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“We convince ourselves that sudden change is something that happens outside the normal order of things…or that it’s beyond our control. We don’t conceive of sudden, radical, irrational change as being woven into the very fabric of existence, yet I assure you it most assuredly is—and it’s happening now.”

Ian Malcolm, Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom


Chapter One

Artemis wiped her mouth with the back of a dirty hand. Rivulets of sweat slithered down her back, and heat from hours of exertion roiled off her. The dog-eared map indicated they had four more miles of steep terrain before they would reach the checkpoint. Glancing at a sun already low in the western sky, she folded the paper and shoved the map back into her pack. It would be a struggle to reach Lake Isabella before dark. A momentary breeze rippled her shirt, and she brushed dark, damp bangs from her forehead, savoring the momentary relief. Then, summoning fresh determination, she started up a brush-choked hill.

“Come on, Cab,” Artemis called back to the struggling man behind her. “We’ll get there faster if you get the lead out.”

Ichabod leaned on his walking stick and watched his sister’s long legs settling into an easy stride.

“Shut up, Temmie,” he shot back, annoyed by her effortless advance. “Trekking the Pacific Crest Trail was your idea, not mine. I need a steak, medium rare, and alcohol. You promised me beer, remember?”

Artemis turned and aimed pale-blue eyes at her twin brother. She tossed her long black ponytail and gave him a patronizing smile.

“Come on, Cab. Let’s just get there,” she encouraged him softly. “I need a bath.”

“Yes, you do!” he muttered, stumbling over a patch of loose rocks. She was doing it again, making him feel second best; a feeling that irritated him more than the roughness of the trail. He disliked having to push himself to keep up with her. He slapped at a bug that landed on his neck and stopped to catch his breath. He hated hiking. He hated everything his sister loved about it. He wondered how it was possible for twins to be so utterly different from each other. And why was she always, always better at everything?

An instant later, his head felt as if it was exploding in a cacophony of clanging bells.

“Ah, Jesus H. Christ!” He dropped the walking stick and sank to a knee, pressing hard against his ears with both hands. The discomfort of the trek disappeared as the painful ringing in his head blotted out any other sensation.

Artemis turned to see Ichabod writhing in the dirt. Her heart pounding, she raced back down the trail to see what had happened.

“What the hell, Cab?” she cried as she reached him, panicked at the thought he might be seriously hurt.

Ichabod cautiously released his grip on his head and slumped to a sit. Pale and confused, he leaned against the base of a tree and dug at his ears. Artemis knelt down and hugged him to her chest to check his head for any kind of injury.

“Did you hear that?” he asked, glancing up at her, crystal-blue eyes wide with concern. “What was it?”

“I didn’t hear a thing, except you cursing.” She sat down beside him and tousled his shaggy black curls. “I can’t find anything wrong. Are you having a stroke or something?”

“No, I don’t think so. There was just this really loud noise in my head. Bells. Really, really loud bells. It hurt like hell.” He gave her a slight smile. “It’s over now. I can’t believe you didn’t hear anything. You’re the one who usually hears things. Not me.”

She helped him to his feet and made sure he was steady enough to heft his pack. He pushed her arm away and stiffened his back in a display of competence beyond what he actually felt.

“I’m okay. Come on. Let’s get to Lake Isabella so I can have a beer. You promised me, remember?”

The lake came into view as they crested a final hill. It sparkled in the slanted sunlight, and just seeing it gave the pair a sense of relief. The view before them was mystical. Streaks of pink and yellow from the setting sun reflected off the dark-blue water framed by an endless horizon of verdant hills. They gaped at each other and shared triumphant smiles. Ichabod put his arm around his sister’s waist.

“Okay. Sometimes it’s worth all the trouble,” he admitted. “Now, let’s go get that beer.” He hugged her and added, “You’re buying.”

All that remained was a downhill slope that melted away and they trudged the final half mile along dusty roads until they found the check-in station. An older man in a well-worn MAGA hat welcomed them, had them sign the register, and directed them to a nearby hotel.

Ichabod slung his pack to the floor as soon as he stepped into the room. He stretched stiff muscles and then sank into one of the two narrow beds. Artemis set her pack on the room’s solitary chair and did a leisurely tour of their Spartan quarters. Seeing an enormous bathtub in the otherwise cramped bathroom, she issued a little cry of delight.

“Go ahead, sis,” Ichabod told her, settling on the cot-like bed. “You can bathe first. I’m headed for a bar.” He rolled on his side and hugged a pillow. “In a few minutes.”

Artemis turned on the faucet and ran her fingers through the water, waiting for the stream to reach the proper temperature. She selected jeans and a reasonably clean tank top from her pack, stripped off the clothes she’d worn for three days, and stepped into the tub. Letting the warm water sooth her athletic body, she settled back to reflect on the trip so far.

She lathered a washcloth and drew it along her arms. The image of Cab writhing in pain flashed in her mind, and she drew in a heavy breath. Her brother was young and strong physically. He had recovered within minutes. Whatever had happened, Cab didn’t show any residual effect. She sank lower in the tub until the warm water was just below her chin. She would keep an eye on him, but she willed herself not to give in to needless worry.

*

Ichabod selected an empty stool at the back of the bar. The evening looked promising. There were already a dozen people, mostly hikers, situated in the quaint, log-cabin-styled lounge sharing tall tales and cold drinks. Country music drifted in the background and a trio of twentysomethings was playing pool at the rear of the room. He ordered a Budweiser and turned his attention to a group of what he assessed to be locals chatting at a nearby table.

“It just hit me like my head was inside a church bell. Five loud clangs and then it miraculously stopped,” a middle-aged woman was explaining with a flushed face. Her companion draped his arm around the back of her chair and nodded.

“Hit me too,” the man corroborated in a quiet drawl. “I called our daughter right after and asked her if she had heard the bells. She told me it near burst her ears. Her kids were still crying it scared them so bad.”

“Well, I didn’t hear it!” sneered a stocky fellow in a fringed vest. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned his chair back until it rested precariously against the wall.

Ichabod picked up his beer and strolled over to the table. “I heard it!” he volunteered with a friendly smile. “My sister and I were trekking just south of here, and I heard the bells ringing. It brought me to my knees for a moment.”

The seated man used his boot to push a chair out for Ichabod and offered a handshake. “The name’s Hank. This here is my wife Irma. We’re in a bit of a quandary here, son. Maybe you can help us out.”

“I think it was the military,” the sole dissenter of the group asserted, his hands grasping the opening of his vest. “They’re always doing tests on us. You’ve seen all that shit in the sky where they’re spraying chemicals. This was probably just another one of them damn tests.”

Ichabod joined the others in a lighthearted chuckle.

“It wouldn’t be a night out at Rooney’s without one of Frank’s conspiracy theories.” Irma cast the newcomer an apologetic smile.

Frank crossed his arms again. “Well, what the hell do you think it was? Nearly everyone on the west side heard it. But the folks farther from the lake didn’t hear a thing. How do you explain that?”

“We can’t, Frank. That’s why we’re discussing it.”

Ichabod scooted his chair closer to the table where he’d set his beer. “My sister didn’t hear it either. She thought I was having a stroke at first.”

Irma sighed. “It didn’t feel like that to me. More like a warning.”

“Yeah.” Ichabod nodded thoughtfully. “It did feel sort of like a warning.”

No one had a better explanation, but they ordered another round of drinks and spent the next hour trying to come up with one. Ichabod finished his second beer, got suggestions for a tasty supper, and then headed back to get his sister.

*

Freshly scrubbed and dressed in jeans and a yellow tank top, Artemis sat at the room’s tiny table scribbling a list. “I’ve written down everything I think we’ll need. Nothing exotic, so we should be able to get all this here tomorrow.” She turned in her chair and gave her brother a quick once-over. “You look like you feel better, sort of?”

He shrugged. “Just puzzled.” He sat on the edge of the bed and told her about the conversation at the bar.

“A warning about what?” she asked when he got to the group’s speculation. “And why were only some people able to hear it?”

“We didn’t figure that part out.” He grinned. “I’ll take a shower and then we can go eat. They said a place up the street has great spare ribs. Sound good to you?”

“Sounds like heaven,” she sighed.

The moon was rising above the mountains when they left for the restaurant. They gazed at the clear sky abundant with stars and joked about how comfortable it felt to be back in civilization. The meal was as good as promised, and they cleaned their plates and ordered dessert. People were still buzzing about the strange noise only about half of them had actually experienced but everyone had heard about. Artemis smiled at some of the odd theories as she eavesdropped on conversations. Ichabod was content to let the matter slide into the past. He was feeling like his old self, and that was the most important thing; that and the Dutch apple pie.

“You know what’s funny?” Ichabod asked when they settled back in their room. “You’re usually the one with all the psychic woo-woo stuff.”

She made a face. “Woo-woo stuff?”

Her brother stretched out on the bed, letting his feet trail off the bottom. “Forget it, Temmie. I know you hate to talk about your many peculiarities.”

He grinned. He had been the one to hear the strange bells, not her. In an odd way it pleased him to have bested her.

“What?” she asked, seeing the smug look on his handsome face.

He shrugged but continued grinning. “You just don’t seem so formidable for once.”

*

They spent the next two days visiting tourist traps, eating fresh food, and gathering their strength for the coming week. The air was warm, and spring was preening on the surrounding hills. Artemis ran around buying supplies, packing and repacking their equipment. But Ichabod preferred to rest for a while before shouldering the forty-pound pack and returning to what he considered a forced march. He purchased a secondhand book that piqued his interest and settled down in their room, leaving preparations for the rest of their trek to his sister.

On the afternoon of their third day at Lake Isabella, Artemis felt she had seen it all and searched for something new to occupy her perpetual restlessness.

“I’m thinking of taking a rowboat out on the lake. It’s a little cool for swimming today, but I love the water,” she announced as they munched through a hearty lunch.

“I’m going to stay on dry land,” Ichabod replied. “The lake’s great to look at, but I’m more of a landlubber. You were the seafarer in a previous life, not me.”

His sister smiled. “That’s probably true. That’s why I picked a hike instead of a cruise, just for you.” She had that “I always take care of you” look on her pretty face and Ichabod had no option but to act appreciative.

“You made the right choice,” he assured her, puffing out his chest to conceal the small fib. “I was most likely a mountain man or something.”

“Uh-uh.” She shook her head. “Cab, you’re a city slicker, not the mountain-man type.”

He frowned. “Well, I’m a man, and I think mountains are nice from a distance.”

“Exactly! Listen, since you’re staying here in town, would you be able to get a few more things for us? We always run out of snack bars and trail mix.”

“Sure. No problem. You go have some fun alone time. We will be joined at the hiking boot for the next week.” He picked up the bill and walked to the cashier with her. “Try not to miss me too much.”

*

The rowboat had seen better days. It smelled of fish and mold, but it was seaworthy, and the lake was smooth as glass. Artemis picked a fetching looking spot on the opposite shore and started rowing. A light breeze rippled the surface of the lake and blew her hair away from her face as she rowed. She breathed in the moist air, and peace sank deeply into her being. Reaching the center of the lake, she hauled in the oars and closed her eyes. The world was alive with sounds carried on the wind. Birds chirped and whistled, and the leaves danced along the limbs of tall trees. The water massaged the wooden slats of the little boat, making soft slapping sounds. She felt the sun warm on her face and sighed. It was good to be alive.

From somewhere in the distance came a hum. Closing her eyes, she focused on the new sound. It approached swiftly, and the hum grew into a roar that sputtered like a ragged cough. Opening her eyes, she turned toward the sound in the eastern sky. A commuter plane cleared the tops of trees near the destination she’d selected. The plane banked heavily to one side, and a wing clipped the topmost branch of a pine tree as it emerged from the woods and flew over the lake. It headed straight for her and then over her, sinking as it approached the little town.

She lurched to her feet in the rowboat, causing it to sway precariously. Her mouth opened to warn Ichabod, but her scream was absorbed by an enormous explosion as the aircraft slammed into the structures at the front end of the town. A white-hot shockwave knocked her to the floor of the boat, and an enormous fireball rose, consuming a swath of wooden buildings, their hotel among them. Smoke and ash rained down on the beach and rolled toward her across the lake.

“Ichabod!” she screamed as she dove into the water and swam with adrenalized strength toward the devastation.

*

Inland Airline flight 92 had carried thirty-two passengers and a crew of four. Their body parts were mingled with those of the sixty-six people on the ground who had died when the plane plunged into the edge of Lake Isabella’s sleepy little town. Somewhere in the mess of burnt buildings and twisted metal was what was left of Ichabod.

Artemis sat huddled in a blanket on the sand watching the rescue workers proceed with their gruesome tasks. Small fires still flared, and the air stank of aircraft fuel and burned bodies. Grief stabbed at her with a thousand swords. She couldn’t cry anymore; she couldn’t even move. She could only watch. The plane had hit almost on top of the hotel, leaving utter devastation in every direction. Artemis felt as if it had targeted Ichabod. In her mind, fate had thrown a missile and erased her brother from her life.

The man in the red MAGA cap walked up and held out a Styrofoam cup. “I don’t know if coffee is the best idea at this hour, but you need something. Here, please…Artemis, isn’t it?”

She raised her head. He was a bear of a man, fiftyish and scruffy looking. Graying brown hair stuck out from the sides of the cap, and a huge mustache traveled nearly to his ears. Behind the stash, his face was a mask of sympathy and soot, only his kind brown eyes roused her to respond.

“People call me Temmie.”

“Artemis is the Greek goddess of the hunt.” He chuckled self-consciously as she took the cup. “I have a lot of time to read.” He bent down and settled beside her on the sand. “Listen, Temmie, I’ve called for a van to take the surviving hikers to Bakersfield in the morning. It’s the nearest city with any real travel options. Do you need help arranging a trip home?”

She shook her head. She hadn’t really thought about going home. She wanted to stay and wait for Cab’s remains. She didn’t want to leave him in this awful place.

The man gave her a gentle smile. “It might take a long time before the remains are identified and released. Is there someone I can call for you?”

“No, thank you.” Her attention was drawn to an ambulance passing by without its siren. There wasn’t anyone to contact. Their parents had died years ago and friends weren’t expecting them back for several weeks. The real reason she wasn’t ready to contact anyone was that she knew she couldn’t bring herself to say the words.

“I have a daughter about your age,” the man said, clearly hoping to distract her. “She has no interest in the PCT. I myself have completed it twice; once in my forties and then again three years ago. I see a lot of people who think they’ll sashay through the trek. They don’t get far. I figured you and your brother were among the few who could complete the trail. You’re strong and resourceful. I could tell just by watching the way you two conducted yourselves.”

Artemis rubbed the back of her neck and sighed at the weight crushing down on her. She was exhausted, and the air had turned chilly since the sun set. She wondered for a moment where she could find another room for the night. Patting her jeans pocket, she realized she’d left her wallet along with everything else in the hotel.

She turned to the man beside her and stammered about borrowing a few dollars.

“I’ve got about eighty dollars on me.” He stood and reached into his trousers. “There’s a fund being set up, and I should have more soon. Will this get you through a day or two?”

“Thank you.” Artemis clutched the bills in her hand and gave him a grateful look. “If you give me your address, I’ll return this to you as soon as I can.”

“Don’t worry about the money. I won’t miss it.” Taking her by the arm, he gently coaxed her to her feet where he pulled her into a bear hug and held her for a long moment. “Listen, Temmie, if you need anything, anything at all, you just let me know.”

He took her to the home of a resident who, like many, had offered to temporarily house the survivors. They showed her to a small room with orange walls and a matching cover on a fat single bed. Sleeping off and on, she dreamed colorless dreams of Cab disappearing in clouds of smoke down a long, gray road leading nowhere.


Chapter Two

Artemis lounged in a recliner, her knees pulled up to her chest and her head cradled in the crook of a wingback chair. She wore silk pajama pants and one of Cab’s dress shirts with the sleeves rolled back to her elbows. The top of her ebony hair was tucked beneath a knitted beret. The blanket her mother had crocheted years ago was wrapped around her legs, and she sat motionless peering out of the window. She stared absentmindedly into the quiet afternoon where soft, high clouds pushed shadows across her manicured lawn. The dark shadows in her mind remained resolute and unmoved.

A press van with a colorful logo splashed along its side pulled up to the wrought-iron gate defending her driveway. Artemis frowned. The media should have lost interest weeks ago. The initial rush of interviews had been unescapable, but it had been more than a month since the accident in Lake Isabella. The dead had been buried, and the world had gone on for other people. It had basically stopped for a grieving sister.

She followed the actions of the two people who exited the van. One was a photographer with his camera perched on a shoulder. The other was a slender young woman with light-brown hair bobbed at the collar of a clingy pale-green dress. Artemis picked up her phone and waited for an image to appear.

“Hello, Miss Andronikos. I’m Lucinda Breem with the Riverside Messenger. You can call me Lucy; everyone does. I’d like to talk to you, if I may. I’m doing a story on the accident at Lake Isabella. I understand you’re one of the survivors. You are, aren’t you?”

Artemis studied the pretty face and smiled at Lucy’s directness. Most reporters had begun by mouthing platitudes or clichés. This one got straight to the point. Reluctantly, she pushed aside the comforter and tapped a button on the phone to release the gate.

They arrived at the front door simultaneously. Artemis opened it and leaned against the doorframe with her arms folded at her chest. Just shy of six foot, she was an imposing figure, and she caught a moment of hesitation flash across the reporter’s girlish features. Artemis unfolded her arms, slipped off the beret, and ran her hands casually through her hair.

“Yes, sort of.” Artemis replied to Lucy’s earlier question. “I have nothing to tell you. I just happened to be there on the wrong day. A plane crashed. My brother died. I didn’t. That about sums it up.”

Lucy stepped forward, conveying an expectation of being invited in. “I won’t take much of your time. I’m interested in a side story. The people in Lake Isabella said they had a warning something was going to happen. I’m trying to find out more about that. Please just hear me out.” She turned back to the cameraman behind her. “We won’t need you, Brian.”

He lowered his camera and headed back to the van. Artemis watched him make his way down the driveway and then peered at the presumptive reporter with the bright-hazel eyes and sighed.

“Okay, come in,” she relented. She often wondered about the strange bell sound Cab had experienced. She showed the reporter to the living room and sank back into her chair. Perhaps Lucinda Breem had something new to tell her, she mused; some hitherto unmentioned information that would help her put that horrible day to rest.

Lucy followed, taking a good look around as she walked. The house was exceedingly large and tastefully appointed. The walls were sage on cream and various shades of gray tiles created a pattern on the polished floors. But the air felt chilled and the rooms seemed imbued with the strong sense of melancholy that emanated from their solitary occupant. Lucy made a mental note of the surroundings as she took a seat facing the woman she’d come to interview.

“Three days before the plane crash several people experienced hearing a loud sound in their heads,” Lucy began.

“Bells,” Artemis interjected. “My brother heard bells. He said it was painful. I didn’t hear it. Then we learned that some of the town’s people had the same experience.”

“Yes, sixty-six people did. And they all died in the crash,” Lucy surprised her by saying. She held her breath and waited for Artemis’s reaction. “You didn’t know that, did you?”

“No.”

“Artemis—may I call you Artemis?”

“Call me Temmie. It’s…easier.”

“And less mythological.” Lucy smiled and took a closer look at Temmie’s finely planed features. Beneath the grief was a remarkably beautiful face. “Not that you don’t look the part. I mean you are gorgeous, like a portrait of a goddess. Was your brother like you?”

“Yes. We have…had…the same blue eyes and black hair, but he was more…well, he was less intense.” Artemis smoothed the comforter and furrowed her brow. “I talked him into doing the Pacific Crest Trail. He preferred books.”

“Like Ichabod Crane?” the reporter noted with an amused grin. “Your parents either had a sense of humor or a premonition.”

Artemis studied her visitor for a moment. Lucinda was in her mid-twenties at most. She was slender, yet athletic in the way she moved. Inquisitive hazel eyes crinkled at the edges, conveying a sense of perpetual cheerfulness. Or perhaps innocence, Artemis wasn’t certain which. But she got the feeling Lucinda was sincere.

“Our names? Yes, one could say our parents were unique.” She half smiled. “A trait they foisted on their children.”

Lucy was pleased to see Artemis beginning to relax. She was a skilled reporter with a natural ability to get people to open up. And she had a sense that she was onto something big if she could get this woman to move past her loss.

“Is that Newgrange?” Lucy asked, motioning to one of several photographs on the far wall.

Artemis glanced at the picture. “Yes.”

“And the others?” Lucy wanted to keep her talking.

“That’s Göbekli Tepe.” Artemis swiveled in her chair and pointed to the remaining graphics one by one. “And Puma Punku. I’ve visited them all.”

Artemis shook her head and leaned back with a sigh. Her whole life had been a search. Not that she had found much meaning even in the most exotic places. She turned back to the window. Life was an act of will, and she had gone looking for a purpose with which to direct her will. But she had not found one other than helping Cab. Now even that was gone.

Lucy bit her lip, deciding how to launch into the meat of her interview. Artemis was not like the grieving relatives she’d already interviewed. Even in her profound grief, everything about Artemis Andronikos was intriguing: the luxurious home, the travels, and the extraordinary physical beauty. Lucy had devoured what little public information existed about the Andronikos family. They were wealthy—the house alone bore witness to that—and highly private, keeping largely to a small, elite circle of friends. With her brother’s death, Artemis was the sole surviving member of a family whose roots and business affairs were guarded in mystery.

“So what do you want to know from me?” Artemis asked after a short silence.

“Did your brother say anything else about what he heard?”

“He said it felt like his head was exploding. He distinctly heard bells. They rang five times, and then the sound just stopped.”

“Anything else?”

Artemis thought for a moment. “He said it felt like a warning.” Her voice trailed off. Thinking about Cab and that dreadful time only served to stoke an emptiness that would never be filled.

Lucy felt Artemis beginning to slip away. She took out a notebook and flipped through the pages. Artemis was verifying what she’d already learned. Horrible as the plane crash had been, Lucy was certain the story was bigger; unimaginably more important if she could find proof for her suspicions. And she was hopeful that the proof was sitting right in front of her. She leaned forward and put her hand on the arm of Artemis’s chair.

“I have to tell you something,” she said looking earnest and hesitant at the same time. “The bells have been involved in more deaths since the plane crash.”

Artemis narrowed her eyes. “What are you saying?”

“Other people are hearing bells. And the people who hear them die within a few days.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Artemis pushed Lucinda’s hand away, her eyes darkened in anger. “I knew better than to do this. You want to turn my brother’s death and the deaths of all those poor people into some sort of conspiracy to enhance your reputation.” She tossed the blanket to the floor as she rose swiftly from the chair. “You should leave.”

Lucy stood but made no movement toward the door. “I personally investigated two deaths in the last week where the people had heard bells in their heads three days before they died. And it’s common knowledge around the news room that there are others.”

“Were those people in Lake Isabella?”

“No. That’s just it. Other than the sounds in their heads, there is no connection to the plane crash. One was a truck driver who woke up in the middle of the night complaining of hearing loud bells ringing and was hit head-on three days later. Another was a woman in a hospice who asked her nurse about the loud bells and died in her sleep…again, three days later.”

She paused and gave Artemis a look pleading to be believed. “I’m not making this up, Temmie. I checked the stories myself. Something very strange is happening; something that began in Lake Isabella.”

*

The news room was cluttered, cramped and noisy. It was tucked in the west corner of the second floor of a building that stood between a strip mall and a small, dismal looking Goodwill store. The Riverside Messenger was on the bottom rung of the press ladder. But it had a dependable readership and loyal advertisers who paid the bills. They published twice a week; Wednesdays to get the coupon clippers and Saturday to get more coupons out there and to provide feel-good articles about weekend events. Lately they had been including articles about local people who had interesting experiences. Doing human interest stories was Lucy’s favorite part of the work, and so far, they had been well received.

Lucy sat in her cubicle and stared blankly at her computer screen. How to tell the story without sounding insane was the problem. She had evidence to support her thesis. But the reader would react just as Artemis Andronikos had. It was completely unbelievable. She didn’t know why she believed it herself. And if it was true, would it even be welcome news? She reread what she had typed thus far.

“Ah, no, no, no!” Lucy pressed Delete. “That reads like a paragraph in Wikipedia.” She tried again.

For most people, the end of life is unpredictable. It’s an unfortunate fact of life, relegated to the dark corners of one’s mind. This was not the case for people in Lake Isabella. There is reason to believe they were warned before a plane crashed into their quiet little town.

She hit Delete again. “That’s not going to work either,” she muttered.

Her editor peered at her from his office and made a show of looking at his watch. If she had a story, this was the time to submit it. She took a sip of coffee and began again. She wouldn’t tell the readers her theory. She would ask them a question. She would simply state the facts and let them draw their own conclusions. That would make people aware and possibly start a conversation. She glanced at her editor who was tapping on the window with his pipe and nodded. Ten minutes, she indicated by flashing her fingers at him. Then he could decide whether to go with the story or not.

*

Artemis parked the motorcycle and removed her helmet before fastening it to the handlebars. She checked the brick façade of the aging building for a hint as to the location of the Riverside Messenger and headed to the second floor. It felt good to step out of her self-imposed exile. Apologizing to the reporter she’d treated so rudely was as good a motivation to get out of her chair as any. And more importantly, she wanted to make sure the story being written contained no mention of her or Ichabod.

She mounted the stairs, found the office she wanted, and stepped inside. The room was smaller than she’d expected. Half a dozen people sat in cubicles hunched over their keyboards or stretched out conversing on their phones. She spotted Lucy at the back near a glass enclosure Artemis assumed belonged to the managing editor. She walked directly toward the woman she’d come to see. And every head turned to watch her.

Jake Durant looked up from his desk to see a woman walking toward his office. His jaw dropped as his eyes took her in. She was stunning. He surveyed every curve as she moved gracefully down the aisle. Her black pants hugged long, shapely legs, and the slogan on her sleeveless T-shirt was hard to read since the fullness of her breasts distorted the letters. She carried a leather jacket slung over her shoulder. Her long black hair seemed to float as she moved, and her eyes, amazing crystal-blue eyes, made him draw a deep breath.

“I think I’m in love,” he admitted, lowering the pipe from his mouth. “Now that’s a woman.”

He waited for her to reach his office. But she didn’t. Instead she veered and went to Lucy’s cubicle. Jake stuck the pipe back between his teeth and sank disappointedly into his chair to watch the women talk.

“Hey!” Artemis tapped on the top of Lucy’s cubicle partition. “Got a minute?”

Lucy looked up from stuffing papers into her briefcase and was surprised to see she had a visitor.

“Temmie? Wow, you look so…so healthy, er, different.” She closed the briefcase and cleared folders off a chair for her guest. She stood up and gave her coworkers a frown warning them to stop staring and mind their own business.

“First, I want to apologize for earlier,” Artemis started. “I’m not always good with people. Cab liked to point that out. I shouldn’t have been so abrupt.”

Lucy smiled. “No worries. I get that a lot actually. I see two kinds of people; those who want their moment in the spotlight and those who don’t. I figured you for the second kind right away. That’s why I sent the photographer back to the van.”

Artemis nodded. “You got that right.”

A reporter stepped into the cubicle and handed Lucy a file. He smiled at Artemis and started to introduce himself until Lucy stepped between them and nudged him out. Still grinning, the man waved at Artemis who gave him a curious look and then watched Lucy settle back in her seat.

“So, what was second?” Lucy asked as if they had not been interrupted.

“Oh, yes.” Artemis shook her head. “I was hoping to see the article before it goes to print.”

Lucy leaned back and tapped her fingers on her desk. Artemis was within her rights, she knew. But if she had to change the piece, there really wasn’t time. She studied Artemis’s face and saw traces of the consuming sadness, which had been so prevalent on their first meeting.

“Okay, if you must. But it’s already been submitted, I won’t be able to change it. I didn’t dwell on you or your brother, I swear. The article talks about the premonition the victims had and asks the reader a question.”

“What question?” Artemis stared at her.

“I ask the reader what they make of the premonitions. I don’t give them answers.” Lucy chuckled. “I don’t have any answers.”

Artemis knitted her eyebrows. “Neither do I.”

Deciding to take Lucy at her word, Artemis stood to leave. Lucy asked her if she’d like to get a cup of coffee at the strip mall next door and politely insisted when Artemis initially declined. They found a place to sit among the tables in front of the coffee shop and talked for more than an hour. Lucy told Artemis about her little girl. She hadn’t wanted to marry the child’s father, so she was raising Angie alone with her mother’s help. The job at the Messenger covered their living expenses, and all in all, things were good. She smiled frequently and nursed an iced coffee as she spoke.

Artemis listened to Lucy’s abbreviated life story and found herself taking a liking to the talkative young woman. She was even prettier than Artemis recalled from their first meeting, with bright eyes and full lips and that perpetual cheerfulness. She seemed honest and kind in the way she spoke about people, including the man who had fathered her little girl and then faded into the background. Artemis could see strength in her and found listening to her a pleasant change from being alone.

Lucy found Artemis beguiling. She was cool and reserved and seemingly unaware of her remarkable attributes. She didn’t talk a lot, but she listened intently and she seemed to be conscious of everything around her as if constantly on guard. Artemis and her brother had been extremely close. His loss had been unbearable and Lucy could see that Artemis felt completely alone.

At 5:30 p.m., Lucy said she needed to head home. Artemis thanked her for the coffee and the conversation and stayed to purchase something for her dinner. She found the reporter’s company soothing, and while Lucy hadn’t said so directly, Artemis could sense that Lucy wanted to help her out of her depression. And for at least a few hours, she had.


Chapter Three

The article made it into print for the weekend edition. It was buried in the human interest section amid promotions for a local liquor store and event coupons. Jake had insisted it wasn’t a front page caliber story, more of a common oddities article that he almost didn’t approve for inclusion at all.

But he had badly prejudged public interest. The story made it to all three local news channels within a few days, if lightheartedly commented upon. The bigger surprise was the amount of feedback the article generated. Dozens of inquiries for more information and nearly a hundred letters with corroborating stories were received by the small, regional publication. Evidently bells were ringing all across Southern California.

“Ask not for whom the bell tolls,” Jake quipped as he placed another stack of mail on her desk. “Evidently it tolls for you.”

“I’m not supposed to answer all those, am I?” Lucy asked with a hint of horror on her petite features. She was already inundated with emails.

“Worse news, Luce.” He chuckled. “You’re going to select the most tear-inducing ones and do some research. I want a follow-up article for next weekend. Our readers seem to like this kind of fantasy fluff.”

Lucy undid the string containing the bundle of letters. “Do I get some help?”

“Of course not. It’s hell to be popular. But it’s your hell, Luce.” He stuck his unlit pipe into his mouth and grinned. “You started this. Now you get to finish it.”

She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her temples. “What if it’s true?” she muttered under her breath.

“Then we have a brave new world.” He turned on his heels and secluded himself in his office. Lucy could see he was chuckling.

There were letters from a dozen municipalities, but the majority came from nearby Los Angeles County. That would make things easier, she thought. A few of the letters claimed she should be damned for her diabolical heresy. Those hit the round file immediately. Some letters were so filled with grief and sadness she had to set them aside before reading them in full. Most were directly to the point: a relative or friend had heard the bells and died three days later. She was astonished at how many of them there were.

She checked the death rates for LA County—more than thirty thousand deaths a year. By comparison, her several hundred letters seemed trivial. But the Messenger had a tiny readership, so it was possible word wasn’t reaching enough people. Her gut told her to continue looking.

At 5:30, she put the sorted mail into file folders and headed home. Her little girl was coming down with a cold, and she had let the child stay home with her grandmother. She hoped it was a mild cold. Angie was in kindergarten and managed to pick up every germ that walked by. Lucy could handle a runny nose. Anything more serious would send her into an irrational maternal panic. She stopped at Kmart and picked up some juice bars. They were Angie’s favorite, and if the child was sick, a treat would cheer her up.

Her cell phone chirped as she pulled into her driveway. There was a text from Artemis.

*

Doctor Fielding picked up the article and read it for a second time. He had worked the accident in Lake Isabella and was familiar with the story about people hearing strange sounds in their heads a few days before the crash. It was not unusual for wild rumors to circulate following a tragedy. Survivors looked for answers and invented them when the facts were inadequate to ease their pain. A community had been destroyed. It was unfortunate, but he had come to accept those things happen.

“What do you think of this?” He handed the paper to his student assistant.

“I read it. I’m the one who put it on your desk,” she answered. She looked nervous and took a shallow breath. Her boss was unpredictable and demanding in a terrifying way. “I don’t know what to think. Do you?”

“It’s a silly story.”

“Only it’s not.” The young woman found the courage to disagree. “I checked the facts. None of the survivors had the bell ringing experience. But many, I couldn’t verify all, but many of those who died on the ground had experienced hearing bells ringing three days earlier. It was quite an item of conversation before the crash.”

Doctor Fielding smirked at his gullible assistant. She was new. It seemed all his assistants were new since he went through them expeditiously enough. He had a temper and didn’t like to be challenged.

“And if they had all gotten a cold before the crash, would we have to conclude that the rhinovirus foretold their deaths?”

The woman lowered her eyes. “Well, no, of course not. But you have to admit it is weird, Doctor.”

“Fortunately, we don’t deal in weird.”

He turned back to the neat pile of papers on his desk. His final report on the Lake Isabella accident was nearly complete, and he was eager to submit it.

“Did any of the passengers on the plane hear bells before the crash?”

His assistant chewed on a fingernail, uncertain whether she should answer. But she did. “Yes. That’s just it. Several of the passengers heard the bells.” Then she went a step too far. “Even the pilot did according to his wife.”

Doctor Fielding removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He was a man of science. He didn’t like facts that strayed from his meticulously constructed view of reality. At that moment he did not like his assistant either. He turned to the last page of his report and reluctantly added a footnote. He would mention the strange coincidences, but he would not validate them. It was the safe, professional thing to do.

*

“I read your article,” Artemis said when Lucy called.

“I’m sorry if it disappointed you. I tried not to dwell on the plane crash or make it a conspiracy like you feared.”

“No, I liked it. You did a good job.” Artemis surprised Lucy who felt a rush of relief. “I was wondering about any response you got?”

“Listen, that requires a long answer, and I have a five-year-old to deal with just now,” Lucy said. “Are you available tomorrow? I’d like to have a real conversation about all this. There’s more, much more.”

“Yes, sure. I’m not doing much lately; mainly just feeling sorry for myself. Come over when you like, and we’ll talk.”

“I’ll be there by ten. Thank you, Temmie.”

Artemis clicked off the phone. The grandfather clock chimed the hour, and she froze. Seven chimes later she let out a breath and relaxed her shoulders. The boxes full of Ichabod’s things stood where she had put them in the spare room. She thought about finally going through them and then walked on past and went into the kitchen. She was going to have a guest tomorrow. The least she could do was straighten up the house. No doubt Lucy had found her rude at first and ultimately depressed at best. There was no need to have her think she was a slob as well.

She made it to the bedroom by midnight. Coast to Coast was on the radio and George Noory was talking about Lucy’s article with some caller. It was becoming a thing, she realized as she undressed. People were starting to wonder what might be happening in Southern California. She decided to leave the radio on.

Noory’s guest was a popular medium with whom Artemis was familiar. She had had a private session with him when she went through that New Age phase after college. He was the first one who told her she’d been “touched.” Neither he nor any subsequent psychics had been able to define what that meant or who had done the touching. But she had accepted the diagnosis as an accurate, if imprecise, description of the sense she had of being different. Artemis had never felt she belonged in a world that primarily sought to constrain her with arbitrary rules and petty prejudices.

Ichabod used to tease her about her feelings, dubbing them her spider sense when they were children. Only they weren’t feelings. They were impressions something was amiss, or there were forces at work beyond what others could perceive. There were wolves beneath pleasant façades and sheep unaware of danger. She could have been a wolf, she knew; but even that hardly seemed worth the effort. Once she’d realized talking about such things with anyone but Ichabod earned her looks of distrust or even downright disapproval, she had kept her impressions to herself and turned away from the carnage.

That was part of what drove her crazy about the disaster in Lake Isabella. Cab, perfectly oblivious Cab, had heard the bells. She had not. She hadn’t even sensed the danger as she normally could do. She had lost not only her beloved brother but a sense of self. She was a stranger alone in a world she’d never really understood.

*

Lucy arrived at ten dressed in a pair of hip-hugger jeans and a crisp white shirt. Her light-brown hair fell straight to just above her shoulders. She was very attractive, Artemis noted again. She had a firm, shapely body, and even though barely five feet four, Lucy cut an impressive figure.

“You don’t look like a reporter,” Artemis observed as she motioned Lucy into the dining room where they could sit at a table and talk.

“How does a reporter look?” Lucy asked.

“A bit more disheveled. You look nicely put together.” Artemis explained.

“You look pretty good yourself, Temmie.” Lucy flashed a grin. “I see we both got the memo about jeans.”

That earned a slim smile from Artemis as she settled them in a large, airy room. A beautifully carved cabinet matched the long ash dining table and the ten chairs covered in pale-pink silk. Sunlight streamed in from the wall of windows and large glass doors opened to late May blooms populating a magnificent garden.

“Nice place,” Lucy commented as she glanced around. “You have exquisite taste, Temmie. You must take me on a tour sometime. I’d love to see the rest of this mansion of yours.”

“It’s hardly a mansion, Lucy,” Artemis scoffed, although the huge house didn’t seem a home to her either. It had become a mausoleum full of memories and the ghosts of those she’d lost. It was an echo chamber of whispers that reverberated down the halls and tugged at her heart in the night.

Lucy pulled a thick folder from her leather satchel. “These are a few of the feedback letters I’ve received about the article.”

“A few?” Artemis asked, noting the overflowing folder.

Lucy leaned forward and tapped the folder with her finger. “There are hundreds of them. I just brought the ones I wanted to follow up on.” She put her hand on Temmie’s arm. “I hope to talk you into helping me with this.”

Artemis stared down at the hand on her arm, experiencing a sense of warmth from the contact. “How could I help?”

“We need to talk to these people, Temmie. We need to see if what they’re saying is true or if they are just pulling my chain. You know, for fifteen minutes of fame and all.”

“I’ll hold your coat while you interrogate them, if you want. But I’m not too good with people.”

She put her hand where Lucy’s had touched her and felt the warmth that remained.

“Sorry, I’m a toucher and a hugger. I should have warned you.” Lucy winced sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

Artemis shook her head. “You didn’t. I just haven’t been around anyone for a while. I haven’t felt a human touch in—I don’t know really.” She formed a sad smile. “It felt nice.”

Lucy picked the top letter on the stack and handed it to Artemis.

“This one breaks my heart. It’s from a father whose son commented on hearing bells a few days before he died. He’d been fighting cancer at the Children’s Hospital.” She paused. “He was twelve.”

“Let me browse through them.” Artemis rose from one knee on her chair and reached for the file. “Are there any that don’t involve family members? I don’t think I can handle that right now.”

“I’m pretty sure a few will break your heart. I’ve glanced at all of them, and the stories are beginning to run together. The saddest ones tend to stick in my mind though. And I hate the ones involving kids.”

Artemis paged through the stack in silence. The letters were sad and yet expressed gratitude for Lucy’s article. It was as if her story had given the writers permission to speak about something once too unbelievable to mention. She read them and recognized the pain. It was the same as the ache in her heart.

Lucy watched her read in silence. She studied the soft planes of Artemis’s face and the soft curls of her long black hair. Artemis was an astonishingly beautiful woman. But she was guarded in a way that seemed to hold her apart from a world too painful to live in. Maybe agreeing to help Lucy with this particular assignment would help Artemis as well, she thought. She sent a text to her editor and waited for Artemis to finish with the file.

“Are you hungry?” Lucy asked when Artemis set down the last letter. “I’ll treat you to a late lunch. We can decide which of these to follow up on while we eat.”

She rose from the chair and stowed the folder in her briefcase.

Artemis raised an eyebrow, taken off-guard by the invitation. “Uh. Well, okay.”

“You haven’t eaten in a while, have you?” Lucy said without really asking. “Come on. Let’s get some food in you. We have a lot of work to do. I can’t have you keeling over from hunger.”

Artemis slipped her wallet and keys into her pockets. “I don’t own a purse,” she said as they exited the house.

“That’s okay,” Lucy responded. “I see a motorcycle in your driveway. That’s much more impressive than a purse.”

*

The initial article didn’t escape the attention of busybody bureaucrats who believed monitoring public discord was their divine calling. Jake had fielded two calls from the LA County Health Department that morning and had a slew of information calls from the Times. Lucy’s silly little human interest story was going to go big time. He packed tobacco in his pipe and stuck it in his teeth without lighting it. Smoking was forbidden, but he had become adept at sucking on the damn thing.

Lucy had texted him about the woman witness she had interviewed last week. She wanted to hire her to help with the story. He rubbed his palms together as he considered the expense. If the Times proved willing to reimburse him for additional information, he would be able to take on a temp, especially one who looked as fine as Artemis Andronikos. Lucy might even bring her into the office from time to time. He texted Lucy.

Okay.

The bells from San Angelo Church rang out the noon hour, and Jake felt a queasy sensation in his gut. What had Lucy asked the other day? “What if it’s true?” He walked over to the window. Several stories below, the city was a busy place full of people going about their lives, following the rules, assuming they were immortal. How different would it be if they knew they were about to die?

He chomped down on the pipe. “Nonsense!” he said between his teeth. “Utter nonsense!” He picked up a pink phone slip and decided to negotiate with the Times. Even nonsense could be profitable. That was why he was in the news business.

*

The Messenger didn’t publish a follow-up article the next weekend. Instead, the lengthy article that Lucy crafted with Artemis’s help appeared heavily edited in the L.A. Times with a byline of both their names. They had validated more than fifty of the stories people had sent to them. The witnesses were credible. The conclusion was not. And that was how the Times played it.

“‛Some people report having had a psychic experience before death,’” Lucy read aloud, disgusted by what had happened to their story. “They make it sound like we wear tinfoil hats. They are laughing at us.”

She crumpled the paper and tossed it across the room. She blamed Jake for letting this happen. His money-grubbing ways had led him to sell her story to the infidels who played it for laughs, and her boss was too stupid to see that. Hot angry tears welled in her eyes.

“It doesn’t matter,” Artemis said in a calming voice. “It’s real, and the people who experienced it know it.”

“It does matter.” Lucy pouted as she paced. “The media serves a purpose. It informs the people so they can live better lives, make better decisions.”

Artemis sat in her window chair and watched Lucy flail around the immense living room. “The media isn’t about truth, Lucy. It’s all propaganda, not news. The media tells us what to think, not what to think about.”

Lucy folded her arms and glared at her friend. “Well, thank you very much. I work for ‘the media,’ remember?”

“Then I am in the presence of the last honest reporter. Let me shake your hand.”

“Fuck off!”

Artemis raised an eyebrow. “I don’t do that.”

“Then I am in the presence of the last twentysomething virgin,” Lucy retaliated.

“That’s not exactly true either,” Artemis said with an amused smile.

“Whatever.” Lucy sighed as she unfolded her arms and sank into the sofa. “Okay. I apologize. I’m not angry at you. I’m just…”

“You’re just angry. It will pass.”

They retreated to their private thoughts for a while. Artemis went into the kitchen to make a pitcher of iced tea while Lucy walked over to the window and stared out at the heat waves rising off the distant asphalt. A hot spring was giving way to the furnace known as summer. She wanted to pursue the story. She wanted to know if and why something about the world appeared to have changed. She wanted a Pulitzer for breaking the most significant story ever published. She lowered her head. Most of all, she just wanted to have a good cry.

“Thanks.” Lucy accepted a frosty glass from Artemis. “Um, smells good.”

“It’s a special blend. Helps calm one down.” Artemis took a sip from her own glass. “I’ve drunk a lot of it since Cab died. Maybe too much, now I think about it. I want to thank you for letting me tag along as you worked. I’m better having something interesting to do. I even thought we might find some meaning in his death. It’s been good for me. You’ve been good for me.”

“A new friend is better than a Pulitzer any day.” Lucy cradled the tea in her hands, liking the coolness of the drink. “You know, I never asked you what you do for a living.”

“I’m an attorney. I create trusts and handle probate and whatnot for a few select clients,” Artemis said nonchalantly. “It’s more of a hobby, and I’ve been neglecting it lately. The work reminds me of death and what happened to Cab.”

“Wow! You’re a rich lawyer. People like lawyers even less than they like the press. We’re a fine pair of villains.”

Artemis laughed and drew her long legs up onto the sofa where she sat.
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