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Prologue
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The Aguageddon began in western Washington State. No rain fell in the spring, when Seattle should have been drenched. By July the drought had spread south through Oregon and California, and north into British Columbia, then accelerated suddenly, with Washington’s lakes and rivers emptying in one day. When people realized their precious fresh water might be gone forever, turmoil erupted throughout the Pacific Northwest. The next day the seas began to recede, turning a local disaster into a worldwide catastrophe. 

Marella Wells journeyed by foot on the ocean bed to stop the cause: Project Athena, a machine that had been built to reduce climate change by removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, but which also removed water from the Earth. With her mentor-boss Elizabeth Fehr and college student Noah Mburu, she battled her way through windstorms, sandstorms, fire, and other life-threatening disasters, with a violent religious cult at her heels.

By reaching Wisdom Island and shutting down Project Athena, she made the water return, but only after the world had endured ten days of turmoil. With no water to quench the fires, most of western Washington burned. Fifteen thousand square miles of cities, farms, and forest were incinerated. 

As if that weren’t enough, when the oceans drained away, the atmosphere lowered to take their place, leaving mountainous regions without oxygen. Millions of people suffocated. 

In the end, a billion people died. But now the water was back. It was time to rebuild and start anew. 

However, Project Athena wasn’t done with Marella. 

Not yet.
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Chapter One
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Marella Wells now knew that guilt had a taste. A blend of warm iron and wet mold, reminding her of the choice she’d made.

On the teak deck of a tree-house home, she leaned on the railing, soaking in the view. The disaster—now over—had dried up many of the leaves that would normally be there in August, and so the Hoquiam River’s East Fork was visible a few miles away. It was reassuring to see it flowing. Perfectly normal. Everything as it should be.

The sight undammed a reservoir of memories. Being stranded with Noah on Wisdom Island, rain pouring down as water returned to the world. Holding each other for warmth. Falling in love but not knowing whether they would live or die, although they had hope, if not for themselves, for their families back on the mainland.

They had survived the Aguageddon. She should be proud of stopping the water from disappearing from the Earth. Maybe when her head felt better she would be able to move on. That might take time; it had only been a week since Marella had nearly died from dehydration and the effects of Project Athena, a machine built using dangerous new technology. Her thoughts were still foggy. She imagined her head stuffed with insulation, pink and dry to the touch. 

There was a task she needed to take care of: to tell Belinda Waverly, HemisNorth’s CEO, that Project Athena had caused the Aguageddon, so its design plans needed to be destroyed. She wished she could call, but cell phones—even if she had one—weren’t working after the disaster, and the internet was also down in western Washington. But then, it was a conversation better held in person anyway.

It would be a difficult one. She didn’t know Belinda personally, but she admired her. There were many stories of random generous acts, such as giving the coat off her back to an unhoused woman. It had been Belinda’s idea to set up an emergency fund to help HemisNorth employees. She had approved the development of Project Athena in the first place to help reduce climate change effects. To find out it had killed countless people and animals would be devastating to her, but she had to be told, so that she could make sure it would never happen again.

She’d heard from the neighbor that Belinda was staying at the Bandouer Hotel in Aberdeen, which was ten minutes away by electric bicycle. Perhaps soon she’d feel up to such a meeting, but not this morning. It could wait just a little longer.

Marella looked back at the Jorgen tree house where she, her mother, and her sister, Brielle, were staying. Marella didn’t deserve to be in a beautiful place like this, not after what she’d done to Elizabeth. She didn’t merit the comfort of an award-winning architectural marvel, its one thousand square feet wrapped around a giant cedar, with round windows that added to its charm. 

She couldn’t change the past, as Mom always said, but she could change the future. And so she should enjoy being up here. It did feel a little like an escape from the troubles of the world below.

She went inside, crossing over a large red Persian rug, every square inch woven with roses, grapes, and vines. The lush colors made her feel pampered. She’d never lived in a place where something you walked on was that artistic.

A two-story bookcase was filled with books grouped by color. White spines were on the bottom, greens hip-high, then blues, oranges, reds, purples, and blacks, which were reachable from a sliding ladder. It gave the room an air of a children’s play space, perky and fun.

Her mother straightened the elastic sleeve on her daisy-pattern blouse, then handed Marella a steaming mug of liquid that smelled like sawed wood. “I found a ginseng-blend tea in the cupboard. It’s good for memory, so maybe it will help your head. I think it’s cool enough now.” She pushed her auburn hair behind her ears and pursed her lips, giving her the expression of a scientist hoping her experiment would bear results.

Marella sipped. Although it tasted like mothballs, she downed it in the hopes that Mom was right.

Her mother wiped her hands together, then fluffed the cushions on the built-in bench at the bay window. Her busyness would have been reassuring—that was just Mom—except her movements seemed effortful, as if she was running on empty and might sink to the ground with exhaustion at any moment.

Because of the modern open floor plan, Brielle was visible in the kitchen, where she was filling a bottle in the sink. That still seemed miraculous a week after the water had returned. She had lost weight; her tie-dyed T-shirt and purple jogger pants didn’t fit like they used to, but she seemed almost back to her usual buoyant self as she capped a bottle and held it up like a trophy.

Marella sank onto a bench next to the tree trunk, which reached from floor to ceiling, as if it had grown through the house on its way to the sky. She leaned back against the rough bark.

Mom brought Brielle another container to fill, then stopped and stared at the wall, as if her thoughts had ground to a halt. She could be distracted at times, but this seemed different.

“Are you all right, Mom?” asked Marella.

She broke out of her trance. “Fine,” she said, almost brightly. “Just a little tired.”

Marella got the feeling they hadn’t told her everything about their race down the slopes of Mount Rainier when the atmosphere was lowering to take the place of the disappearing oceans. She did know one thing—that Brielle and Mom had saved the life of the owner of this tree house, and that was why they could stay here for free and use the owner’s electric bicycle. They didn’t seem to want to talk about it beyond that, not yet, and they hadn’t pestered her for the details of her journey either. That was all for the best. Marella would rather not dwell on it.

“You look tired too,” said Mom. “You need to rest.”

Marella shook her head. She’d had plenty of sleep. 

“Eat something then.”

They were trying to ration the few cans of food and the stale crackers that had been in the cupboard. They hadn’t been able to access their bank accounts because the banks hadn’t reopened yet, so they had little cash. Food costs had become exorbitant. Grocery stores—the few that were open—were sparsely stocked and had armed guards.

Brielle, a survival show fanatic, had gathered dandelion leaves—dried out, of course—and a few edible roots Marella had never heard of. Marella picked a root from a plate and took a bite. It was small and bitter, but she chewed and swallowed it anyway. 

Brielle beamed with joy watching her eat the results of her foraging. She had also made snare traps to catch a rabbit, squirrel, or bird, but Marella had seen no wild animals since the Aguageddon and wasn’t sure how many might have survived. 

“Where’s Noah?” asked Marella.

“The neighbor is an architect,” said Brielle. “He went over there. He said he might be a while.” 

That was excellent! Noah had been going to school at the University of Washington to learn building development. She was happy that he’d found somebody to talk shop with.

She looked forward to his embrace when he returned. They could continue planning the new life they would all share when they moved to Spokane to join his family. It would be a total reset: new place, new life. The past behind, the future ahead. She would have the extended family she’d always wished for, including his parents, who sounded sweet and fun, and his siblings and cousins, who apparently all had a great sense of humor.

In eastern Washington, they could have phones and internet. She felt cut off without them, unsure of what was happening locally as well as around the world. They could get news on the TV here, if they could only get it to work.

Brielle filled another container with water. Where had she gotten them all? Two dozen now sat on the counters and the floor.

“I think you have enough water stashed,” said Marella. “The Aguageddon’s over.”

She shook her head. “There might be an earthquake or another disaster. We have to be ready.”

“We can’t take all that to eastern Washington on a bus,” said Marella.

“Go lie down,” said Mom abruptly. “You look terrible. I’ve never seen you with rings under your eyes.”

Marella suppressed an annoyed retort. Who cared what she looked like? Her head was the problem. Her brain felt heavy in her skull, and her thoughts... She would prefer not to think at all. A memory: crawling through sand on the empty sea bottom, begging for water. Think about something else.

Would her brain ever feel clear? The words permanent damage repeated in her mind. Had Project Athena done this to her? She remembered its slow-motion lightning bolt searching for her, finally finding her, making her head feel split in two.

At least the pain of that was gone. She should be grateful. But now that she’d finished drinking the ginseng tea and eating the root, the taste of guilt—warm iron and wet mold—had returned.

Brielle crossed to one of the large porthole-like windows. She gazed out, like a youthful deckhand eager for a sight of land. “HemisNorth is doing something big near their plant.”

Marella and Mom joined Brielle. She could see the plant’s buildings and tall towers several miles away, at the bottom of the hill. The Grays Harbor area had been lucky. The Western Inferno, which had decimated half of Washington State, had stopped just north of here, sparing Aberdeen and the HemisNorth plant. 

Dozens of trucks flung dust from dirt roads. She couldn’t see the land on the other side of the river, but dust rose from there as well.

“When we were downtown I heard somebody say HemisNorth is going to rebuild all of western Washington,” said Brielle.

“I hope they do. Then maybe things will get back to normal sooner.” Mom put her arm around Brielle, and they exchanged a look of hope.

How odd. While Marella and Noah had agreed to keep HemisNorth’s culpability quiet for now, they had told Mom and Brielle. So then why would they speak well of HemisNorth, knowing the company had caused the Aguageddon? Mom wasn’t the type to forgive a corporation its failings.

Never mind. She didn’t want to think about the disaster. She was proud she’d averted it, but her success had come with a cost. She would never think of herself in the same way again.

Marella felt a wave of nausea. The landscape outside wavered like a mirage, then dissolved into a swirl. Patience. This would pass. It was just a delayed symptom of overexertion, heat stroke, and malnutrition. Sometimes you got worse before you got better.

The windowsill felt grainy. It turned brownish-black, then disintegrated under her hand. She smelled ammonia.

All went dark. She couldn’t feel the ground under her feet. Couldn’t tell which direction was up. Her skin, porous as netting, was no protection against a sudden wave of freezing air. A frightening feeling of eternity stretched out from her on all sides. She was falling into it, even though she was already in it. How could that be?

It felt as if her body was being stretched, every particle of her extending to fill that eternity. She tried to shriek for help, but her parts were too scattered. She was becoming nothing.

***
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OVER AN INSANELY LONG period of time, her particles seemed to snap back together. She saw yellow-and-black patterns, then fuzzy shapes. Gasping, she reached for the wall, but it wasn’t there.

Her vision sharpened. She wasn’t in the tree house; rather, she was in a long room with small tables. People occupied those tables, which held white mugs and plates of food. It smelled like fresh bread, making her mouth water. There was a background murmur of conversation.

A restaurant? A coffee shop? Yes, a coffee shop. The front counter just visible, way on the other side of a long, narrow room. How had she gotten here? She hugged herself, partly from cold, partly from confusion.

“Are you all right?” asked a woman wearing a knit cap.

No. Something is terribly wrong. “Fine,” she tried to say, but her lips and tongue wouldn’t form consonants, and the word erupted as a grunt. She turned away, embarrassed.

She was next to a sideboard with business cards and flyers. To appear purposeful while she gathered herself, she leaned on it, eyeing a flyer, unable to read its blurry words. 

Through the window she saw a dusting of white on the bushes. She blinked, uncomprehending. It was August. Had a new disaster occurred? Had dormant volcano Mount Saint Helens come back to life, spewing ash into the air? Probably not, since heavy wool coats were draped over the backs of chairs, so it was cold outside, making that more likely to be snow. But nobody seemed concerned that it had snowed in summer.

She had a sudden, dreadful thought. That she had Alzheimer’s and was an old person returning to a favorite haunt. She gazed at the back of her hand, half expecting it to be crisscrossed with blue veins, but no, she was still nineteen, still wearing her only clothes, black leggings and a slate-gray short-sleeve blouse, both faded and shabby, given to her by a volunteer on her arrival in Grays Harbor.

“Where am I?” she whispered to herself, finally able to form words.

The flyer came into focus, telling her Shakespeare’s As You Like It was playing January 10 through February 25, 2002. But it wasn’t 2002. That was a typo. She reached for a want-ad newspaper. Its date read January 14, 2002. 

That was wrong too. It was 2023, not 2002, which was twenty-one years ago. Two years before she was born. 

Everybody was dressed vintage. Baggy pants. Velour tracksuits. Newsboy hats. Belly shirts, in spite of the cold.

The old-fashioned clothing. The dates on the page. She had to be dreaming. If so, her dream brain had gotten everything perfect. None of the patrons had laptops. Nobody gazed at a phone. A few people held hard-copy books, while the rest chatted enthusiastically. She could see every detail in the art on the wall. Smell the coffee and mochas. Dreams didn’t have smell, did they? She ran her fingers over the sideboard, feeling the texture of an uneven knot in the wood. This was real.

She shuffled to one of the tables and asked a woman with a big-tooth horsey smile, “What’s the date today?”

“January fourteenth.”

“What year?”

“2002.”

Marella’s mouth hung open. The woman nodded conspiratorially. “Yes, 2002. I know, it’s hard to believe.” For just a moment Marella thought the woman would tell her she’d time traveled. Instead she said, “I keep writing 2001.”

Marella nodded dully and turned away. Was it nostalgia day at the coffee shop, everybody pretending to be in 2002? That seemed unlikely, especially after a massive disaster. And for that matter, food and coffee had become scarce and expensive; how could all these people be here, enjoying such luxury?

One aspect of this place seemed especially strange: everybody was laid-back, not watching each other warily like the people she’d seen in downtown Aberdeen. Not a single person had the hollow-eyed stare she’d seen in many of the survivors. They all seemed well-fed, well-hydrated, well-adjusted.

Perhaps she’d had a blackout and was somehow missing a span of time. She and her family must have left Grays Harbor, and she just didn’t remember. And so now she must be in the Cascade mountains. That would explain the early freeze.

What town was this, then? She launched herself out a side door, onto a sidewalk. Her breath hung in the frigid air, and the cold wrapped itself around her bare arms. A car had a Washington State license plate. But—it couldn’t be—its tab showed it would expire in 2003. Anxiety made her gut churn.

Pushing away from the icy metal of the bumper, she strode clumsily around the side of the coffee shop and onto the main street. She passed the coffee shop’s storefront, continuing on to a restaurant, where she stopped abruptly. A banner in its window boasted Seattle’s Best Pancakes!

She was in Seattle. Impossible! Seattle had burned down during the Aguageddon. It was gone. And yet here she was.

She spotted a news shop, its window displaying racks of magazines and newspapers. Heart pounding, she pushed open the door, which made a tiny bell tinkle. From a tall stack, she scooped up a hard copy of the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, dated January 14, 2002. Then a Seattle Times, dated January 14, 2002. She ran to the magazine racks. All were dated January or February 2002. 

It seemed undeniable now that she had gone back in time. The only reason that was at all plausible was that another impossible event had just happened. The water had almost vanished from the world.

Now it seemed she was time traveling. She didn’t have a better explanation.

She and Brielle used to talk about what they would do if they went back in time. There were the obvious things: Stop Hitler from carrying out the Holocaust. Pick a winning lottery number. Interview a famous person from centuries past. 

And of course, keep their father from passing away. She’d always wished he hadn’t died on that camping trip when she was five. 

Although she had been so young, one fond memory of Dad was very clear. They were placing chocolate chips on a pancake to create a face. One side of the mouth frowned while the other smiled; they’d made their own mouths half frowny, half smiley. Their kooky expressions made each other belly laugh.

To go back in time and save her father had been an impossible fantasy. That it could even be remotely possible made her stomach flutter.

Now there was another item to add: stop the Aguageddon from ever happening. 

What if this was her chance to do so? And if so, how? Could she warn somebody?

She stumbled over to the counter. A big-haired woman standing behind it raised her eyebrows, looking her up and down. “Are you all right?”

Marella must have looked as anguished as she felt. She blurted, “Two decades from now, HemisNorth will develop a secret technology that will take all the water away from the Earth. We have to stop them.”

The woman leaned back, as if Marella might be dangerous. She felt her face redden. Wearing shoddy clothes, spouting nonsense, acting frantic. The woman thought she had mental issues or was a drug addict. This attempt was ridiculous. She started to turn away.

“Wait.” The woman reached behind the counter, then handed her a lemon-colored card. “Call this number.”

For a split second, she imagined the woman was somehow familiar with time traveling and knew how to help her. But of course that couldn’t be, and the card had a telephone number for a crisis line. The woman continued. “They can direct you to treatment, counseling, job training, and so on. Everything you need to get your life back on track. All you have to do is call.” She fished change from a pocket and handed it to her. “There’s a phone booth across the street.”

“Thank you.” Marella took the card and the money, which barely fit into the tiny pocket in her leggings, then walked woodenly out the door. 

Disappointment turned to hope. This was her connection. She could call somebody on a landline. But who? She didn’t know her mother’s telephone number from 2002. Even if she got ahold of her, what would she say? Hi Mom, I’m your unborn child who has come to warn you about an upcoming apocalyptic disaster.

Still, she scurried to the phone booth, which wasn’t much of a booth, just a glass bay open to the elements. A phone book hung on a metal binder that swiveled up when she lifted. She turned the thin pages, looking for her mother and father, but neither were there, even though they’d each lived in Seattle in 2002. Was it because names could be unlisted back then? Not back then, back now. She looked for her former boss, Elizabeth Fehr, but her name was also missing. 

She let the book swivel back down. Where should she go? What should she do? She rubbed her arms briskly, shivering so hard her hands skipped over her skin. The cold was nearly unbearable.

But it was more than the cold of the weather. It was a cold that infused her soul. The cold of eternity, stretching her. It was happening again. 

All went dark. She reached out, but there was nothing to hold on to. She was plunging into eternity, being stretched, then scattered. This would never end. 

***
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PIECES OF HER MIND searched for one other. Thoughts consolidated, like Lego pieces snapping together. Bit by bit, they connected and she knew who she was, but not where she was.

When her body, too, consolidated, she was inside. The blurry red surface on which she stood came into focus, revealing large floral shapes alternating with triangles and squares. The tree house’s Persian carpet.

Mom and Brielle were there, watching her, eyes wide with alarm. Marella tried to speak, but her words came out as a garbled muddle. She was shivering so hard her mother wrapped her arms around her. Brielle took her hand.

Finally Marella managed to speak actual words. “How long was I gone for?”

Brielle’s breathy answer revealed her fright for her sister. “You didn’t actually lose consciousness, but you were babbling for a minute. You didn’t make any sense at all.” 

“But how long did I disappear for?” asked Marella.

Mom squeezed tightly, as if to make sure she didn’t fly away. While her voice was calming, there was an undercurrent of distress. “You didn’t disappear. You had some kind of episode, sweetie, but you’re better now.”

Didn’t disappear? Why wouldn’t she acknowledge that Marella had been gone? Marella was still trying to make sense of things—what was she overlooking? “I time traveled to the past. For about a half hour.”

Mom guided her toward the couch, saying, “Oh my, oh my” under her breath. 

“Mar-Mar, you’re delirious,” Brielle whispered, as if saying it too loudly might trigger worse.

Marella allowed herself to be led, words spilling out in her hurry to describe her amazing journey. “No, it really happened. I was in Seattle in 2002. I was in a coffee shop, and there were people sitting at the tables. They wore clothes from the 2000s. And the newspapers and magazines said 2002.”

Making a noise of dismay, Brielle looked at Mom for direction.

Mom put on her “everything will be all right” mask: a slight smile and serene eyes. “Marella, you didn’t go back in time. You’re ill. More than I thought.”

Marella sat, wondering how to get them all back in sync. They were such a close family, and yet she could feel how her supposed mental illness was dividing them. They saw her as the sick one, not the one who had just done something bizarrely fantastic. Plus she needed their help to figure out what to do next. “You don’t believe me, but it’s true! Feel how cold I am. It was January, there was snow.” She was still shivering.

Mom gave Marella’s arm a diagnostic rub. “You’re in shock. The body pulls all the blood to the core. Get her a blanket.” 

Brielle rushed to a linen closet, retrieved an orange blanket, draped it around Marella, and patted it, looking relieved to have helped.

Marella reveled in the blanket’s warmth. It made sense that they thought she was having mental problems. She had jabbered without taking a breath between sentences. 

But then, could it actually have been a hallucination? She seriously considered whether that was the case. After all, they said she hadn’t disappeared. The thought made her feel untethered. Had the Aguageddon given her severe enough brain damage to have such detailed hallucinations? The sweet smell of mocha, the variety of people at the tables, the detailed printing on the newspapers, the glossy feel of the magazines. How could she believe anything her brain told her, if that hadn’t been real?

She breathed in sharply, realizing exactly how to know one way or the other. She fished in the pocket of her leggings, nervous that it would be empty. It wasn’t! She brandished the lemon-colored card and the coins triumphantly. “A woman handed these to me in 2002. It’s proof. I traveled back in time and returned with these. Look!” 

Brielle looked at the card. “It’s for a crisis line.”

Mom tightened the blanket around Marella. “That must have been in the pocket when the Red Cross gave you clothes. Your mind is playing tricks on you. You need to rest.”

Marella looked at the dates on the coins, announcing, “These are 1995, 1992, and 1997. All before 2002.”

“That’s not really proof.” Brielle seemed conflicted at having to contradict her.

Of course it was proof. Why didn’t they believe her? “There was nothing in the pocket when I got these leggings. I need to understand why I time traveled.”

“Marella, stop,” Brielle said. “See what this is doing to Mom?”

Mom’s “everything is all right” mask had disintegrated. She wrung her hands; a tear spilled down her cheek.

It was hard to watch, but Marella couldn’t back down now. Something extraordinary had happened, and they needed to know that. What if it happened again? What should she do? It would be too overwhelming to sort this out on her own. “Mom, I know this sounds unlikely, but think about how unlikely it was that Project Athena could take so much water from the world that the oceans would lower.”

“No.” Mom looked shamed, as if admitting to a transgression. “Project Athena didn’t take the water.”

“Wait. You’re telling me you don’t believe Project Athena caused the Aguageddon?”

Mom pulled up to her full height. Seeming to decide to be candid with her daughter, she spoke resolutely. “No, Marella. It didn’t.”

This was the real reason they hadn’t asked for more details about her journey to Wisdom Island. They hadn’t believed her then either. How could that be, when they’d almost always given her the benefit of the doubt? She felt unstable, as if each foot occupied one side of a teeter-totter. “You never said you didn’t believe me about Project Athena.”

“You’ve been so muddled.” Brielle lowered her eyes. “Mom didn’t think it would be a good idea to argue with you.”

So they had teamed up against her. Talked about her behind her back. Placated. Pretended. This wasn’t how her family did things. The hurt she felt made her louder. “But the oceans disappeared. You know that. The lower water level made the atmosphere drop to fill the empty space. There was no oxygen at high elevations. That was why you had to leave Mount Rainier. You would have suffocated if you hadn’t. The people who didn’t leave died.”

“True,” said Mom, palms together, the earnest negotiator. “But Project Athena didn’t do it. Concurrent Alignment did. The perfect storm of cosmic events. Solar flares, alignment of planets, alignment of galaxies.” 

Everybody they’d talked to after the Aguageddon believed its cause was Concurrent Alignment. The people from the Red Cross, the neighbor, the bank teller, and others they had come across downtown. Everybody believed this theory, except for the few who thought outer-space aliens had siphoned the water from the oceans but then returned it because it was salty. To Marella, it seemed unlikely that distant planets and galaxies would affect the Earth so abruptly, but maybe that was because she knew better. 

It was unnerving to find out her own family believed others when they spouted such nonsense, but not her when she told them the truth.

Mom rubbed her forehead with her fingertips, like she did when feeling stymied. She tried to speak soothingly. “We can’t go to eastern Washington. You shouldn’t travel when you’re so sick. And anyway, we don’t know how safe it is between here and there.”

Marella bowed her head in dismay. Her hope of combining her family with Noah’s was in jeopardy. How ironic that her mother always wanted to pull up stakes and move to another city, yet now wanted to stay put. The world had definitely turned upside down.

Mom and Brielle seemed like strangers; their lack of belief in her filled the house to overflowing. Marella tossed away the blanket. She needed to get away from them.

She also needed to inform Belinda about Project Athena. Might as well do that now and get it over with. There was no time like the present.
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Chapter Two
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Riding the e-bike gave Marella a sense of freedom and release, until she reached a shantytown alongside the road. Hundreds of shacks were made of wood, oiled cardboard, corrugated iron, and other materials. It smelled of urine, feces, and rotting garbage. The place seemed populated by sleepwalkers: disaster-addled survivors with hollow eyes, their thin arms dangling as they watched her speed by. She guessed that some of them might be desperate for the bike or anything she might be carrying, and she watched carefully for potholes; this would be a bad place to take a spill.

A half hour after leaving the tree house, Marella was in the Bandouer Hotel lobby, striding across a marble floor streaked with veins of gold and azure. It was a stark contrast to the hovels she had just passed. A large bulletin board held a mosaic of handwritten notes, mostly of people searching for missing loved ones. A fretful woman in a soiled tank top was about to add to it when she spotted Marella and brought the note to her. Theodore Milton, five years old, has a red birthmark on his forehead, last seen in Ellensburg, WA. “Have you seen Theo?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

The woman deflated as if Marella had been her only hope. She walked away.

A couple of people crossed the lobby, giving Marella a wide berth. She didn’t take it personally. People avoided each other more now. There was mistrust all around.

Upstairs, she took a deep breath, then knocked on the door of the executive suite. How would Belinda take the news that the company she ran had caused a global disaster that killed a billion people and nearly desiccated the entire planet? Although Marella didn’t know her personally, others described her in reverent terms, labeling her a visionary. For that reason, she hoped Belinda would listen without prejudice.

Belinda opened the door. With her prominent jawline and intelligent eyes, she reminded Marella of a midcareer Katharine Hepburn, wise and energetic. She raised her arms in ecstatic joy, as if she’d found a long-lost sister.

“Marella Wells, it’s really you!”

To her surprise, Belinda rushed forward, wrapping her in a warm, honeysuckle-fortified hug. After a split second, Marella realized she should hug her back, and what could have been an awkward moment became agreeable. Two people celebrating connection after a catastrophe.

They pulled back, both smiling large. “I’m so glad to see you,” said Belinda. “You’re the only Seattle employee I know of who survived. Everybody else is dead or missing.” 

Marella’s smile faded. The only one—out of the two hundred employees in that office. 

Her chest felt tight. She had suspected many of her coworkers had died. But nearly all of them? Her mind flipped through faces she used to see every day at the office. The chemist who paddled her kayak to work, the accountant who was patient with Marella’s time sheet mistakes, and so many more. Dead. Gone. The water had returned, but they never would.

And of course there was Diana Brinkhauser, who had been Marella’s neighbor, a chemical engineer who’d helped her get the job at HemisNorth. Marella prayed that she was just missing, not dead, and would be found, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask Belinda. She didn’t want to break down in front of her and risk losing sight of her goal.

Lightly touching Marella’s elbow, Belinda guided her to a nubby white couch, then poured them coffee from an urn on a side table.

The upscale room made Marella feel a bit out of place. Three artillery-shell-shaped vases graced one end of a fireplace mantel. A brass javelin thrower balanced on the other. Champagne glasses were lined up in a glass-fronted cabinet over the wet bar.

Belinda set two mugs on a glass coffee table designed to look like a slab of Arctic ice. Marella surreptitiously overloaded her coffee with cream and sugar, thankful for the calories.

Belinda lowered herself to an easy chair, smoothing her pinstripe suit. Her eyes crinkled with gladness, making Marella feel exceptionally welcome.

“I was in Texas when western Washington burned,” said Belinda. “But you were in Seattle. How did you survive?”

“By driving out onto the seabed.” Flickers of memory sprang up. Smoke and heat. Desperate people fleeing the flames.

“Were you with your family?” asked Belinda. “You have a mother and a sister, I remember. Please tell me they survived too.”

She shouldn’t have been surprised that Belinda knew about her family; she’d heard the woman made it a point to know about her employees. Still, there were fifty thousand of them around the world, so it made her feel appreciated.

“They survived too, but I wasn’t with them. I was with Elizabeth Fehr.”

Belinda jumped up, making her coffee slosh. “Elizabeth is alive? Where is she?”

“No. She uh... she’s not. She didn’t make it.”

The CEO’s shoulders slumped. Elizabeth had not only been a valued leader in the company, but also Belinda’s friend. She sat back down and put her mug on the table carefully, as if it were made of eggshell. After absentmindedly wiping the coffee from her hand with a tissue, she dabbed her eyes with it. “I thought it was a possibility, but to hear it as a certainty... it’s hard.”

“I’m sorry.” Marella had an urge to enfold her in a comforting hug, but she held back. Belinda hugging her was one thing. Marella hugging her was another. Marella had been a lowly former project assistant. Even though she’d saved the lives of everybody in the world, nobody knew it, and she still considered herself low-ranking. Besides, she needed distance—even if only a few feet—to inform Belinda of her company’s terrible part in the Aguageddon.

“How did Elizabeth die?” asked Belinda.

How did she die? By my own hands. Marella could still feel the roughness of her former boss’s lips on her palm, the wetness of Elizabeth’s blood and spittle. Determined to keep her composure, she rubbed her hands on her thighs to dispel the ghastly sensation. She needed to convey how dangerous Project Athena was and that it had not only failed in its intended function, but had also caused enormous tragedy. 

Belinda’s face was draped in grief. Marella needed to tell her something comforting so they could move on to the next bombshell. Elizabeth died through mercy. No! That would give it away. She needed to compose an answer that wouldn’t invite suspicion.

To buy time, she sipped her coffee. She tried to lean back, but the couch’s artfully minuscule back was too short.

Just tell her. Move the conversation forward. Only the basics. She doesn’t have to know all the details. Without looking into Belinda’s eyes, she spoke. “We were on our way to Wisdom Island when the ocean drained away from under us and the raft grounded. We had to walk on the dry seafloor. There were stone towers. An earthquake shook them. Rocks dropped on Elizabeth.” Marella’s voice caught. She could almost hear Elizabeth’s groans once more.

Belinda put a hand to her heart. “It makes no sense. Why would Elizabeth try to take you to Wisdom Island? Why not go to Mount Rainier, where there was still ice and snow?”

Here’s your opening. Tell her. “We went there to shut down Project Athena.”

Belinda grasped the armrest so tightly her fingernails made valleys in the cloth; her voice lowered an octave. “Project Athena is highly confidential, and you don’t have clearance...”

Marella steeled herself against what she thought would be rage, but Belinda controlled herself so quickly that whatever had been beneath the surface remained hidden. She relaxed her hands and spoke sadly once more. “Never mind. Why did Elizabeth think that was so important?”

Now Marella just had to spit out the words, but it was hard, so hard, to give sorrowful Belinda this double whammy. “Because it was causing the Aguageddon.”

She went rigid, which made Marella babble to get it all out before Belinda stopped her. “Project Athena was taking all the water away from the Earth. And we had to fix that. Because we couldn’t get help. We couldn’t get anybody on the phone. And we were alone at the HemisNorth office when we confirmed it.”

Marella remembered the feeling of desperation so clearly. If only she could have effected change while time traveling to 2002. The Aguageddon would never have happened, and life would be normal. Would she ever have another chance? Would she time travel again? She told herself not to be distracted by that now. She still had a mission to accomplish.

Wrapping her arms around herself, Belinda spoke softly. “Oh my god. How could Elizabeth have thought Project Athena was responsible? She might be alive now if she hadn’t.” 

“But Elizabeth was right,” said Marella.

Belinda stood, shaking her head and fanning her hands to emphasize how ridiculous the notion was. “I’m sorry you suffered because of this... this... delusional idea. Project Athena didn’t cause a worldwide disaster. Scientists have determined it was Concurrent Alignment.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that, and it’s just not true—”

“It’s true.” Belinda projected the confidence she embodied as the leader of a global company. “We were incredibly unlucky that all those cosmic events happened at once, but it’s over now. We can move on, knowing that we need to be better prepared for the next disaster.”

It wasn’t surprising that she didn’t believe right away that HemisNorth’s Project Athena had caused the disaster, but her tone made Marella nervous their meeting would end abruptly, before she obtained Belinda’s assurance to destroy any plans.

She stood too, heart racing. “It wasn’t just Elizabeth. I used humidity data. I made a diagram. With circles. It showed that every time a new Project Athena module got turned on, the drought spread.”

Belinda huffed disagreement. Marella needed to explain it better. She spoke quickly and insistently. “We called Victor, the scientist who was on Wisdom Island monitoring Project Athena. He had altered the data. On the instruments that took the readings. So you couldn’t see that Project Athena was taking water away from the world instead of carbon dioxide. Victor was dying from dehydration, because of Project Athena, and we couldn’t get any help to get to him and save him and turn it off. No police. No military. No helicopter companies. No nothing. So we drove on the seabed, then rafted, then walked. I made it all the way to the island. Noah and I—”

“Noah? Who’s that?”

“Noah Mburu—a college student we met on the way. We shut Project Athena off, or the Aguageddon would have kept going forever. And there was something wrong with the design, so that shutting it down made it explode.”

Belinda gestured for Marella to stop. “You’re correct that it’s destroyed. We sent a supply drone to the island after the water returned, so we’ve seen the images. However, shutting Project Athena down wouldn’t cause an explosion, and certainly not such a massive one.”

Desperation made Marella sound like a spoiled child trying to get her way. She kept on, regardless. “Belinda, I was there. We shut it down and it exploded immediately. We barely escaped. It’s just like the prototype. That exploded too.”

Belinda spoke quietly yet firmly. “I’ll tell you in confidence that it was sabotage. We think we know who was responsible. I won’t go into detail, except to tell you the danger is past. However, you need to understand that shutting down the machine did not cause that explosion.”

Marella felt flustered at Belinda’s adamant declaration and her seeming belief that the matter was settled, but this wasn’t about explosions. It was about the machine’s failure. She needed to get the discussion back on track. “My point is that Project Athena took the water away. It caused the Aguageddon! Delete the plans. The design plans. Any data. Whatever you have that describes how it works. Destroy them.”

Belinda’s head pulled back, though her voice remained level. “You’re wrong, absolutely wrong.” She sounded so sure of herself. The expert in all things, especially this one. Marella would have almost preferred an angry reaction, rather than this assured calm. Such conviction could be impossible to overcome.

She felt terribly powerless. Her family hadn’t believed her about the machine—or the time travel, for that matter—and now Belinda doubted her as well. She felt a ridiculous urge to turn snarky. Fine! Have it your way, and then don’t be surprised when the disaster returns and everything goes to shit and more people die and you shrivel up like beef jerky... She blocked the train of thought. She would have to find a reasonable way to get through to her. She looked down at the parquet flooring, trying to gather the right words.

Belinda strode to the window, looking out at the bare branches of a maple tree that had died after the three-month drought and ten-day disaster. She patted the sill as if she had made a decision, then turned.

“My home in Seattle burned down while I was at the Texas facility, so I lived. My children did too—luckily they and their families live on the East Coast. But others didn’t escape with their lives. My husband was one of them.”

Marella released a breathy noise of distress. “Oh Belinda, I’m so sorry.”

Belinda took some catch breaths, as if she might lose her composure, then got hold of herself. She nodded acceptance of Marella’s consolation. “I also lost good friends. Everybody lost somebody, and those who survived are scattered, and the businesses where they worked have burned down. But HemisNorth can help make the recovery more than a recovery. We can come out of this better than before.”

Belinda held herself heroically tall, seeming larger than life. Marella wouldn’t have been surprised to hear inspiring music play as she continued to speak. “There’s turmoil throughout the rest of the world. Most of the world’s fish have died, along with many land animals and crops. Because our offices are so widespread, HemisNorth—along with our HemisSouth subsidiary—is in a unique position to support government efforts and provide stability all around the globe. Let’s not get distracted from the real need here. We need to help all these people. Forget about Project Athena, it’s no longer relevant.”

Belinda’s attitude implied that that matter was closed. Marella fished desperately for a way to reopen it. “Humor me. What if I’m right? If Project Athena isn’t relevant, just destroy the plans. Do it for Elizabeth. It’s what she would have wanted.”

It sounded so ridiculous as the words came out of her mouth. It’s what she would have wanted. What kind of persuasion was that? 

Belinda sat back down, looking somewhat deflated. Marella sat too, wincing inwardly at her own incompetence. If the discussion turned back to Elizabeth, Marella was sure to break down.

Luckily it didn’t. Belinda responded, “There are no design plans left. All of western Washington State burned down. The corporate offices in Seattle are gone. Everything was destroyed in the Western Inferno.”

“But HemisNorth backs everything up to out-of-state servers.”

“Not those plans. They were too sensitive. They were in closed systems—one on the island and one in Seattle. So since Project Athena is destroyed, it’s a complete loss.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head sadly.

Marella wiped sweat from her hands, feeling a sense of relief. It made sense. The fact that Project Athena’s program existed only in a closed system had forced her and Elizabeth to go the island personally. “Okay, okay, that’s good, but we have to make sure that people who worked on the project don’t try to recreate it.”

“Len and Eshana were the only ones who understood Project Athena completely, and they’re dead. We couldn’t build another one even if we wanted to.” 

Marella had known that Eshana Collins and Len Janderson, the machine’s inventors, were dead—that had happened before the Aguageddon. She hadn’t understood that their genius was so irreplaceable. She perked up. No Project Athena plans. Nobody with enough knowledge. Had she indeed achieved what she’d come for?

“Besides,” said Belinda, “our priority is the millions of people who are unsheltered and unemployed. The local and national governments are stalled, and nothing is getting done, so HemisNorth is going to rebuild Washington. A much improved Washington.” Her enthusiasm mounted. “We’re doing great things. Imagine how magnificent our planned cities will be. Using 3D printers to build structures will speed the work enormously. We can build an entire building in only twenty-four hours.”

HemisNorth had caused the Aguageddon. Was it a good thing that nobody knew, so that they could now fix their mistake? Was that even possible? 

Rebuilding Washington seemed like a tall enough order, but Belinda had also said they would help with world stability. How would a corporation like HemisNorth support that?

Belinda touched her shoulder in solidarity, her face radiating care and concern. “I’m sorry Elizabeth encouraged you to go on such a dangerous trip. I apologize on her behalf, and I’m thankful you survived. But she was completely wrong about Project Athena. It was built to remove excess carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, and that’s what it was doing. It did not take away water. Concurrent Alignment did.”

Marella hesitated, fighting an impulse to correct her. Belinda seemed to see her resistance. She added, “Trust me on this. I wouldn’t steer you wrong, not when you’re so special. My only link to Seattle. It tears me apart that Elizabeth misled you so badly.”

Marella had mixed feelings: a tinge of pleasure—she was special to Belinda—along with dismay. Elizabeth had been a hero, not a delusional fool.

Yet if they couldn’t build another Project Athena, what was the point of insisting? If HemisNorth was going to construct housing, they would succeed faster if they weren’t sidelined by protests, lawsuits, or other distractions. Getting the truth out was important, she supposed. Although that could happen later.

Marella’s throat was tight. She didn’t want to lie, but it seemed like the best thing to do at that moment. “I guess you’re right. I just... Elizabeth sounded like she knew...” She felt hot with shame, throwing Elizabeth under the bus.

Belinda’s smile was filled with relief. She regarded Marella compassionately, then looked away, as if surfacing from a dream. She glanced at her watch. “I was about to leave for our Grays Harbor manufacturing facility when you surprised me with this visit. I’m glad I was here, but I must get going.” She downed her coffee all at once, like a heron gulping down a fish. “Where are you living? Do you need a place to stay?”

Even after this difficult conversation, Belinda was looking out for her. It bolstered Marella somewhat. “In the Jorgen tree house on the hill. My mom helped the owner. He said we could stay there.”

Belinda nodded approvingly, seeming surprised. “Ah! I know that one. I saw photographs in an architectural magazine.” She clasped her hands. “All right then, the next step is to find you a spot in the Grays Harbor facility so you can return to work. Check with reception there in two days and we’ll be ready for you.”

It was surprisingly tempting to consider going back to work. Belinda’s comment about fish and animals dying and crop failure reminded her of her empty belly. She could use the money. But to return to HemisNorth, knowing what Project Athena had done to the world, to her, to her family—that would be wrong.

It seemed she had accomplished what she’d come for: to make sure that nobody would ever build another Project Athena. The plans for the deadly machine no longer existed anywhere, and Project Athena itself—both the prototype and the actual modules—had exploded into thousands of twisted pieces, many of which now lay on the sea floor, scattered in the Pacific Ocean around Wisdom Island.

And so, did anybody ever need to know the truth? The Aguageddon was over. Its true instigators were dead. And what was more, it was best that nobody knew that a machine like Project Athena was feasible, since it was so dangerous.

The two fellow survivors hugged once more, and Marella felt a kinship with Belinda, almost as if they had struggled through the Aguageddon together. She left the hotel room, shutting the door behind her. She half turned, thinking to knock on the door and ask, “Is there anything we missed? Are the plans really and truly destroyed?”

She didn’t. She would only get the same answer. Besides, Belinda was right. It was time to move forward, into a better life.
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Chapter Three
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Marella locked up the electric bicycle after her return from HemisNorth, then Noah Mburu came through the gate from the neighbor’s house. On his arrival, the midday sun broke through the clouds, making it seem as if his smile lit up the yard. The light rimmed his curly dark hair with golden brown and made shadows under his high cheekbones.

His inquisitive gaze always seemed like that of a world explorer, just arrived in a new land to track down enchanting places nobody else had ever seen. 

Marella was suddenly sure that together they could accomplish anything, even discover why and how she had time traveled to 2002. After all, they had defeated the Aguageddon. At that moment, every other challenge seemed to pale in comparison.

His stride was somewhat awkward; his feet had been cut while walking barefoot on shell and rock-covered ground. But at least he seemed to be healing fast. He also had a burn on his back the shape of Antarctica. It was healing well, even though it had been so bad that the doctor said his skin there would always be white rather than brown.

They embraced. With their arms clamped tightly around each other, they fit as snuggly as two halves of an oyster shell. Marella didn’t want to let go. She had made it to the bottom of the Pacific Ocean and back with him. He, too, seemed to not want it to end.

Finally they pulled apart and sat together, easing






























































































[image: ]







[image: ]




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
YOU CAN'T CHANGE THE PAST.
MTREEAST, THAT'S WHAT THEYSSAY:

‘

THE TIME
PHILOSOPHER

A NOVEL

SILISAN W HITIN G KERIE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





