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DOPPELGÄNGER




WE MET AT night when the flicker of stars and the new moon couldn’t calm down my strange premonition. 

I saw someone’s shadows everywhere in the city twilight, and I was running with all my might along the dreamy streets of the capital to catch the last train Kyiv-Lviv. 

I saw her immediately. My only companion in the red hoodie sat in the opposite corner of the empty carriage, leaning her shoulder against the dark window. 

We looked askance at each other for a long time without saying anything. I barely endure this dismal game but can’t help looking at this girl, curled like a letter Zyu. 

I was thinking about how to start the conversation for some minutes. I had to go home all night and all the next morning. I wanted neither sleep nor eat. Why not chat? 

I approached her and said ‘hi’ with a strange premonition. She didn’t answer and didn’t even look at me. After standing for a few minutes near her, I almost went back, but my motionless companion slowly straightened up. 

It seemed to me that I was hearing the barely noticeable but caustic creaking of metal springs from her deep red hood. 

The girl was growing up in front of my eyes like some oddball mushroom. She slowly raised her head, and the thick shadow of her hood slipped away and revealed her pale face. 

I recognised her immediately and choked with my frightened breath. It seemed my heart stopped in my chest when I looked at her eyes and froze like a doll. How could I not recognise her! I saw this face every day when I stared in my mom’s mirror of the Chanel powder. 

‘Hi, Katya. Nice to meet you. At last,’ she said in a cold and sharp voice. She seemed to bite off every word from herself before throwing it at me. She put a clear accent on every last syllable. I was just silent. I stood mute and looked at the girl with the smile of a mentally ill person. ‘Why are you silent? What? Aren’t you happy to see me?’ 

The evil excitement flickered in her silvery blue eyes. I understood who I saw in front of me. It was a hunter. And she was hunting me. And at the same time, she was me: swarthy, red-haired, blue-eyed, in short, an ordinary girl. 

I looked at myself as if in the mirror and couldn’t say a word. Then I slowly came to my senses and tried speaking, ‘Who? I?’ 

‘You-you, don’t doubt,’ my companion nodded with an evil smile on her bright red lips. 

Of course, the girl meant she was me, but how could I believe this? 

‘Is this a stupid joke?’ I turned around furiously, looking for a hidden camera. 

But, of course, there was no living soul in the whole carriage except for us. Tanya, the conductor, warned me that there was a record-breaking small amount of passengers today, and the last carriage was absolutely empty. 

‘No, it’s impossible! Impossible.’ 

‘If you’re saying so,’ the girl indifferently shrugged her sharp shoulders and pulled out a deck of cards from her right sleeve with a single movement. 

I understood the whole absurdity of the situation. A girl who had my voice, looked exactly like me and even wore my favourite ripped jeans claimed she was me. And she made it with such defiant confidence.

This girl knew from somewhere that I would come. She was waiting for me. Maybe, I was just going crazy? 

‘Sit down, take a load off your feet. Why are you so staring at me? Believe me, Katya, you’re conscious.’ 

Could it read minds? 

I curled slowly in the chair opposite and started watching the clone shuffling big shiny cards with the skill of a croupier, holding them with their backside up. 

‘Let’s play the fool,’ the girl suggested. 

‘The fool?’ I surprised. ‘Not poker?’ 

She smiled mysteriously. She scattered six cards for each of us and then turned the top one. It was an ace, an ace of spades, but it looked strange. 

A creature with the wings of a demon and a face of an angel was depicted on the card. This creature held a joker in its hands and smiled. Something broke in my soul because of this smile and the watchful, as if alive, look. 

I took the cards off the table; they rustled in my hands like Nile papyrus. I have never seen anything like this deck of cards. 

The characters from fairy tales ominously smiled together and looked at me with sinister confidence. A skilful hand drew in detail each facial feature, each element of their clothes. A true master created them. 

‘Do you like it?’ Katya threw her thick curly hair over her left shoulder. ‘It’s them. They are the cards brought here in a black suitcase by a stranger in 1820. Do you remember this fairy tale?’ 

‘I thought they were Tarot cards. But it’s only a legend, only a fairy tale.’ 

‘And what would a fairy tale be if not the truth? But the truth is so impossible and frightening that people turn it into fiction because of fear. Forgotten, lost, buried truth. Do not doubt, Katya, these are the same cards, and they’re magical.’ 

‘Magical?’ I twisted the card of the knight in black armour. It seemed he winked at me. 

‘What did you think? There are oodles of such goods in that place where I came from, the whole cartloads. And each thing has its purpose and its correct name.’ 

‘In that place where you came from? And where is it? Where did you appear from?’ my voice trembled with tension; my palms were sticky with sweat. 

The knight on my card strictly frowned and pulled out his sword. It seemed he was talking to me because his thin lips were moving slowly. 

‘Why do you need it now? You’ll find out about everything soon if fate favours me. Do have patience. A guest makes the first move,’ Katya advised me politely, inviting me to the game with a wide gesture. 

‘No, it’s in chess,’ I murmured automatically but, nevertheless, threw the first card on the table. It seemed to be six of spades, and I saw a beggar in shabby grey rags out of the corner of my eye. 

The other Katya beat me with ten, and they crawled to the table's edge by themselves. We played silently for some time as if it was the usual thing—to play with myself. 

Who is this girl, where is she from, and what does she want? I asked myself again and again. Is she my twin? 

Suddenly, I remembered that sunny day when Maksym, sitting in front of me on the granite stairs of the university, was telling me about other worlds with other stars which looked like our sun. His eyes glittered with inspiration, but my heart stopped in the chest with fear! He told me about things I couldn’t believe and couldn’t understand so easily as if he recalled something from the lecture notes. 

“Everything is possible in the world! Absolutely everything!” he told me, smiling. “Just imagine the innermost secrets of the entire Universe!” 

He stretchered his arm to me, but I didn’t take it. 

I started avoiding meeting with strange Maksym and his silent twin sister. I didn’t call them at our concerts and didn’t answer their calls and messages. Maybe, it was wrong because I knew he liked me. 

Why was I so cruel? I learnt about the urban fable about similar people from him or his sister. 

Doppelgänger, the dark side of a person, her evil ego. A faceless creature which takes the form of any living being. However, it doesn’t have a shadow because it doesn’t exist in the real world. A person who meets such a twin is doomed. 

“They come to the doomed person, cursed or who has to die very soon. They eat her life slowly, her life force and her soul in such a way that only they remain. No mention of the person leaves.” 

I remembered that I hadn’t slept that night, having heard their ‘horrors’. 

‘Do you understand that it isn’t for fun?’ Katya put the cards on the edge of the hanging table. ‘The most valuable wins in this competition. And a loser must give the place to the winner.’ 

‘What? What do you mean?’ I crossed my fingers on the buckle of the old belt. I had lost a lot of weight lately. 

“You dissolve little by little in the molecules of fear!” our bassist Ivanysh joked. “A little more—and you’ll turn into a shadow person!” 

‘Oh, Katya, oh! You really must understand everything. I have to explain everything to you, tell you, spell everything out,’ my twin sighed, ‘can you use your own nut? You’re not blind and see that there are two of us.’ 

I nodded. I had more or less realised why there were two of us. I even seemed to had got used to it, ‘There are two of us, and this means one of us is unnecessary. There are two of us, and it’s clear that we can’t live in the same world. We don’t have the right to do it. I’m your doppelgänger, Katya, your double, a doubler, a twin—call me what you want.’ 

I was silent. Evil twin. For some reason, I wanted to check if this creature had a shadow. 

‘You’re unnecessary, Katya,’ she shook her head in condemnation, throwing the ten of hearts. A multicoloured fan of the nobility and peasants and two knights in black and white armour. 

‘What are you saying?’

‘It’s true,’ she smiled sinisterly. ‘Look at yourself, frail flower. And you are so unnecessary! I’m a different matter. Fresh, full of force and energy. I’m just from Primordial World! I’ll live your life, and I’ll live it better than you, be sure. I won’t spend our time on stupidities.’ 

I listened confusedly, pressing the cards to my chest. They burnt my fingers and neck with cold. 

‘You know that person has to die when meets its doppelgänger?’ 

‘I heard. So, are you my doppelgänger? Did you come to replace me?’ 

Katya nodded and tapped her finger on the card. ‘Come on and play,’ her evil silver eyes uttered. 

‘How can it be? It’s impossible. It is some kind of nonsense. Stupidity!’ I yelled so loudly that the dusty glass in the dark window softly vibrated. But, of course, no one heard me. Only two of us were in the world: I and my evil twin, who had come to eat me. 

‘Look at yourself, Katya. Who did you turn into? You’re empty like a bottle of drunk beer. Without goals, without a dream, without faith,’ she pointed at me with her sharp nail and laughed ominously. ‘You’re a ragamuffin student. Foundling, worthless copy. You’re not even alive!’ 

I reddened with anger, curled my free hand into a fist and growled. This ruthless Katya was right. But who gave her any right to judge me? 

‘Don’t make my golden dinars laugh. You’re not worthy of pity. You drink away your youth and smoke away your life for nothing. Roam about in the staircases. You’re fooling yourself and your relatives that you’re studying, but, in fact, you failed the second exam. You’re a ghost; your life is ghostly. So die forever. And let me live,’ the doppelgänger hissed, baring her teeth like a wolf; her eyes were burning with black fire.

Not I was looking at me that moment, but completely different Katya. She was determined to the point of rage, to the point of despair, restrained, cold as steel, cautious and cruel, but still alluring, like the darkness. 

She wasn’t me, she was my image, my opposite, my mirror-like double. We looked like twin sisters outwardly. We were dressed alike, but we were absolutely different inwardly. 

This Katya wouldn’t hide in nooks and crannies to smoke and wouldn’t rejoice at a bouquet of roses and a friendly smile at lectures. She didn’t need my friends, my family, my boring university, my music band, night gatherings on the conservatory roof, our rave-ups with my group in pubs, my hopes, aspirations and dreams, my first love. She didn’t need anything except for my life. 

She longed for incarnation in living flesh like a disembodied spirit, longed to occupy someone else's body, someone else's place.

‘I’m better than you, Katya. Admit it. You feel that it is right. I won’t wait; I’ll take everything myself! Agree with me that the conscience is a shelter for weak-willed people.’ 

I was silent, shocked, frightened, and bewildered. 

‘Maybe, you are a copy, not I? 

Doppelgänger laughed, throwing the queen of spades on the table. 

‘I doubt,’ she hissed. ‘Play!’ 

I examined the magic cards. They smiled at me. 

‘Everything is so simple! You will lose, and I’ll take your place. There are two jokers in the deck to win. Pull out at least one, and you will have a chance to stay and live the way you lived. Joker beats any card in this game.’

‘And what will happen if I lose?’

‘Are you deaf? I said that I would take your place. Unless,’ Katya slyly squinted her eyes. 

‘Unless what?’ I asked with hope. 

‘Someone agrees to take your place and to go instead of you. But it won’t happen, don’t hope! After all, who do you care so much that he can do everything for you? No one will pray for you, Katya. So play!’ 

 Yes, she told the truth. It’s hard to admit, but it’s unlikely that some living soul agrees to meet with a doppelgänger. I thought about Arthur, but I knew it was a futile hope. He made me cry, as if it was the last time in my life. He made me buy the urgent ticket and escape from the city, the shame and his treacherous words. I had to go far away from the capital to cry, wait and, perhaps, never return.

I was scared, but I had to play. I had to try to win. It was such a strange story: to play and to beat myself; to play or lose my life, my future for the doppelgänger. What a horrible night is waiting for me. 

Katya beat my cards with the skill horned to unsurpassed. Move by move, step by step. I knew that I would lose and began to go nuts with despair. Do I deserve to perish in nothingness? Am I so lost? Yes, I was mistaken, hurt people and even cheated, but everyone made mistakes. It was getting darker in the carriage as if the night crept to us through the closed windows. I was nervous, so I started making mistakes. 

Card by card flew into the table corner. Quite a bit of time left until the last move. I touched the ice-cold card with my wet fingers, pulled it out and almost gasped in surprise. I saw It, and it smiled at me slyly and sinisterly. 

A Jester, a Clown, or a Joker—this card is called differently, but it was my last trump. My last chance to escape. And if I can’t fight back and win, I may at least end the game in a draw. I wondered what would happen then. 

I had three cards in my hands, and the doppelgänger had two. I had the seven of spades, the jack of diamonds and the joker. May I win with such cards? 

‘Will you give up, Katya? Oh, this bitter taste of failure.’ 

‘The game is still on,’ I threw the seven. 

‘It was the wrong move,’ Katya smiled and beat it with her trump ten. What could I do? I threw the Joker. Something crashed over my head, and the cold air vibrated. The phone suddenly rang in the pocket of my jeans, breaking the concentrated silence and a strange screeching sound. Pulling it out, I managed to see a photo on the screen out of the corner of my eye and immediately remembered the boy’s cheeky smile. Maksym. Had he felt that something had happened to me? 

Maksym had already saved me several times, sensing danger in some incredible way. He had appeared out of nowhere and defended me from the fists of drunken admirers near the bar where we had been singing. He had saved me from the bus that had almost run over me in front of the university because I hadn’t seen the red light. 

‘You’re cruel because you’re stupid, Katya,’ the doppelgänger told me with an evil smile. ‘You shouldn’t love those who promise a lot, but those who can hear with a heart. I have always liked Maksym. I want to take him, too. I want him.’ 

‘No, I won’t give him!’ I slammed the phone on the table, surprised by the flurry of emotions. ‘He’s not yours!’ 

‘And not yours, fool. What will you do?’ The doppelgänger laughed. ‘He’s nobody’s.’ 

My phone rang again, and the answerphone turned on for some reason. I anxiously looked at the screen but didn’t have time to reject the call. 

‘Katya, I know you hear me. You shouldn’t take that train to go home, I beg you! Get off at the first station. Something bad will happen, I feel it,’ Maksym’s voice was trembling, but still, every word was clear, well-considered and stuck in my mind. ‘I know it’s not mutual, and you don’t understand me, but believe me this time! I agree to everything for your sake. I want to protect you.’ 

‘So you can agree to everything, Maksym,’ the other Katya joyfully clapped her hands. ‘What wonderful words!’ 

The chair shuddered so powerfully that my teeth clicked in my mouth, and the cards fell from my hands. A cold metallic screech filled the carriage. 

‘What has happened?’ I shook my head frantically. Something horrible was happening outside. 

‘Oh, looks like you got lucky this time. Someone in this world really needs you. Someone is happy to take your place today. What a fool,’ the doppelgänger calmly smiled at me. ‘My time is running out, but it’s not a big deal! We’ll meet on the other side, Katya! Be sure.’ 

The doppelgänger got up from the chair and jumped on me. The cards disappeared from Katya’s hands, and she reached for me. I instinctively jumped back at the last moment. The eyes of the murderer looked at me. 

The floor danced under my feet, but I didn’t have a place to run.

‘We have met, so one of us must go! Someone must go, Katya!’ 

She was approaching, and I was backing. She finally stopped, turned and opened the window with a single movement. Cold air flew into the carriage. 

‘Do not waste your new life,’ she smiled and hit me, pushing me in the chest so powerfully that I choked with pain. The air flew out of my lungs. 

Suddenly, the world spun before my eyes. The ceiling and the floor swapped places. I was thrown into the open window with terrible power. 

A horrible rattling cut my brain as if a metal giant was beating its chest. It made me grit my teeth. The world was breaking, destroying, twisted through and through. 

The darkness fell on me, saving me from pain. 

The last thing I heard was the loud laugh of my double. And the last thing I saw was the cheeky smile on the bloodied and mutilated face. 

The carriage overturned.

I woke up from the nightmare; a moan left on my lips; eyes blinded by tears; my palms were sticky with fear; my frail body trembled. 

The sleep? I jumped up from the creaky old bed and opened the window. Sunlight hit my eyes. I peeped into the yard; the rays shone in yesterday’s puddles and flickered in the branches of trees. There was a beginning of spring in Kyiv, the beginning of a new life. 

The nightmare passed and disappeared in the rays of light. I felt like nothing had happened: no doppelgänger, no game, no dire threats. There had been nothing at all. 

I breathed in the taste of life and barely perceptible and ephemeral freedom. I smiled at the green streets. 

Had I always had such big windows? Maybe. And so much space in the room? Maybe. And had it been so sunny outside the window? Maybe. And had it been so easy on the soul? Maybe. 

Nothing had happened; I had just imagined it; what a strange dream it had been. 

I went to the kitchen, turned on the radio and began to make coffee. 

‘Yesterday, the tenth of March, the passenger and the freight trains collided in the Kyiv region. During the collision, the Intercity train Kyiv-Lviv derailed. As a result, several carriages overturned. There are victims.’ 

I froze with the cezve in my right hand, spilling water on the colourful carpet. You don’t say! 

The radio announcer repeated the latest news as if for me personally. 

‘She said yesterday that someone had to go. Does—’ 

I noticed that I was holding something in my hand. A piece of paper with shabby corners. I took it closer to my nose and slowly read the inscription written with a black ballpoint pen. 

Do not waste your new life. With Love, your Max.
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