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Knowing the key time could save your life
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​SYNOPSIS

Two different epochs, the same deadly enigma... Knowing the key time, it could save your life! 

Isabella was 18 years old when it all started. That night she couldn't sleep thinking about the bone found. At dawn she would go to the same place for more... for her the surprise was human remains. Bones that once joined together formed the skeleton of a child.

One that would become her worst nightmare...

Few people have the unhealthy inclination to worship the human body as if it were a work of art... and I was one of those. Since I was a child, the bodies of all living beings caught my attention. The fact that a set of skin and bones was so complex was captivating, so I began studying dead animals. But then upon finding a human bone, everything in me changed. The Dead Hour...
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To the impression of teachers and high school peers, I was an odd girl, one who concealed secrets and knew more than she should. It wasn't my appearance, as I looked like any other young person. I didn't have the sultry face or black, straight hair like the girl from 'The Ring'. I didn't conform to the punk, metal, or emo fashion either. I leaned more towards a boarding school governess or a librarian nun than a twenty-something. I didn't attract anyone's attention, as I looked like a shadow.

For my parents, I was a life mystery. I was born without them even knowing what awaited them. None of them had planned to be parents, and my mother never showed signs of being pregnant. Was I a surprise baby? Perhaps, but I think for the family, I was an unwanted baby. During the pregnancy, my mother had no nausea and never felt me kick. Her menstrual cycle remained unchanged, and her weight... well, it increased very little, but her pregnant belly was never noticeable. Until one morning when she called my father screaming on the phone. My father came for her and took her to the hospital, where they diagnosed possible peritonitis, but the surprise was such that when they were preparing her for surgery, my water broke and I peeked my head out. Both doctors and both of my parents were terrified. There had been very few cases of 'surprise babies' in the world, and even science didn't know how to explain such a phenomenon. But there I was, a ball of flesh with a speck of black hair on my head, crying because they were pulling me out of that narrow cave.

When they arrived home, they carried in their arms a new member of the family. One that my mother rejected from day one, but my father took care of me. In the following weeks, my parents had to modify the house to build an extra bedroom that would be mine throughout my 18 years of life with them.

During my childhood and part of adolescence, they worried that I spent so much time locked in my room. Surely, they thought I was chatting with strangers twenty years older than me and, like most young people, engaging in closed-door shenanigans. Or maybe they thought I was getting high in the shadows of my room because I was an unexpected daughter, but no... everything that happened between the world and me was completely personal. Impossible for anyone to understand the way I led my life. Who would believe that I spent my time studying, reading, and researching behind closed doors? Who would believe that by the age of eighteen, I already spoke three fluent languages? No one... and all thanks to the wonders of the courses and manuals sold by door-to-door salesmen, or what I found while surfing the internet.

I was in the last semester of high school to graduate that same year and faced with my father's impression, who persistently pressured me to look for university, I told him that I was going to dedicate myself to teaching Polish.

"But Isabella! You don't even speak Polish," my father said, horrified, and my mother rolled her eyes, agreeing with him or perhaps doing it in a gesture of little importance. She never liked me, I knew that since I was a child, but I tried to keep the peace. My father always tried to make her and me good friends, which he didn't achieve.

"You're still too young to decide for yourself," my mother said, filing her nails.

"Isabella, why don't you take a gap year and think carefully about what you want to study?"

"Now both of you are telling me I'm too young to decide for myself? Isn't it time to hurry off to university?" They both stared at me with empty eyes like marbles and open mouths. "For a whole year, you've been bothering me with the same chant of 'Isabella, send letters to universities...' and now you're telling me to take a vacation. You're crazy, both of you." I shouted furiously, slamming the front door with all the force of my arm.

The idea of ​​taking a year off was not bad at all, not at all. I could very well enjoy some time alone to investigate some weird topics, as those were my specialty. As a child, I locked myself in the basement to read my grandfather's magazines about strange topics. My favorite magazines were from Año/Cero, which my grandfather had sent from Spain by airmail. My favorite section was the occult sciences, parapsychology, and science fiction. Now as an adult, I questioned the truthfulness of everything I read.

I was walking with the hood of my sweater over my head, looking at the ground as I mocked myself and the possible career choices. With luck, I would decide to be an anthropologist of extraterrestrials and working with NASA, I would confirm whether what they said and hid from their secrets in the laboratory was true or just gossip.

Carrying my backpack on my shoulder, I walked the eight blocks that separated me from the high school. We lived in a residential area that gave the impression of being old, as if it had been frozen in time, in an era between the 70s and 90s. In the gardens, tricycles and toy cars were seen strewn about as if they were part of the junk in the garbage dump. The sewers were outdated, just like the drains. I imagined that in the storm the night before, the newspapers and garbage floating in the drain got stuck on the bars of the sewer. Imagining that, it was impossible for me not to remember that novel that was all the rage in the 80s, 'It–ESO' by Stephen King. That clown that lived in the sewers. Was there some hidden being under the streets? I wondered, remembering the nonsense I read as a child in my grandfather's magazines. Then I shook my head in denial, no, of course not! No one could live amidst a broth of urine and feces. 

That morning was sunny, but the wind and water from the recent storms cleared the streets that were under construction. I looked down at the ground as usual, watching the steps I took and the way I walked—like a curious march—when a piece of ivory white caught my attention. I bent down and picked it up. I didn't even look around to see if anyone was watching. I just took it and tucked it away as if it were a piece of gold that someone might snatch from me.

As I walked, I remembered the tactile sensation of that piece. I was sure that I had a piece of bone in my hands, which despite being dirty and stained, I could assure was hard and thick tissue. It looked like a beef bone, one of those used for soup, but something inside me told me it wasn't that kind. I tucked it away in my backpack without further delay and continued walking to the Institute.

The idea that it might be a human bone gnawed at me inside. Although it could well be a bone from some other animal or worse, a discarded piece of soup or stew; which didn't amuse me at all.

During classes that day, all I did was think about that anthropological treasure stored in the zipper of my backpack. I even wondered if it was better to keep the secret just for myself and not share it with my group of friends. I narrowed my eyes, doubtful, looking around to see if anyone had read my thoughts. They would claim it for themselves and proclaim themselves tomb discoverers! So I thought it was better to be a little selfish and not tell them anything.

"What's up, Isabella? How did you like today's class?" 

"Normal, boring as always."

"Well, it didn't seem like it, you seemed absent. Are you sure it didn't catch your attention a little?"

"Sure, I was thinking about other things."

I said with a paranoid tone, gripping my hand on the shoulder strap of the backpack apprehensively.

"Why are you always so reserved?"

"It's my nature," her eyes studied me with too much distrust. Not because of the answer but because of the way I gave it. "It's nothing, I was just thinking about next week's exam."

I added with a charming laugh, fake but which could well save me from that predicament.

"You! The prodigy girl worried about exams. You'll get an outstanding grade, Isabella."

"Thank you, and you too, Marie."

"Yes, I know... it's been a long time since we studied together. We can invite the other kids from the group to join us. It would be nice to study together at home, eat pizza, and then watch a horror movie."

"I actually prefer to study alone for these exams. Excuse me, but I'm in a bit of a hurry!"

Marie looked at me puzzled; my evasive and elusive behavior gave rise to suspicion, but luckily she shrugged and ended up ignoring me.

After class, I arrived home and closed the door behind me gently as if it could arouse more suspicions. Then I ran up the stairs and locked myself in my bedroom.

The bone burned in the bag of the backpack, and it didn't stop until I took it out to admire it in my hand.

I ran to the bathroom euphorically and put plenty of toothpaste on it to whiten it. It was full of asphalt and dirt, but it felt whole. It wasn't chipped, pitted, or worn. I sat at the desk and began to study it carefully under the table lamp. I noticed that under the dim light, it was a porous bone with certain imperfections, given that it had been in such wild conditions as to fossilize, but that didn't happen. It was very well preserved. How long could it have been?

I went to bed with the bone in my hand and curled up in the blankets without letting go of it. Before closing my eyes, I stared at it for a long time, wondering if it was human. What if it was?

Having come across a bone spurred me to go for more. I armed myself that afternoon with a gardening shovel and a flashlight. My head was spinning with questions... so to prevent my absent-mindedness from getting me into trouble, I decided to skip school to search for answers to my newfound obsession. Once I reached the road where I had found the bone, I knelt down to start digging. It wasn't exactly the same place where I had found the previous piece, but I stabbed the blade randomly. Damn it! There was nothing; I went further and stabbed the shovel again. After several attempts, the hole looked like I was going to plant a lemon tree. Then I got tired and started using my nails and hands, already blistered. I looked like a mangy and hungry dog scratching the earth for food. So I continued until I finally came across a handful of bones. I turned my back to see if anyone was watching me, but I was lucky. I quickly stored them all in my backpack. I filled the hole with dirt again and left with a certain air of mystery, although inside I was ecstatic.
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Westlake, 2005

Upon arriving home, I was calmer, and I laid the bones on my bed. It's true that I had vague knowledge of anatomy given my self-taught inclination, but this was like assembling a calcium puzzle. There were tiny pieces like phalanges, all loose; some longer than others. There was also a thin, long bone slightly splintered as if, in its owner's life, it had endured a fracture. I put them back together in the backpack and added the bone I had found earlier. I hid the backpack in the closet and tried to sleep, but the cravings were consuming my neurons. The question that troubled me the most was questioning whether the first bone, which I had found a few meters away from where I found today's bones, would they be of the same species or person? I got out of bed and roughly traced a map, separating both encounter points where the train line was. There was no geographical explanation that answered my desires, so at dawn, I decided to go to the old newspapers in the library and search for news of accidents that had occurred precisely in that place.

I returned to bed with butterflies in my stomach and the mocking uncertainty of whether I believed myself to be a forensic scientist or a detective. I shook my head in a drowsy state that was already beginning to overcome me, and then I got lost in a dark path where my bare feet felt the dangerous moisture of a muddy floor. My leg stumbled, and I fell into a deep hole full of bones. I screamed, waking up startled, grabbed the clock from my bedside table panting, and looked at the time. It was 3:00 am, the dead hour. I was bathed in sweat, and my heart was pounding as if that strange accident had truly happened to me and it hadn't been a dream. I checked my hands, and they were clean, except for the nails, which still held traces of dirt. I tried to sleep again but couldn't. I lay in the blankets thinking about what to do first. I denied the instinct to bite my nails, and logic responded to me: search the news and then verify if they are human or animal bones.

I couldn't skip classes again, so I anxiously waited for the school day to end to spend the rest of the afternoon searching for news in old newspapers. The woman who attended to me was already mature, with her hair pulled back tightly in a bun. She smiled at me with little kindness and gave me a form. I stared at her fixedly, studying her skin as if carved in wood, superficial wrinkles that became very deep when she smiled. Dull eyes that, when looking at me, emitted a tenebrous light as if longing to be young again. I snatched the form from her hands and tucked it into my jeans.

Shaking my body from head to shoulders, the result of a shiver down my spine, made me move my feet quickly and walk straight to the computer room. I got lost in the area of the computers and began searching for accidents on the train line. These began in 1970 when the railroad station in Westlake was opened. Many of the villagers were not used to the rumblings of the earth or the noises produced by the train, so many rushed to throw bombs, shots, stones, and whatever else they could find to end the new means of transportation. Others, more distracted, had forgotten to look at the new traffic signal, which forced them to stop to make way for the train; they passed over the rails with such savagery and rattling that the tires punctured and left them stranded halfway, which was an atrocity because while they unbuckled their seat belts and opened the door to run out, the train hit them. But there were also others who revered the train as the safest and fastest way to commit suicide. It was then that the suicide rate began to rise alongside the homicide rate.

I looked at the time, and it was already five-thirty in the afternoon; they were about to close. I shook my head from side to side, feeling the creaking of my own bones. My eyes felt stiff. I had read hundreds of news articles, and from what I could see, the deaths in that place had been so high that they exceeded a thousand. Those bones could belong to any of those madmen. It could even be a mishmash of bones. Why did I attach so much importance to them? They were human remains that I revered as treasures. Perhaps it would be best to settle the matter and get rid of them. But... unfortunately, I was determined to solve that mystery before choosing the career that I had already had in mind since I was a child. I wasn't going to leave Westlake without knowing to whom those bones belonged. 
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Pauline was a hyperactive woman in every sense; she got bored of things when she spent too much time doing the same thing, just as she got bored of relationships. She changed her friends like one discards an old tissue, getting rid of them and making new ones. She liked to feel like the center of attention and be flattered, but inside, there was such a deep void that she couldn't bear it herself.

After starting her second extramarital romance, her life improved. She allowed herself to go to clubs, spas, and also on the occasional trip. She felt rejuvenated, powerful, and more alive than ever, but when her husband filed a missing person report, investigators began searching for clues along with a possible killer or abductor.

"Mr. McGwire, when was the last time you saw your wife?"

"It's been a while, perhaps about three months."

"Did you have a very distant relationship?"

"No, it was close but not distant. We never thought of divorce because of our daughter; we were good friends, and sometimes we were intimate, but we had ceased to be husband and wife for a long time."

"Then you can justify that she was unfaithful to you!"

"I already told you that she and I had no connection. If she had a romance, good for Pauline... but she always came back home. She would tell me what she had done, and we would toast to it. She never left our daughter abandoned, although as the
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