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Epilog: The Mask That Shouldn’t Be There
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The mask was smiling. Not a big smile. Not a scary one.

Just a quiet, painted curve that made Sam stop walking.

The town square of Oakhaven was glowing with early New Year lights. Strings of lanterns crossed the air like glowing lines. Music drifted from a practice stage. Someone laughed. Someone dropped a box of decorations.

And right there, hanging from a lamppost as if it belonged,

was a plain white mask.

No ribbons.

No name tag.

No sign saying it was part of the festival.

Mia flipped open her journal immediately.

“That mask isn’t on the decoration list,” she said, already writing.

Jake tilted his head. “Maybe it’s shy.”

Sam didn’t smile. His sharp eyes scanned the area, then the mask again.

“Or maybe it wants to be noticed.”

A gust of wind blew. The mask swayed once.

Then— it was gone.
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New Year in Oakhaven
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If Oakhaven was good at one thing, it was celebrating.

Every New Year, the town turned its quiet square into a festival of lights, music, and excitement. There were food stalls, games, and a small parade that always ended with fireworks over the lake.

This year was no different.

Jake ran ahead, nearly bumping into a stack of boxes.

“Best night of the year!” he declared. “Fireworks, music, and snacks that taste better because you’re not supposed to eat that many.”

Sam followed at a calmer pace, his detective toolbox swinging gently at his side.

“Eyes open,” he reminded. “Crowds make good places to hide things.”

“Or lose them,” Mia added, scribbling notes as she walked. “Especially things that shouldn’t exist.”

They stopped near the main stage. Children were practicing songs, their voices rising and falling unevenly. Volunteers hurried around, setting up banners that read:
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HAPPY NEW YEAR, OAKHAVEN!

Mia checked her notes.

“There’s also a mask contest tonight,” she said. “Twenty participants. All registered.”

Jake grinned. “Costumes, too? This night keeps getting better.”

Sam’s eyes drifted back to the lamppost.

The white mask was back. Hanging in the exact same place.

“Did either of you see someone put that there?” Sam asked.

Jake blinked. “Nope.” Mia frowned. “That’s impossible. I was watching the whole time.”

A bell rang from the stage. The children started singing again.

When Sam looked back— the mask was gone.
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