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​Chapter 1: The Tolling
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The bells began at midnight.

Elena Vargas heard them from her grandmother's bedroom, where she sat in the dark with a cold cloth pressed to the old woman's forehead. The fever had come three days ago. The doctor said it would pass. But Isabel Vargas was seventy-six, and fevers at seventy-six were not things you ignored.

The bells of San Miguel Church rang twelve times. Each chime vibrated through the floorboards, up through the chair legs, into Elena's spine.

She counted them out of habit.

One. Two. Three.

The chanting from the plaza grew louder. She could hear the rhythm of the crowd—the stamp of feet, the clap of hands. La Noche de las Máscaras. Every year, the same tradition. Handmade masks, painted faces, dancing in the square. At midnight, everyone removed their masks together, a symbol of shedding the old year's sins.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

Elena had worn a mask every year since she was a child. Every year, except this one.

The tenth chime came. Then the eleventh.

Then silence.

Elena waited for the twelfth chime.

It did not come.

Instead, she heard screaming.

It started as a single voice—a woman, high and sharp, cutting through the chant like glass. Then more voices joined. Elena heard the stampede of running feet. A child crying. A man shouting words she could not understand.

She stood up. The cloth fell from her hands onto the bed.

"Stay here," she told her grandmother.

The old woman opened her eyes. They were pale and glassy with fever. "Elena," she murmured. "The masks."

"I know. I'll be right back."

Elena moved to the window. The shutters were closed, but she cracked them open and looked down onto Calle de la Cruz.

The street was chaos. Maskless people ran in all directions. Some were crying. Some were pointing at each other, backing away as if they had seen something impossible. Broken masks lay on the cobblestones like dead birds. A woman in a blue dress stood frozen in the middle of the street, her face in her hands.

But Elena saw the woman's face through her fingers.

It was still the woman's face.

And yet it was not.

Elena squinted. Her heart had started to beat faster, though she didn't know why. The woman's face was the same shape. The same nose, the same cheekbones. But something was wrong with the eyes. The left one had always been a warm brown—Elena had known her for years, she was her neighbor Señora Herrera—but now, in the moonlight, it looked pale.

Almost amber.

Almost someone else's.

Elena stepped back from the window. Her hands were trembling. She didn't understand what she was seeing. Her mind offered explanations: the light, the shadow, her own tired eyes.

Then she heard a noise behind her.

The creak of the bedroom door.

She turned.

Her grandmother was no longer in bed. The old woman stood in the doorway, wearing her nightgown. Her eyes were open wider than Elena had ever seen them.

"Grandmother," Elena whispered. "You should be lying down."

Isabel Vargas smiled. It was her smile. But it was wrong.

"I heard them calling," the old woman said. "They called my name."

Elena's blood turned cold. "Who called your name?"

"The masks," her grandmother said. "I put one on, Elena. When the bells rang, I took it off."

She stepped forward into the room. Her bare feet made no sound on the floor.

Elena looked at her grandmother's face. It was still the same face. The same wrinkles around the eyes. The same thin lips. The same—

She stopped.

Her grandmother's left eye was brown.

It had always been brown.

But her grandmother's right eye had always been lighter. A small, barely noticeable difference that Elena had known since childhood. Her grandmother used to joke about it: "One eye from my father, one from my mother."

Now both eyes were brown.

Elena took a step back.

"Grandmother," she said carefully, "what mask did you put on?"

"I don't remember," the old woman said, still smiling. "But it felt right. It felt like coming home."

She raised her hand to her own face and touched her cheek.

"Elena," she said, "why didn't you wear one?"

Elena did not answer.

She backed out of the room and closed the door.

She turned to run—

But the hallway mirror caught her reflection.

For a split second, she saw her own face.

Still her face.

Still her eyes.

She exhaled.

And then she noticed that the front door, which she had locked before going to her grandmother's room, was now wide open.

Someone had come in.

Or someone had gone out.

Elena did not know which was worse.
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​Chapter 2: The Unchanged
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She searched the house. Every room, every closet, every corner.

No one.

The front door hung open to the empty street. Outside, the screaming had faded into an eerie quiet. The moon still shone on the cobblestones. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once and then stopped.

Elena closed the door. She locked it. Then she went back to her grandmother's room.

The old woman was asleep in bed again. The cold cloth was back on her forehead, exactly where Elena had left it.

As if she had never moved.

Elena stared at her grandmother's face. Both eyes were closed now. She could not see the color. She reached out and touched the old woman's cheek. The skin was warm—feverish, but not cold.

"Isabel," Elena whispered.

The old woman did not stir.

Elena pulled her hand back. She looked around the room. The dresser. The crucifix on the wall. The family photographs on the shelf.

Her eyes landed on the small vanity table. On it, resting against the mirror, was a mask.

Elena had never seen it before.

It was made of painted plaster, smooth and pale. It showed the face of a young woman—not her grandmother's face now, but her grandmother's face fifty years ago. The cheeks were fuller. The hair was dark. The smile was shy.

Elena picked it up. The inside was warm. Someone had been wearing it.

She turned it over.

On the back, scratched into the plaster with a sharp tool, was a single word.

VÁLIDA.

Valid.

Elena heard her own breathing in the silence. She put the mask back on the vanity table. She picked up her phone.

She dialed her mother's number.

The call went straight to voicemail.

She dialed again. Nothing.

She stepped into the hallway. She could see the street through the narrow window beside the front door. The plaza was visible at the end of the street. The great clock tower of San Miguel stood against the moonlit sky.

And below it, hundreds of figures stood motionless.

They were not running anymore. They were not screaming.

They were standing in the plaza, facing the church, perfectly still. Like statues.

Elena could see their faces from here—pale, expressionless, turned upward toward the clock tower.

But she was too far to see the details.

Too far to see if they were still themselves.

A sound came from behind her.

Her grandmother's voice.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"

Elena spun around.

Isabel Vargas was at the end of the hallway, still in her nightgown. The two brown eyes stared at Elena with an expression she had never seen on her grandmother's face.

It was not love. It was not fear.

It was curiosity.

"Come back to bed, Grandmother," Elena said, forcing her voice to stay steady.

Isabel tilted her head. The movement was too quick. Too birdlike.

"Elena," she said, "I gave you the mask. The one on the vanity. I kept it all these years."

Elena's mouth went dry. "You made that mask fifty years ago."

"Yes."

"Grandmother, you told me you threw it away. You told me you hated it. You said—"

"I lied."

The old woman smiled. The smile was her smile, but the warmth was gone.

"Elena," she said, "will you wear it next year?"

Elena's hand found the doorknob behind her. "I think you need to rest."

"Of course." Isabel turned and walked back into the bedroom. "I'm very tired."

She closed the door behind her.

Elena heard the lock click.

She was alone in the hallway. The house was silent. The figures in the plaza had not moved.

She looked down at her phone. No signal.

Then she looked at her reflection in the hallway mirror again.

Her face was still her face.

But her grandmother had touched that mask. Had worn it. Had kept it all these years without telling anyone.

Elena started to wonder: if the mask made you forget who you were, how would you ever know?
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