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This side of the mirror...

I waved away the smoke that drifted in front of my eyes as it poured and tumbled from Drake House. I coughed and spluttered as the acrid smoke engulfed me. Through it, I could hear the sound of approaching horses, carriages, and wagons. There was a bell ringing and the sound of voices shouting, too. I stumbled through the smoke in the direction of the approaching sounds. My eyes streamed tears onto my face and I wiped them away. Through the smoke I could see several carts and carriages being pulled by horses up the drive and toward the house, which was ablaze behind me. The horses brought the carriages and wagons to a stop. The creatures stomped their hooves, shaking their heads from side to side and whinnying against the smoke. I watched the villagers climb from the carriages and wagons, like some kind of voluntary Fire Brigade. They carried buckets and pails of water but I knew it was not enough to put out the raging fire that engulfed Drake House.

Through the smoke, I watched Inspector Rowlstone climb from his carriage and come toward me. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his nose and mouth.

“We saw the smoke from the village and the alarm was raised,” Rowlstone said, his voice muffled behind the handkerchief he had pressed to his mouth. “What has happened here?”

“Espen... I can’t find Espen,” I cried. Then turning on my heels, I ran back toward the house.

“No, wait!” I heard Inspector Rowlstone call after me over the roar of the fire.

The flames burned so brightly and fiercely, the heat from them scorched my skin as I neared the house once more. With my arms held up before my face, I made my way through the smoke and around the side of the house. The front of it was a seething mass of writhing flames, but I hoped beyond hope, that perhaps the back of the house had yet to be consumed by them. The noise of crackling and burning sounded like thunder as I made my way through the overgrown bracken and brambles that covered the path leading around the side of the house. Through the thick, black smoke, I could see a side door. The window set into the door glowed orange and red, reflecting the fire that raged behind it. Stooped low, coughing and spluttering, one hand over my own mouth and nose now, I made my way toward it. With my eyes streaming tears once more, I peered through the glass panel set into the door. At first I thought my eyes were deceiving me and the movement I believed I could see inside was nothing more than smoke and flame. But as I wiped the tears from my eyes and peered through the glass, I was sure that I could see someone staggering toward the door. Smoke was billowing and streaming from this person. As the figure drew closer still, searching blindly for any way of escape, I could see that it was Espen.

Without thinking, I reached for the door handle, closing my fingers around it. But the brass handle was burning hot, and I yanked my hand away. Drawing one of my guns, I smashed the butt of it against the glass panel. At once, smoke belched into my face. Holding my breath, I tucked my free hand up into my sleeve, and gripped the door handle once more. The heat was less intense against my flesh and I pushed against the door. It was securely locked.

“Espen! Espen!” I screamed through the broken glass.

Hearing the sound of my voice, Espen staggered forward along the passageway on the other side of the door. He held his hands up before his face and I could see his skin looked raw and scorched. Once again, I called out his name and rattled the door handle, but it would not give way.

Taking two steps backwards, I raised my gun with one trembling hand. I took aim at the door handle and fired. The door shook in its frame, then flew open. I dashed forward into the smoky passageway. The smoke was so thick now that I’d lost sight of Espen altogether.

“Espen! This way!” I cried.

Like a ghostly apparition, Espen stumbled forward through the smoke and into my arms. Holding him tight against me, I dragged him out of the burning doorway. When we were far enough away from the smoke, fire, and collapsing house, I laid him down on the ground. The backs of his hands were raised before him, fingers stiff like a corpse. I could see that his skin was blistered and charred. His face looked very much the same. His clothes were covered black with soot. He cried out in pain, and I winced as I couldn’t bear knowing that he was suffering. 

I heard the sound of running footfalls behind me. As I knelt beside Espen, I looked back over my shoulder. Inspector Rowlstone was running toward us. His eyes were wide and full of panic as he peered over the handkerchief he still had pressed to the lower half of his face.

“Is he alive?” Inspector Rowlstone asked, sounding out of breath. He looked down at Espen, who lay burnt and blistered before me on the ground. 

“Yes,” I said, my eyes now streaming again, but not because of the smoke. “But he’s very badly burnt.”

“We have to get him to the hospital,” Inspector Rowlstone said. “I shall get one of my men to take him there at once.”

Inspector Rowlstone headed away through the smoke once more, and as he did I felt one of Espen’s hands grip the front of my coat. He pulled me down close over him.

“No hospital...” he gasped.

“But you must...” I started.

“No...” Espen wheezed. “I’m not human, remember...? I will heal... quickly... too quickly... they will wonder why...”

“But...”

“Help me, Laura,” he whispered, his voice wavering as he dipped in and out of consciousness. “Get me away from here.”

Not knowing whether I was doing the right thing or not, I put my faith and trust in Espen once more. I wrapped my arm about his shoulder and heaved him up onto his feet. With Espen propped against me, I staggered—almost dragged him—back along the overgrown pathway and to the front of the burning house. Through the smoke, I could see the villagers continuing to douse the front of it with buckets of water that they had fetched from a nearby stream. Although their efforts to save the house were admirable, they were pointless. The house was lost and so was everyone who had been in it.
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