asked him. “After all, you said that the corpse’s face was covered in blood.”

“She was wearing the same violet dress she put on this morning before leaving home,” Espen said. “There is no doubt in my mind that Alice was murdered.”

“But how can you be so sure that she was murdered?” I asked. “She could have fallen...”

Espen gave a dry chuckle. “Alice didn’t fall. The injuries I saw on her face weren’t the result of her tripping and falling to the ground. And besides, what are the chances of two women dying in the same fashion and in the same location within just a matter of days?”

Deep down I knew that Espen was right, and this scared me. I’d heard the rumours from Mr. Crispin that the first young woman who had been found on the moors had been murdered, her face mutilated beyond recognition. And now Espen stood before me, telling me exactly the same story. But this time, it was not a repeat of some rumour or whisper that he’d heard, but a very real nightmare he had seen with his own eyes.

“If what you believe is true, then why did you run from the police watch? Why did you come straight to me instead of going to them?” I asked him. Despite Espen’s sorry news, I still felt somewhat resentful and hurt at how he had denied me the previous day.

“I need your help,” Espen said.

“But I don’t see how I could possibly be of any help to you,” I said. “I’m not one of the police watch.”

“But your father once was,” Espen said, taking a step closer toward me, his hands continuing to drip blood on the floor.

I glanced down at them then back up at him. “My father is dead,” I reminded him. I doubted he did not know this truth, he had spent his whole life living in Fogmin, after all.

“But your father would have had friends in the police watch,” Espen said. “Could you not visit the police station and speak with one of them? Make some discreet enquiries into Alice’s death?”

“No,” I barked, no longer able to restrain the resentment I felt toward him, despite his tragic news.

“Why not?” Espen said, looking somewhat baffled that I might refuse him this favour.

With eyes wide in disbelief, and resting my hands on my hips, I said, “How dare you! Only yesterday you denied you even knew me, yet you have the audacity to come running to my door in the dead of night, asking for my help? Do you really expect me to visit the local police station and start asking questions about the death of your friend from people I do not know? I think you ask too much of me. I think you presume too much if you believe you can saunter in here and pick up where we once left off.”

“Don’t you think the very same thing?” Espen said, narrowing the distance between us once more. He stopped just a foot from me. “Did you not presume the same? Is that not why you returned to Fogmin? Did you not come back here to reconnect with me?”
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