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The worst day of my life was almost over. I slipped off my round-toed, chunky-heeled shoes with the cemetery’s dirt still on the sole’s edge. On the floor in front of the passenger seat, I found a pair of bright green exercise shoes I had bought for a Zumba class I only took twice. The bright color didn’t go with my simple black dress and black coat, but I didn’t care. My toes were killing me. Last, I slipped in my earbuds so that I couldn’t hear the Christmas music. 

Before I could turn on the music as I climbed out of my car, I heard a child’s laugh. Two little girls, about seven and eight, were looking into a shop’s display window, their breath fogging up the glass. They held hands, and a parent stood on each side. Funny. At that age, I thought I would have my parents forever, only to turn 22 and lose them in a car accident. 

I was officially an orphan.

I wanted a hole to open up and take me, too. 

My phone dinged in my purse. Most likely, one of my best friends was checking in on me. I ignored it and walked down a side street to my favorite little shop. I thought, “Please don’t be playing Christmas music as I took out the earbuds. Some kind of instrumental music I didn’t know was playing from the speakers. It had a sad vibe to it. Sighing, I entered the shop full of curious and odd things. It’s like an open treasure box for me to discover what new merchandise the owner, Theo, has stocked. He had a mix of objects that made me feel like I had entered a different world. A showcase of glasses, or goggles as he liked to call them, that had three assorted lenses that moved. Pocket watches that opened to show visible gears. Teapots, looking glasses, spy glasses, and other items that looked like they came from the mad hatter’s tea party. 

But the display that drew me most was his masks—the ones that looked like birds. My best friend and roommate, Brice, told me they were plague masks and not to romanticize them. Not all had long beaks, but some were small enough to cover only the eyes. 

Speaking of Brice, I was meeting him and Cate, my other best friend, for a late lunch. They had come to the funeral, but we decided to meet at our favorite pizza joint after I had greeted everyone who lingered after. I checked the time on my phone, and I had a few minutes. 

At the dressing mirror next to the masks, I removed my coat and put down my purse before grabbing one of the small black masks. I put it on. My heart broke again when I covered my eyes and cheekbones like my mother's. I no longer looked like a woman in mourning but someone with an air of mystery. I wish I could be someone else, not the young woman who lost her parents too soon. I thought, "Oh, I’m being ridiculous, " and placed the mask on my forehead. 

The shop door opened. A couple came dressed and ready to go to a masquerade. Which was odd since there was still light outside. 

The woman’s heels clicked as she crossed the room, the man right behind her in a long black cape. She stopped at the sight of me and studied her reflection next to mine in the mirror. 

My world tipped. For a moment, I thought I was seeing double. We were identical. Her eyes showed shock, but they lit up before she smiled like she knew something I didn’t. 

Outside, there was a commotion. My doppelganger gave me a smirk. I didn’t like that smirk. The superstition about doppelgangers entered my head. Was I about to have bad luck? Or experience my death. The last one I welcomed. 

The two ran into the back of the shop. I followed to find Theo smiling up at my look-alike. “Lani...” 

At the same time, the woman said, “I’m here from Terra,” her accent harsh to my ears, “and My brother told to come here for help.”

Theo looked confused as he looked between us. Behind me, I heard someone yell, “Found her!” 

The other woman turned around, shot a wide-eyed look at the sound of the voice, and grabbed the man’s hand before dashing out the back door. 

Scared at what I would find, I slowly turned to the people still in the shop to see a group of men standing in the middle, all eyes on me. A few stared with confusing expressions. They were dressed in brown uniforms and held guns that looked like props for a cosplay. 

Another woman walked in, older, her mix of blond and gray hair piled high on her head, and she, too, looked like she was going to a cosplay event. She looked at my dress and shoes. “Marion, how did you change into their clothes so quickly?” The group of men surrounded us. 

“Will someone find her a cape?” 

One of the men came toward me with his brown cape. I stepped back, only to bump into Theo, who took the cape and wrapped it around my shoulders. “Old man, you would leave if you know what is best for you.” 

“I’m going with you,” he said. 

The woman’s expression turned hard. “You don’t know us.” 

Theo touched my arm and said, “I know more than you realize. I’m going with her.” His touch grew warm for a moment. 

I moved to look at him, but he tightened his grip in warning. The woman’s face and a few of the men lost color. 

A shiver ran down my spine. How well do I know Theo?

It took a few tries before the woman found her voice again. But she only said, “Of course.” To one of the men, she said, “Find Gale.” 
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