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Chapter One
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Was that a raindrop? Marella Wells felt her arm, disappointed to find her skin dry. But of course it wasn’t raining. The sky above the bakery was a cloudless powder blue, interrupted only by the flying saucer-like top of the Space Needle. The windows of the city’s towering icon gleamed silver in the morning light. 

A dozen shiny gold objects clung to the saucer’s edge. From several blocks away they looked like beetles, though they had to be much larger. One detached from the Space Needle and began to fall, edges rippling in the wind.

Its arms flailed. 

Marella gasped...it was a person! 

A human being, plunging toward certain death, seeming to fall for an eternity—the Space Needle was six hundred feet tall, after all.

Marella’s shoulders tensed for the landing and remained tight. The person disappeared out of sight behind dead trees—trees that, like so many around the Pacific Northwest, had withered during the drought.

Now another person fell. 

“Tell me this isn’t real.” A woman behind Marella had seen it too. 

A man joined them. “Are those window washers?”

“Not dressed in gold robes,” said the woman.

Marella struggled with her cell, hands shaking as she dialed 911. “People are falling off the Space Needle!”

“We’ve had multiple calls,” said the dispatcher. As if to confirm, a siren sounded, then another, wails weaving and blending as they neared the Seattle Center.

The man scrolled his phone with quick flicks. “They’re jumping on purpose. This is unbelievable. It’s an apocalyptic death cult. Zokara’s Chosen. Fifty members.”

Marella leaned against a sidewalk planter, her leg muscles weak. Dead foliage scratched her arm; she rubbed the pain prickles absent-mindedly.

The next figure launched itself. Again, a fluttering of shiny gold. Marella’s hand shot up to her face to hide the sight. “Why would they do this?”

The man read from his phone. “They believe the drought is signaling the end of the world. It’s a show of faith to their leader and a guarantee of their own salvation.”

Dozens of sirens yowled from all directions. They would soon converge on the scene, and Marella could only imagine what they would find. Cracked skulls. Broken bodies. Gold robes soaked in pools of scarlet blood.

Another cult follower flung himself from the Needle. This one pedaled in the air, as if trying to bicycle back to the top. Had the poor soul changed his mind? It was too late now.

Another figure jumped. Then another. Still shaking, Marella couldn’t look away.

Finally, when there were no more, the three watchers shifted and fidgeted. It was time to disperse, but a spell tethered them to one another. 

“I counted fifteen jumpers,” said Marella.

“Something’s very wrong,” said the man. “Maybe this drought isn’t going to end.”

That’s ridiculous, thought Marella, though for a tense moment the idea lodged in her head. It was July so of course it was hot, but her lips had been cracked for months. It took a glass of water less time to evaporate. Deep-rooted evergreen trees were turning brown and dying in record numbers. But the five-month drought was an anomaly. The rain would return.

The emergency vehicle sirens stopped shrieking. The world was quiet.

Several pigeons burst up from the sidewalk, breaking the spell. Her appetite gone, Marella skipped the bakery and returned to her truck. She rolled her shoulders back, started the engine, and grasped the steering wheel tightly to stop her trembling. 

It was unbelievable what brainwashing could do. Flapping robes. Flailing limbs. Falling bodies. 

She would have to deal with the horror of it some other time. She was late for work.
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Chapter Two
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Employees stiff-walked across HemisNorth’s main lobby. Marella caught herself doing the same, taking deep breaths to decompress from what she’d just experienced. She was already edgy about the explosion that had happened the week before, although management was taking measures to keep employees safe. There would be no more research done at company headquarters, which meant no more fuel tanks. They even planned to move the company vehicle gas tank offsite.

She also needed to stop worrying about getting laid off. The trade wars would end soon. As soon as tariffs lifted on HemisNorth products, things would be better. They could even hire back those who had been laid off.

After climbing three flights of stairs, she paused before the door to the environmental compliance offices. She gathered herself into her work persona, the confident office assistant who got things done. It wasn’t easy to be that person. Six months in, she still felt like a newbie. She thought she was doing well, but wasn’t sure others saw it. She was particularly proud of having found a major error in a contract, a decimal in the wrong place making six thousand dollars read as six million. She had hoped for praise, but had gotten only a nod. Still, she was grateful to have a job when unemployment was rising.

She checked her clothing. No spots on her lavender blouse or grey slacks. Pulling open the heavy door, she whooshed into a world of turquoise walls and artfully curved white desks. The clock said nine o’clock. Thirty minutes late. She set her backpack on her desk next to the now dried-out fern she’d bought on a whim back when she was excited to get her first office job. She’d stopped watering it because the dry spring and early summer brought less mountain snowpack, so the city was asking people not to use water unnecessarily. Next time she would get a cactus.

The desk across from her was empty, its occupant laid off the week before. The entire company had five thousand people. This local office had two hundred, until ten percent of them were laid off for belt-tightening. Her mother identified it as proof that corporations were evil. Treating people as numbers. Sloughing them off like dry skin.

Luckily Diana, Marella’s neighbor, a chemical engineer who had helped her get the job, hadn’t been part of the layoff. Later at lunchtime Marella would tell Diana about the suicide jumpers. Her friend would probably respond with something warmly brash. “Yes, that happened, now put on your big girl panties, we’ve got other fish to fry.” The thought fortified her.

Through an interior window Marella saw her boss, Elizabeth Fehr, framed by an abstract painting resembling a desert, its dunes edged in the same shiny gold as the fluttering robes. It jolted Marella, as if Elizabeth were somehow connected to this morning’s tragedy. 

She blinked hard. She needed to get past it—needed her brain power to focus on her job. Proofreading reports, cross-checking documents, and putting the sections together correctly took concentration. Typos and missed deadlines could have serious consequences when a report was sent to the Environmental Protection Agency, the Washington State Department of Ecology, King County, or the City of Seattle. She was just shy of her job’s probationary period so HemisNorth would have an easier time letting her go if her work wasn’t up to par.

Seeing Marella, Elizabeth beckoned with the brusque hand gesture of a fifty-something-year-old established in her career. As Marella approached, Elizabeth’s expression was as unreadable as an iguana’s, but then it usually was. She rarely smiled at Marella directly. Of course after the death of her coworkers in the explosion, not to mention the layoffs, she had less to smile about these days. 

Marella cleared her dry throat. Talking about the suicide jumpers would make her break down in tears. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t look weak, undependable. “I’m sorry,” she began as she trotted in. “Traffic...”

“Never apologize,” interrupted Elizabeth.

This flustered her. She had forgotten one of Elizabeth’s most-repeated maxims, that apologizing gave subsequent words less value. She was supposed to thank Elizabeth instead. For her patience? For her time? She wasn’t sure, and the words that came to mind seemed awkward. Thank you for your patience with my being late because of traffic. Or, more truthfully, Thank you for your patience with my lateness due to people splattering onto the concrete after jumping from our fair city’s 1962 World’s Fair leftover.

To make matters worse, Marella’s eyes landed on the artsy glass replica of the Space Needle that sat on Elizabeth’s desk. She nearly expected to see miniature glass cult members tumbling off. 

“Are you all right?” asked Elizabeth.

Marella snapped to attention. “Great,” she said brightly.

Elizabeth tilted her head as if she didn’t agree. “Glad to hear it. I have some data tables for you to cross-check, and more copying and pasting into the database. Plus the human resources department is short-staffed so they asked if you could input this list of people who took the health and safety training. It all has to be done by the end of today. It’s a lot, but you’re a fast worker. I have every faith in you.”

Elizabeth’s tone was encouraging. As usual, Marella wanted to prove herself worthy of that faith, but it would be a challenge. Taking the documents from the desk, she felt their weight. This was a lot of work. And the copying and pasting out of the electronic documents would be tediously slow because it was important not to make a single mistake.

What if she didn’t accomplish it? Would it be a mark against her, a reason to let her go in the next round of layoffs? Or would her boss understand that it took time to do things right, and be fine with finishing the rest on another day? She swallowed. “No problem.”

“And I need you to download a form for me. I tried to register on a website and it closed before I could create a password. So now it won’t set up the account because it says my email is already assigned. It’s going to be a real pain asking you to access the website every time I need something but I can’t see a workaround. I’ll send you the link.”

Surely there was a better way. Marella’s mind felt like a roulette wheel, its ball bouncing as it spun, not landing...not landing. Finally an idea struck. “What if you go into your browser history and get back into the website that way?”

As she clicked at her keyboard, Elizabeth said distractedly, “That won’t work because it’ll ask for a password.” She pulled her head back in surprise. “Oh! I’m in. Nicely done!” She looked up, almost smiling. “I need to talk with Belinda. Is her car here yet?”

Marella marched to the floor-to-ceiling window. HemisNorth headquarters had six main buildings on a campus-like setting, nestled in a profusion of rhododendron bushes—their leaves dead. Rhodies normally made it through Pacific Northwest summers just fine, but apparently five months without rain had been too much for them. The wind blew the parched fir tops, which seemed to fight back, slicing uselessly at the gusts.

There were parking spots in front of each building for VIPs and visitors. From where she stood on the third story, Marella could see Elliott Bay, which was part of Puget Sound. Its gray water was threaded with silver ribbons. Rip rap lined the shore, made of refrigerator-size black rocks. 

As a child Marella thought Puget Sound was a noise, until her mother explained that a sound was a large ocean inlet, like a fjord. She showed Marella a map. Puget Sound slashed more than a thousand miles through Washington State starting from the West Coast, then veered south. It made the northwest corner of the state look like a giant jaw opening upward. Puget Sound wasn’t open ocean, but was so large it felt like it.

She turned her attention to the building-front parking below, where Belinda Waverly, HemisNorth’s CEO, was emerging from her Tesla. Marella thought of her as a tornado. Her hair for sure, but also the way she swept through the office, and the way people watched warily for her.

“She just arrived,” said Marella. 

Elizabeth joined her at the window. Belinda strode across the pavement to a building used for research and development. Building C, wrapped with yellow danger tape. The building where the explosion happened. The building where Eshana Collins and Len Janderson died.

One week earlier Marella had been at her desk trying to make sense of a sentence in a report. Just when she realized it was missing a noun—probably “analysis”—she heard a boom. Not merely a noise, but something she felt in her insides, making her organs seem to settle into a new configuration. 

She leaped to her feet along with everybody else, rushing to the window, where she had a full view of Building C. When the security guard opened the door from the outside, smoke poured from the building. He backed up, holding his arms against the rush of smoke. 

The fire alarm sounded, its harsh blare making everybody cover their ears. She joined hundreds of evacuated staff members flowing down the stairs. They gathered by the water, which sparkled quietly in contrast to the scene it bordered, snuggling against the embankment rocks as if nothing was wrong. There were people rushing about. A profusion of black smoke. Police cars. Ambulances. 

Later they learned two people were dead because of a faulty fuel tank.

Now Elizabeth’s fingers grazed the window frame. “Eshana and Len were the most brilliant minds in the universe and then some.” 

Marella didn’t know Eshana, a physicist, or Len, a computer scientist. They had been working on a confidential job called Project Athena. Perhaps a new product of some kind. She imagined a miracle cleaning liquid or something that could be used in advanced technology. HemisNorth was a chemical company, but there were rumors that it was reinventing itself, morphing as times changed, like Nokia, which started as a paper mill and now made cell phones, or Nintendo, which went from playing cards to computer games. When she tried to make the mental leap, Marella wasn’t sure what that meant. A playing card to a computer game was like a cleaning fluid to a—what?

She wasn’t sure of Elizabeth’s role in Project Athena. As the Director of Environmental Compliance, her boss made sure the company adhered to the laws. She oversaw staff who took water samples near HemisNorth plants, and tested fish to make sure stormwater discharge wasn’t making them all grow two heads or something.

She suspected Elizabeth was involved with Project Athena, since she often saw her with Eshana and Len. When the three emerged from a discussion, they always seemed animated, as if they had been playing ping pong across the conference table.

With Eshana and Len dead, what would happen to Project Athena? Had it died along with them? And what did that mean for the company and its employees? More layoffs?

Now the security guard in front of Building C, framed by smoke damage around the door, nodded at Belinda as she entered. Marella had once gone to that building looking for Elizabeth. That same guard had drawled in the nicest way, “Nope, can’t go in there. Not gonna happen.” What was in that building before the explosion, and what was left to guard? 

Marella was unsure how to respond to Elizabeth’s comment about Len and Eshana’s brilliant minds. She wasn’t competent at corporate small-talk and banter, especially when death was concerned. Movie-like phrases came to mind. The world will be a poorer place without them. HemisNorth has lost two of its finest. She finally landed on “I bet you’ll miss them.”

“I will,” said Elizabeth. “They were good friends.”

While Elizabeth’s interior was usually hidden, the words opened a crack through which Marella could peek, showing that Elizabeth was human, struggling to make sense of a tragedy. 

###
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IMMERSING HERSELF IN work distracted Marella from her worries. She had to get familiar with the human resources part of the database so she could check the right boxes for those who took the training. Then she had to make sure she did the copying and pasting correctly. Copy a title here. Paste it into the database there. Copy a dollar figure here. Paste it into the database there. 

She was sure that tonight she would dream about copying and pasting. But tomorrow would be better because it was Saturday and she was going to visit her family. At least she had something to look forward to. 

At lunchtime, she went to Diana’s office on the fourth floor as she often did. They would usually head to the exercise room where they could walk the treadmills side by side, jawing about this and that.

But Diana wasn’t there, and neither was the toylike yellow, red, and blue carbon atom model that usually graced her desk. Her flip calendar was also missing. So was everything else except for a paper clip and a tape dispenser labeled Do not remove from copy room. 

She stood at the door, not wanting to believe what she already suspected.

“She got laid off today,” said a voice behind her, jolting her like a missing stairstep. She turned to see Emmett, a chemist who resembled a friendly milkman in a classic sitcom. 

“I heard they might get rid of more people but I didn’t expect...” Marella trailed off.

Emmett’s voice lowered while his eyebrows raised, giving him an air of dramatic intensity. “If they could lay Diana off, nobody’s safe. Mind your P’s and Q’s and get your backup plan ready. The economy might tank. Did you hear about the drought spreading and the lake levels dropping? It’s getting serious.” 

She texted Diana. U okay?

Diana replied, I guess. 

Need company?

Busy today. Come over tomorrow at 4.

###
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AN HOUR LATER MARELLA was passing the Lake Sammamish conference room, named for one of many local bodies of water. Through its window she saw Elizabeth and Belinda poring over a dozen folders fanned out on the table. The same viper green folders that the Human Resources department used. Marella squeezed the report she carried so tightly that its comb binding dug into her palm. They had to be discussing more layoffs. Perhaps the next ten percent to go. Would she be one of them? Her folder could be the one that Elizabeth was pointing to even now. She turned her head away as she walked past so they wouldn’t see the alarm on her face.

At her desk, she sipped a glass of water, which she drank instead of juice to save cash. She couldn’t get laid off. She lived month-to-month. She had to do something to convince Elizabeth to keep her. But what? Offer to work harder? Later? Smarter?

It occurred to her that she could get ahead of this. Find out their criteria for layoffs. Why might they choose one person over another? Was it something she could control, like efficiency, punctuality, or productivity? Or something she could do nothing about, such as seniority? Irrationally, she thought that just asking for their criteria would give them the idea to get rid of her. 

If she could only hear what Elizabeth and Belinda were saying. She watched them surreptitiously from her desk. Their gestures were dramatic, their faces concerned. She imagined their comments. Marella doesn’t have much experience. There’s a lot she doesn’t know. She’s just an assistant—the technical staff could take on her duties. Why keep her instead of one of them?

When she and her sister Brielle were young, they would play spy, putting a glass to the wall to hear their mother’s conversations. A supply room adjoined the conference room. Would it be possible to eavesdrop from there? 

Normally she would never consider such a thing. As Mom would say, “That would be all kinds of wrong.”

But as Elizabeth said, “Information is everything.” 

She weighed the chance of being caught. Not too high, as long as she was careful.

Downing the last of the water from her glass, she retrieved the key to the supply room and unlocked it. The automatic light burst on, illuminating shelves of paper and pens on one side and goodies for meetings on the other. Bottled water, pop, juice, cookie packages, potato chip bags.

She shut the door behind her. She couldn’t hear Elizabeth or Belinda. She would have to put the glass against the wall to listen in, which would make her transgression obvious. She glanced back through the narrow window in the supply room door. Nobody there. 

Shelves ran the length of the room. After moving a shrink-wrapped stack of facial tissue boxes, she placed the glass against the wall, flinching when it made a dull clunk. She leaned awkwardly between the shelves to put her ear against the bottom of the glass. Her heart began pounding. What would she say if she were caught? This shelf sure needs dusting!

She concentrated, feeling like a quack doctor listening for the building’s heartbeat. She could hear them, though the voices were tinny. She kept watch through the door’s window as best she could while she strained to make out the words. 

“Normally I would trust your judgement,” said Belinda, “But this is not a typical situation.”

“It’s not like you to make a decision without more information,” said Elizabeth.

What information? Overtime hours worked? Tasks accomplished?

“Without information,” continued Elizabeth, “we can’t be sure it’s safe.”

Safe. They weren’t talking about layoffs. 

“It was most likely a faulty fuel tank,” said Belinda, “just like we announced. We only need final confirmation.”

“I’m not convinced the tank caused it. Its destruction could have been a secondary effect. I only agreed to say it was to keep speculation to a minimum.”

Marella could hardly breathe. They were talking about the recent explosion. They had lied about it. Outright lied.

“I know you suspect the machine,” said Belinda. “But how could it have caused an explosion? The fuel tank is much more likely.”

Machine? What machine?

“I wouldn’t know because I don’t understand Project Athena’s complexities,” said Elizabeth. “Nobody truly did except Len and Eshana, and they’re gone. We don’t know what they were doing when it happened.”

Marella shifted her feet anxiously. She should stop listening. This was overstepping. Yet she was already here. And the explosion had affected her. Plus they had lied and she deserved to know why.

“It wasn’t anything they did,” said Belinda. “They had just walked in. They were only there for a few minutes.”

“There are too many unknowns,” said Elizabeth. “If the prototype caused the explosion, the full-size machine is so much more dangerous. Think of the enormous size of such an explosion. Nobody would make it out alive.”

Marella nearly gasped out loud. She felt herself slipping and grasped the shelf to steady herself. Belinda was worried about a gigantic explosion. Because of an experimental machine that produced—what? Could Seattle become another Bhopal, India, where many thousands of people had died from a chemical plant explosion? Had she already been contaminated from the first explosion?

And if Building C had only held a prototype, then where was the full-size machine? HemisNorth had manufacturing plants nearby. Was it one of them? How big was the machine? Would its explosion wipe out all of Seattle? And if so, how far would its contamination spread?

“Again, we don’t know what Eshana and Len were actually doing in there,” said Elizabeth. “What if they made an adjustment that caused the explosion?”

“That’s a big leap. They wouldn’t want us to give up on all their hard work. Don’t let their deaths be in vain. They were trying to save humanity.”

Had she heard correctly? Not save the company, but save humanity? From what?

“We’ll wait for the rest of the results,” said Belinda. “Two more days.”

It was quiet. She imagined Elizabeth pinching the top of her nose between her fingers as she sometimes did. “All right.”

“I’m flying to Houston tonight. We have complex issues to work out with production there. But I’ll call you when the results come out. In the meantime, hold down the fort here. I’m relying on you.”

Marella straightened quickly, shoving the glass behind a box of Post-It notes. She picked up a notepad, pasted a pleasant smile on her face, and scurried to her desk, where she furtively watched Belinda tornado across the floor and into the elevator.

She stared at the title on a spreadsheet without comprehending its meaning. It was starting to really sink in. Elizabeth thought some machine linked to Project Athena could have caused the explosion. She thought they could all be in danger.

She imagined Eshana Collins and Len Janderson as mad scientists in Building C simultaneously pouring beakers of neon yellow liquid into a rivet-lined steel tank. The tank exploding, the blast spreading, gaining strength as it traveled across the city. 

Was HemisNorth more concerned about money than people? They were leaving people in danger while they waited for test results. What did that say about them?

Nothing, she told herself. She was overreacting. If Elizabeth really thought there was danger, she wouldn’t have agreed to wait for two days.

Elizabeth emerged from the conference room. One of the field staff, a biologist wearing a yellow safety vest, headed her off. “We couldn’t get any water samples.”

Elizabeth frowned at him. “Why not?”

“There wasn’t any water.”

Marella’s ears pricked up. More drought problems?

“Is this the Bremerton facility?” asked Elizabeth. “Of course there wasn’t any water in the pipes. You’re only supposed to sample after a stormwater event.”

“But...”

“Come into my office.” 

The biologist had screwed up. She felt sorry for him, but at least it had nothing to do with the drought.

She tried to concentrate on her work but couldn’t push away worries about the explosion. When an employee dropped a cup Marella leaped out of her seat at the noise. Still, she managed to finish most of the cross-checking Elizabeth had given her, and every single bit of the copying and pasting. She hoped that would be good enough.
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Chapter Three
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During the two-hour drive south to Centralia the next morning, the suicide cult deaths dominated Marella’s thoughts, triggering memories of her father, who had died falling off a cliff during a camping trip in the Olympic Rain Forest. Mom didn’t like camping, so she had stayed home with Brielle. Five-year-old Marella was the only one nearby when he died.

At the time, a babysitter had taught her that everybody who didn’t believe in God was a sinner, and Hell awaited sinners. When her father died, she had thought Hell was going to open up. Demons would come carry him off, and her too. So she ran. She was lost in the rain forest for three days scrambling through thick fern patches, thinking every noise was a demon coming after her. Finally she made it to a road and a car picked her up. She’d hated being alone ever since.

The images spooled, alternating. The people in gold robes, falling. Dad’s body sprawled on the ground, his back bent all wrong. Demons with dagger teeth and bright red skin. Too clear in her mind’s eye. A feeling of hopelessness grew until it was suffocating; she had to tell herself to breathe.

Finally she passed a junior high school and then rolled onto the driveway of the house her mother was renting. It was such a relief to arrive. Mom and Brielle would distract her from all that death, at least for a little while. 

This was her first time seeing the new place. The house seemed to have more moss than roof, but at least there was no junk car body and no toothpaste-colored paint splotch barely masking fresh graffiti. Blackberry vines overran the brown lawn, but that wasn’t so bad, really. In fifty-two moves, her family had inhabited worse. 

Her twenty-year-old Ford F150 had come with a dashboard GPS. She slid it into the glove compartment to keep it out of sight of thieves, then jumped out into the summer heat. Trotting to the door, she passed a hut-size greenhouse, its windows dusty and cracked. 

“Mar-Mar!” Fourteen-year-old Brielle opened the door, nearly knocking Marella over with a big hug. She wore tie-dye workout clothes and smelled lemony. The wind blew her light brown hair in her eyes. She swiped it away. She was so animated, so like a gymnast at the “ta da” moment, Marella felt slightly better. It seemed like they hadn’t seen each other in years, though it had only been a month. It was supposed to be easier to be apart from family at the age of nineteen, but not for Marella.

Their mother appeared, dressed in jeans and a light blue button down shirt, her nose a touch red—she could never be bothered to reapply sunscreen. If Brielle was the “ta da” moment, Mom was the steady effort to get to it. Always there with good advice or a helping hand.

“I’ve missed you so much,” said Mom. Wrapping her arm around her daughter, Mom walked her though the door and into the kitchen. The familiar crock pot sat on an unfamiliar cream-colored counter. The familiar straight-back chairs sat on an unfamiliar red and black checkered floor. The familiar cups sat on an unfamiliar green shelf. A few moving boxes still sat in a corner.

“It’s not the same without you,” said Brielle. “I wish you still lived with us.”

“Me too.” Marella had lived on her own for six months and it still felt wrong. But even if she could endure four hours of commute every day, her wallet couldn’t. Plus that would make her more likely to arrive late to work. And then in a few months Mom would get antsy and feel the need to move again.

In the living room, Brielle threw herself onto the paisley couch, knocking away the book that was serving as its missing leg. The couch corner dipped, making her snort with surprise.

Mom seized the book—a mystery novel with a magnifying glass on the cover. “What was that doing there?”

“I couldn’t find the couch brick,” said Brielle.

They all searched. Marella spied the chipped red brick in a still-unpacked box, next to the baseball bats. “It’s right here.” She shoved it under the couch corner.

Brielle scooped up a hair brush and a cornflower blue canister. “Look! I’ve got hair powder so we don’t have to use as much water washing our hair. We can do our part to conserve water.”

“Great idea,” said Marella. “Mom, you can go first.”

“Are you kidding?” joked Mom. “I don’t want to look like some eighteenth century wig guy.”

“It really works,” said Brielle, flipping her hair in a shampoo commercial parody. “The trick is you brush it a lot.”

Marella sat on the newly leveled couch. Brielle sprinkled the citrus-scented powder on Marella’s hair and set to work with long, slow strokes. It felt like floating on a cloud.

But there were no clouds. Only blue sky, the Space Needle, and people falling to their deaths. Marella put her face in her hands. Even among her family, she couldn’t seem to forget.

Mom sat next to Marella. “What’s wrong?”

Marella moved her hands to her lap but kept her face down. “Did you hear about the suicide jumpers on the news?”

“The Space Needle ones?” asked Mom. “What about them?”

“I saw it happening,” said Marella. “I was a few blocks away.”

Brielle’s voice was breathy. “Wow, you watched fifteen people die? That must have been hard to see.”

“Oh honey,” said Mom. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“I had to go to work,” said Marella, “and ever since I’ve been trying not to think about it. But I can’t stop.”

“Maybe telling us about it will help you let go of it,” said Mom.

“Yeah, tell us.” Brielle patted Marella’s back encouragingly. 

Lifting her head, Marella described how she’d stopped the car to get breakfast, and happened to see the falling people. “They went one by one, and each time I thought there wouldn’t be another, there was. And they had gold robes that fluttered, and it was weirdly beautiful and surreal except that you knew they were going to die. And I couldn’t see them hit the ground because the trees were in the way, but I still can’t stop imagining what it must have been like.”

“I’m so sorry you had to go through that,” said Mom.

“Yeah, that’s rough,” said Brielle.

“Don’t let it get to you,” said Mom. “You didn’t know any of them. Just put it out of your mind.”

“But the thing is...” Marella’s throat tightened.

“Yes?” asked Mom.

“I can’t stop thinking about Dad either. When he died.”

Mom looked away, then back at Marella. “I thought you stopped dwelling on that years ago.”

“I did stop. But then that cult leader conned people into killing themselves and it’s all coming back. It’s stupid. It’s not the same thing. I don’t understand why I’m being so pathetic.” 

“But it is the same thing,” said Mom. “They’re both random and tragic. If your father hadn’t tripped, he’d be alive today. And if those people had never met that psychopath they would still be alive too. It was all just chance.”

“It’s not really the same,” said Marella. “If their families had gotten them away from that guy in time then things would be different. Their families should have...oh shit.” 

The real connection between the two events was suddenly clear to Marella, so that she couldn’t speak. 

“What is it, Mar-Mar?” asked Brielle.

“Take your time,” said Mom.

She didn’t want to say it out loud. She never had before. But she’d gotten this far, she might as well. “I should have stopped Dad from dying.”

Mom put her hand on Marella’s arm. “Honey, you couldn’t have. You were a little girl, and you weren’t near him when it happened. You said he told you to stay at the campsite.”

“Yes, but if I’d helped him get firewood he wouldn’t have gone off so far.”

Brielle’s eyes widened. “No way. Then you would have both fallen off the cliff and I wouldn’t have a sister.”

“I could have told him I didn’t want a campfire.” Marella’s voice grew hoarse as she tried to keep from breaking down. “Or I could have refused to go camping in the first place. He wouldn’t be dead if it wasn’t for me.” 

Mom blinked fast. “Oh my girl, is that what you’ve been thinking all these years?”

Marella nodded, tears finally spilling.

“Why didn’t you say something?” asked Mom.

Marella just shook her head.

Mom launched herself at Marella and hugged her tightly. “It’s not your fault. It’s just not.” Her voice warbled with emotion. 

“I wanted to go camping. I asked him if we could go. He wasn’t that interested but I keep begging him.”

Mom let go and leaned back. “He was just teasing you, pretending he wasn’t into it. He was the one who brought it up in the first place. I remember him saying, ‘Sleeping in a tent, that’s no fun. Roasting marshmallows, that’s no fun.’ He loved camping. I just wish he hadn’t taken you to the middle of nowhere. Then you wouldn’t have gone off and gotten lost.”

Marella wiped her eyes. “Still. I went along with it.”

“You can go through the ‘what-ifs’ endlessly, but you can’t see the future, and so there was nothing you could have done.”

Marella let that sink in a little. She’d spent so much time telling herself what she should have done differently to have a father in her life, that she never looked at it as something she couldn’t have controlled.

“Don’t blame yourself,” said Mom. “You’re not responsible. Do you hear me?”

Marella nodded, partly because that’s what you did when your Mom said such a thing and partly because she was beginning to think it was true.

“All right,” said Mom. “Now we’ve got that established. You grieved for him and now you’ve grieved for these people. Give yourself permission to move on.”

“It’s not that easy,” said Marella. “I can’t just forget about it.”

“Sure you can,” said Mom. “You need to distract yourself.” 

“I know,” said Brielle. “Let’s do batting practice. We’re right next to a school and the ballfield is practically in our backyard.”

“Good idea, Brielle,” said Mom. “That’ll put her in the moment. She won’t have time to think of anything but what she’s doing.”

Marella waved the idea away. “I’m too tired after that long drive.”

“You were sitting the whole way.” Brielle strode over and picked up a baseball glove and ball. She tossed the ball into the mitt several times, making thunk sounds. “Come on, it’s like Mom says, you can’t think about other stuff when a ball is coming at you.”

Mom picked up a bat. “Let’s go. Activity always makes you feel better.” 

“I don’t know if anything will help,” said Marella. 

“You won’t know if you don’t try,” said Mom.

“That’s such a Mom thing to say,” said Marella.

“Because it’s such a true thing to say.”

Brielle retrieved more mitts and a batting helmet. She handed Marella a bucket of baseballs, chanting, “Too slow, let’s go,” as she headed out the back door. Marella and Mom followed her through a gate and across a field to a baseball diamond.

Marella gave a few practice swings, feeling the solid weight of the bat, then positioned herself at home plate, presenting a bravado she didn’t feel. “Gimmee all you’ve got.”

“And more,” said Brielle, in a comically gruff tone. She pitched a ball right to the sweet spot. Marella swung. There was a satisfying thwack of bat against ball, then a straight drive down the middle of the field. 

Mom cupped her hands around her mouth. “Run!”

“It’s just batting practice,” said Marella.

“Run!” insisted Mom, coming at her with a ball her hand. So Marella did, rounding the bases, with Mom—a former track runner—right behind, tagging her just before she reached home.

“Safe,” said Brielle.

“I got her,” said Mom.

“Five-second rule,” said Brielle.

Mom sputtered in mock indignation. “That’s for food on the floor, not baseball!”

Brielle held Marella’s hand up as if she’d won a boxing match. “Ladeeeeez and gentlemeeeeeen, the winner, Marella ‘the Slugger’ Wells!”

Marella went along with it, somewhat limply, but with a smile.

After all the balls had been hit—or not hit—they stood at the pitching mound back to back for the retrieval contest. On the count of three, they scurried to get as many balls as they could. Brielle—the first winner—stomped out a happy dance full of overdone swagger. Marella and Mom draped themselves over each other laughing at her awkward movements.

Later they took a break, sitting in the shade on the stubbly brown grass. Marella’s woes had been put on pause for a time, and while they now flowed back, they weren’t quite as overwhelming as before. Also, she was able to let Mom’s statement sink in even further. She couldn’t see the future, so she wasn’t truly to blame. Perhaps it was true that there wasn’t really anything she could have done to save her father. She felt buoyed up with gratitude. What would she do without Mom and Brielle?

“The wind made it tricky today,” said Brielle.

“Wind is good,” said Mom. “It’d be too hot otherwise.”

“But it’s weird how it’s windy all the time,” said Brielle. “And it’s weird how dry it is. You can sit on the grass without getting your butt wet, even first thing in the morning.”

“We’ve had extra-dry summers before,” said Marella.

“I know,” said Brielle, “but it was like this before summer got here, and it feels so different. You hang up a washcloth and it dries so fast. It’s rained in California but not here. That’s wack.”

“It’s climate change,” said Mom. “When I was a kid it hardly ever got above eighty degrees here, and now it gets above ninety for days in a row. Eventually it’ll dry up and we’ll have scorpions instead of slugs. We’ll have to move to Alaska.”

“That won’t be better,” said Brielle. “The Arctic is heating up twice as fast as the rest of the planet. And five million people die every year because we have more hurricanes and forest fires and floods and...”

“New subject,” said Mom. “What should we have for dinner?” 

“Something you don’t need the oven for,” said Brielle. 

Marella reached up to wipe sweat from her forehead but it had already dried.
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Chapter Four
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During the drive back to her apartment building on First Hill, Marella thought less about the suicide jumpers, but now dwelled on work worries. The explosion, the mystery machine, the layoffs. She wondered if Diana could help her make sense of it all.

When she was almost home, she stopped for gas. The pump ran slowly, as if powered by a lazy hamster on an exercise wheel. Still, she filled the tank so she would be able to visit her family again soon. She wished she didn’t have a four-door gas guzzling truck, but it was the best deal she’d found for the money she had. 

At four o’clock she went to the fifth floor and knocked on Diana’s door. Her friend opened it looking like a big-cheeked Amelia Earhart, her hair brushed back as if propeller-blown, giving her an on-the-verge-of-adventure look. She wore a banana-yellow t-shirt and pajama bottoms dotted with happy llamas.

“Hello, former workmatey,” Diana’s voice slurred with drunkenness, even though it was only four o’clock in the afternoon. She waved an arm to indicate Marella should enter. 

Marella followed Diana past her papasan chair to the kitchen, where her friend splashed rum into a three-tone glass and basketball-tossed in a sprig of mint. “I’m thinking of going into bartending.” She forced a lemon slice onto the rim; it slipped to the floor.

Marella gave a grunt of a laugh. “I think you should stick to chemical engineering.”

“Fair enough.” Diana kicked the lemon slice away and slapped another one in its place, where it hung precariously. “That’s for you.”

Marella took the glass, straightening the lemon slice. She didn’t feel much like drinking, but a little wouldn’t hurt. It would still her racing mind. “You got anything to mix this with?”

“No. Drink it straight up.” 

They sat on the couch. Diana’s expression turned morose, her shoulders slumped. Marella always thought that if her friend were a superhero, her power would be to repel adversity rather than bullets. Bad luck, insults, and lies would bounce off, straight back at the fiends who launched them. But the mere appearance of strength didn’t give a person the ability to avoid all woes. It was hard to see such a strong person beaten down.

“Listen, I know this was hard on you,” said Marella, “But you’re so smart. Somebody’s going to snap you up. Later you’ll be telling me it was the best thing that happened to you.”

“I don’t think so. This was such a kick in the gut. I worked so hard. HemisNorth was my life. I was loyal. I passed up other opportunities. And now...” She touched a finger in the air as if pressing a button. “I’ve been deleted.”

“Wow. You make it sound like they offed you.”

“Yeah, well, feels like it. Someday when you’re a manager, don’t let it change you,” said Diana. “Stay compassionate.”

Marella wasn’t sure she deserved such a compliment when she was disappointed to be propping Diana up instead of working out the explosion mystery. “Who says I’m compassionate?” 

Diana nearly did a spit take. “Trust me. You’re compassionate. I saw you bring Laurie a cup of coffee when she had a hangover.”

“It was no big deal. Coffee’s free at work.”

“You miss my point. You exhibited an indicator trait.” She spoke the words slowly so that she wouldn’t garble them while drunk. “Bringing people stuff instead of laughing at their pain and foibles. We should have had more like you in management.” 

“I’m not the management type. I’m terrible at getting people to do things.” 

“That’s not how I’d sum up managing. And anyway, you’d be surprised at what you can do when you look at things in the right way. But here I am, giving you advice when I let this happen.” She gestured as if waving away a mosquito.

“It’s not your fault. Emmett said if you got laid off the rest of us wouldn’t be far behind.”

“They won’t get rid of you. Elizabeth would fight for you. She says she only has to explain something to you once. And you always find a workaround. She talks about you like you’re the future. And you are. Cheers to the future.” She was starting to brighten up.

Marella raised her glass high. “To the future. It’s going to be a better one.” She took a tiny sip.

Diana wiggled her fingers at Marella. “Drink up! We have sorrows to drown. How are we going to have the hair of the dog that bit us tomorrow if the dog doesn’t bite us today?” She was even more joyful now. She’d turned a corner. Maybe Marella could ask her some questions after all. 

“I should get a dog,” said Diana. “Maybe a Dalmatian. I think they have rescue Dalmatians.”

Marella took another small sip. “I have to ask you about something. You worked a lot with Len and Eshana. Do you know much about Project Athena?”

Diana tilted her head, gazing directly at Marella. “If I did I couldn’t talk about it.”

Marella felt a flash of shame to be asking a friend to reveal company secrets. Still, if she had been contaminated, she needed to know sooner rather than later. Maybe there was something should take, like iodine for radiation. “So you do know.”

“Why?”

“I just want to know how dangerous it is.”

Diana took a deep breath and let it out through duck lips. “Dangerous. Well, yes, in the sense that everything is dangerous.” She thrust her hand forward. “Hurtling down the street in a two-ton car is dangerous. Yet we do it every day. Eating food is dangerous. You can’t see botulism, salmonella, e-coli. It could be lurking in any food.” She examined her lemon garnish as if it were evil. “Yet we eat all day long. What are we thinking?”

“So Project Athena is no more dangerous than eating?”

“What triggered this?”

Marella stared at her drink to avoid Diana’s gaze. “I just...was wondering if Project Athena might have had something to do with the explosion.”

“No. It was a faulty fuel tank.”

“But what if that’s not true?”

Diana touched her chin the way she did when she was calculating numbers in her head. What did that mean? Was she deciding whether or not to tell the real story? But she merely responded, “It is true.”

“I heard it might not be.”

“Well then that was just a rumor. Like the one that Elizabeth bites the heads off of birds.” 

Marella kept a straight face. “What makes you think that’s a rumor?”

Diana laughed like a lawn mower that wouldn’t start, which made Marella laugh too.

Marella continued. “Anyway, the danger thing was more than just a rumor. Somebody high up said it might not be the fuel tank. That it could be the Project Athena machine.” 

“Seriously?” asked Diana, leaning forward a little too far and then catching herself with a start. Her drink sloshed. “Who said that?”

Marella hesitated.

“For god’s sake you can’t say something like that and not tell me. Who was it?”

“Elizabeth.”

Diana leaned back slowly so as not to slosh her drink again. “Elizabeth actually told you that she thought Project Athena caused the explosion?”

“Well...yes.” Marella felt her face redden. She had just told Diana a sideways lie to get her to tell her more. It felt horrible. She shouldn’t treat a friend that way.

Diana raised her eyebrows, then looked up at the ceiling, seeming to process the information. She didn’t immediately deny Project Athena could be the cause. Did that mean it could be? 

“Shit,” said Diana. “If they don’t go forward with Project Athena.” She looked distraught.

Diana seemed to be on the verge of opening up. Marella felt a flutter in her stomach. She might not like what she heard, but she needed to keep Diana talking. “What if they don’t?”

“How much do you know about the project?”

Marella shrugged. “Not enough.” Now she was telling the truth.

“Well for one thing, Project Athena is the answer to all our prayers. It will save humanity.”

There was that term again. Saving humanity. If Diana was using it, then the words were more than just corporate pretention. Project Athena was supposed to save them all. From what?

Her friend continued. “And killing Project Athena would ruin my life. I spent the last five years on that project. If it goes forward and I can put it on my resume, I can work anywhere I want. I’ll be in high demand. But if it doesn’t, I’ll be in limbo. They might hold me to confidentiality. I’ll have a big gap where my resume will read, ‘Can’t tell ya.’ And then everybody will say, ‘Can’t hire ya.’”

Marella cleared her throat. “That was just a prototype in Building C. If the real thing exploded, how bad would it be? As bad as Bhopal?”

“Bhopal! Wow.” Diana wiped the air with her hand, dismissing the idea. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

“People didn’t worry about Bhopal and then it blew up.”

“Project Athena can’t blow up Seattle or any other city. It’s off in the middle of nowhere.” She waved a floppy arm.

Marella closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out. She felt grateful to Diana for easing her worry somewhat. But what about the employees who worked onsite? And what about any contamination from the explosion in the research building? “Project Athena is in middle of nowhere? So, Tacoma?”

Diana laughed the lawn mower laugh. She was from Tacoma. “Very funny.” 

“But seriously. It must be in eastern Washington then. In the desert, away from people.”

Diana shook her head to the beat of her words. “No no no no no. It’s off the coast.”

“You mean in the Pacific Ocean? On a ship? What if docks at a port? Then it could be dangerous.”

“No. Not on a ship.”

“So on an island?” 

“I’m not playing twenty questions until you get the right answer. Anyway, you’ll find out soon enough. They
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