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Chapter 1

With a heart as pure as platinum! 

Electricity at her fingertips! 

She soars like a falcon and travels at the speed of light! 

She’s ELECTROMANCER!

Alexa Manchester grasped the door handle as the car sped around the last curve on the road leading to The Manchester Electric Company. In the distance, she could see the stately spires of Britannia’s metropolis, Kensington City, shining in the early twilight. Once the land of Round Table knights, romantic poets, kings and queens, and colonial rule, Britannia was now experiencing trying times. Tonight, Alexa would change all that; she would change the world.

Except she was already ten minutes late.

The company’s board of directors, along with influential denizens of Kensington City, were assembling in the central courtyard to watch her power up The Magpie generator, to which her father, Mickey, had devoted his life’s work. The Manchester Electric Company already provided most of the world’s electrical power—for Europa, Asiana, Africana, even the Americanas across the Eastern Sea—through conventional means. Now, the revolutionary new Magpie promised to deliver an astronomical source of green energy and save the distressed planet from the energy crisis that had befallen it as a result of a decade-long drought.

“It’s a splendid time for a ceremony, madame,” Alexa’s chauffeur and butler, Sigfred Sawyer, said. He spoke the words as calmly as if they were out on a Sunday drive.

“Honestly, Sigfred. Will you ever just call me Alexa?”

“Yes, madame, as you wish.”

Alexa suppressed a smile. Despite Sigfred’s insistence on behaving like a blue-haired attendee at Downton Hotel’s high tea, he was still in his thirties. His azure blue eyes and sandy hair, cut in a military flattop, made him look like a Southside street tough turned movie actor. But his hand-tailored Italian suits and the perfect knots in his neckties—a tight double Windsor for button-down collars, an impeccable Eldredge knot for wide collars—revealed the pride he took in his occupation.

They finally turned into the circular driveway of the power plant, known locally as The Mick, in homage to her father. “I only wish my father were here to see this,” she said.

“You can rest assured that he is here with you in spirit, madame.”

Sigfred parked the car in front of the entrance that housed the executive offices. The complex was modeled after Georgian architecture and carved from Bath stone. Manicured Bermuda grass, sculpted bushes, and trellis after trellis of roses in full bloom made the picturesque grounds into a living landscape painting. An inner courtyard with a triple-tiered marble water fountain was prominently placed at its center—because water was, of course, The Mick’s lifeblood. The rear of the building overlooked the dam.

The facility had been strategically located on the northern boundary of Kensington City, where the East and West Kensington Rivers intersected. Those rivers were sourced by underground springs and runoff water that accumulated from the top of the Mullgany Mountains. Because of this confluence of rivers and groundwater, Kensington City had been spared the severe drought that most of the world had suffered.

Sigfred turned off the car’s engine and opened Alexa’s door. The main plaza was already filled with the patrons and guests. Mayor Bobby Baumgartner, known throughout Britannia as “The Mayor,” was up on stage, glad-handing other officials and dignitaries.

“Sigfred, how late am I?”

“Fashionably late, madame.”

As soon as Alexa walked onto the stage, Bobby hurried to greet her. “Alexa, you look especially ravishing today,” he said, his eyes flashing quickly to her chest. “Your mother’s necklace?”

Her fingers lifted the platinum and diamond necklace she wore.

“Simply beautiful, though only the second most beautiful jewel on this stage tonight.” He winked and placed a hand on her elbow, the politician’s touch, but this one lingered longer than most. Then he regarded her with a devilish smile. An involuntary thrill coursed through her body, causing her to step back and break contact.

“Flatterer,” she said. Bobby’s dark brown hair and deep green eyes could send the most reserved woman into a giddy, hypnotic trance. She’d had a crush on him, a family friend, when she was a gawky fifteen-year-old and he was a twenty-two-year-old college senior. But he’d never thought of her as anything other than a kid . . . until she filled out during senior year. Handsome as he was, she’d quickly realized he was a player. Even if he hadn’t been, she couldn’t afford to be romantically interested in Bobby Baumgartner or anyone else. Not with all her responsibilities.

“Bobby, the sun is about to go down,” Alexa said. “Why don’t we get started?” She took her place at the podium, and after he introduced her, she welcomed both the guests and the employees.

“My father would jokingly say that he was like a magpie,” she said. “He was fond of collecting shiny objects. And one of those shiny objects was a meteorite that fell from space and into our own Mullgany Mountains. My father called this silver, crystalline rock Electromite, a new element unknown to our planet. It proved to be more potent than uranium or plutonium, yet in its native form, perfectly harmless. My father would say ‘Alexa, if you raise the level of the river, the boat will rise. Well, the rivers of the world have been lowered by drought, but through the heaven-sent gift of Electromite, we’ve found a way to raise the boat.’ Ladies and gentlemen, with the advent of The Magpie, we’ll be sailing high.”

The crowd quieted and watched as Alexa radioed down to the generator room and directed the engineers to power up The Magpie. When one of the engineers confirmed that he’d flipped the switch, she smiled broadly and made a thumbs-up sign to the crowd. A rainbow of lights illuminated the grounds, and the hum of the new generator filled everyone’s ears. Balloons were released, and a band began playing. The crowd applauded and cheered.

Bobby wrapped her in a warm embrace, and heat flushed through her body. “I wish Mickey were here to see this, Alexa,” he whispered. “He’d be so proud of you. I’m proud of you.” Her eyes welled up, and a tear fell down her cheek, which seemed to make the crowd cheer even louder.

When he finally released her, Alexa turned to the audience and raised both arms in triumph, her tears flowing freely now. Then . . .

Boom!

A violent explosion rocked the entire power plant, shaking the ground seismically. The cheers turned to murmurs of surprise and then to shrieks and screams. A moment later, Kensington City’s entire electrical grid shut down.

Everyone ran for the road. The Mayor’s bodyguards spirited him away. Alexa sprinted inside the building, where she found the chief engineer, Dr. Charles Chin, racing out of his office, radio to his ear. She fell into step beside him and asked, “What happened, Charlie?”

“I’m trying to get the generator room,” he said frantically. “No one’s picking up.” He gave up on the radio and punched some numbers into his cell phone, shaking his head a moment later.

“I’m going down there,” she said.

“It’s too dangerous, Ms. Manchester.”

“It’s my responsibility.”

“Ma’am, you can’t—”

“Oh, but I can. It’s my company.” Though she sounded brave, the truth was that she was terrified. But this was a day to honor her father, and Mickey Manchester would’ve gone down there. Unlike her father, she wasn’t an engineer, but he’d taught her enough science to understand most of the technology behind running a power plant. “You can stay here, Charlie.”

“I’m going with you.”

Alexa started for the elevator, but Chin led her to the stairs. They descended four levels and opened the two-foot steel door to the generator room that housed The Magpie. No workers were present. Maybe they’d all gotten out without injury.

“Wait here,” she told Chin.

“Ma’am, I—”

“You have a family, Charlie. I’m ordering you to stay here.” She paused. “This is my responsibility.”

When he reluctantly nodded, she entered the cavernous generator room.

The normally ultra-bright lights inside the generator room had dimmed. A long row of generators with turbines that usually hummed and spun had gone silent. As she neared the control room, she heard only the echo of her high-heeled shoes tapping against the concrete floor.

Alexa hurried along to The Magpie. The generator was the size of a small house and resembled a child’s toy top sitting on a gigantic snare drum. To her surprise, the outer casing was glowing white hot.

The Magpie unexpectedly shook. She listened for the sound of a spinning turbine. When she heard nothing, she reached out a hand to feel for anything different—a vibration, a change in temperature. The device was radiating heat. Impossible—her father had always said that the energy would never escape the insulated ceramic casing.

A second later, she was cast into the air as though she were bait at the end of a fishing rod. But instead of crashing to the floor, she remained suspended in midair above the top of the generator. Some sort of magnetic force had gripped her in a vise. Her ears filled with a high-pitched sound that was piercing but strangely pleasant. Her body went numb, melted, and she fell into a paralytic state. Paradoxically, she felt nothing and everything all at once. But there was no pain, only tranquility, as if she were in the midst of an improbable, yet wonderful dream. She could no longer see or hear or touch, because she no longer existed in human form. Still, she had a complete awareness of what her body had been. She was indefinable and yet remained conscious.

Suspended above the generator, she sensed something urging her to let go. She resisted, finding herself in a battle of wills to the death with The Magpie. But machines didn’t have wills, so how could this be?

A memory of days past came to Alexa. She thought of the many times she’d followed her father along the tributaries of the Kensington. Gentle waves lapped against the smooth silt lining of the placid river. Often, she’d remove her shoes to let the sandy mud squish between her toes. Barefoot, she would walk along the shallows and collect unopened shells that she’d gather from just below the surface, hoping to find a freshwater pearl. Now, she flashed on how she’d never found that perfect pearl, which was an odd thought to have at this final moment.

So, this was how her life would end. She was no longer afraid. Morphing into a plasmatic state, she was pulled through The Magpie’s casing, as though she were subatomic particles able to penetrate anything. The deeper inside she traveled, the more at peace she felt. Once inside the inner core of the turbine, her life force was instantly absorbed into a pure-white spinning ball, which sparkled with beams of silver light. She’d finally found her pearl, and if this was heaven, she was home. She was at peace.

“Electromancer,” a man whispered.

“What did you say?”

“You must leave here at once.”

“Father?”


Chapter 2

Three blocks away . . .

When The Magpie exploded, Sigfred Sawyer had been sitting in a tea room, waiting until it was time to go fetch Alexa. He could’ve stayed and watched, but he had no use for political speeches, nor slippery politicians like Bobby Baumgartner.

 In all honesty, he hadn’t been sure that powering up The Magpie was the right thing to do. Mickey Manchester had had his doubts about the generator. But Alexa was young and enthusiastic and wanted to carry on her father’s legacy. Sigfred admired her spirit, but she was also naive, and naivety could be dangerous. At thirty-seven, he was only eight years older than Alexa. But sometimes the age difference seemed far greater: he was much more worldly than she was despite her wealth and power. At other times, he felt as if there was no age difference at all.

Suddenly his teacup rattled, the table shook, and a sonic boom roared through the air. As soon as Sigfred heard the blast, he bolted up, sprinted to his car, and headed toward The Mick. The street was filled with vehicles trying to get away from the power plant—drivers honking their horns, flashing their high beams, and swearing at each other. There was no traffic heading in his direction, though he suspected the firefighters and police would arrive soon. At top speed, he rounded the last curve in the road and reached the facility.

In the daytime, the facility had the appearance of a stately manor, but now that the daylight had faded, the structure shone like a gothic house of horrors capable of giving even the bravest man the shivers. Towers, reminiscent of turrets constructed on the ancient castles of Europa, were located at the corners of the manor. Each had cross-barred windows that wound upward. At night, the dim lights shining through the windows appeared to be torches carried by prison guards. Gargoyles, not otherwise noticeable during the day, appeared prominently lit along the roofline, ready to pounce. The design was Mickey Manchester’s way of helping to discourage ill-intentioned trespassers.

As soon as Sigfred turned the car into The Mick’s front plaza, he found the place deserted. Everyone had fled. What shocked him, however, was there were no security guards in sight. Had they run as well?

For about the twentieth time since he’d heard the blast, Sigfred tried to ring up Alexa on her cell phone. Still no answer.

He killed the headlights, stopped the car, and reached under the glove compartment, where he retrieved his Heckler & Koch USP semiautomatic pistol and his Peerless umbrella (though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky). Moving in a crouched position toward a side entrance, he tried the door. It was locked. Using a metal pick that he always carried in his pocket, he unlocked the door in short order. Once inside the building, he headed down a small hallway with only one objective—to protect Alexa Manchester.

As he walked down the hall, two figures materialized before him. Both were dressed in black, and their faces were covered in masks that resembled the building’s gargoyles. The first, a short, muscular goon, bore the visage of a hysterically laughing simian with maniacal eyes and razor-sharp fangs. The second intruder looked like an elephant with Satan’s horns, especially terrifying because the man seemed almost as large as an elephant.

Sigfred lifted his umbrella and, with a concise thud, bopped the elephant-sized man over the head in precisely the right spot. Simultaneously, he disabled the second thug with a side kick to the knee. When the man reached toward his waist as if to draw a weapon, Sigfred knocked him unconscious with his versatile umbrella. Then he flipped it over and checked the handle, where five bullets were still securely nestled in their hidden chamber.

Sigfred’s gaze returned to the men, his fingers itching to unmask them, but questions would have to wait—he needed to find Alexa.

He sprinted to the late Mr. Manchester’s office—it was still hard to think of it as Alexa’s office. She wasn’t there. He shot out the door and raced down the hallway toward a secure lift in the rear of the building. Unbeknownst to Alexa, he’d helped Mr. Manchester set up security for the building. He removed a panel, revealing a keypad, and punched in some numbers. Good. The code still worked to override the need for an encrypted keycard. As soon as the elevator reached bottom and the door opened, he exited the lift and hurried along until he made it to the stairway that led down to the two-foot thick galvanized steel door—a door that was specifically designed to keep water back in case of a flood. Beyond the door lay the generator room. Though the door was locked, this again provided no impediment. He walked in and almost tripped over an object on the floor, but then realized that it wasn’t an object, it was a human being—Dr. Charles Chin, the facility’s chief engineer.

Sigfred kneeled down and felt Chin’s neck for a pulse. He was alive. But he was bleeding profusely from the scalp—head cuts, the worst. Sigfred patted Chin’s cheek. “Wake up, Dr. Chin.”

Chin blinked his eyes several times and awoke. “Sigfred Sawyer? Is that you? What happened?”

“That’s precisely what I was going to ask you, old chap.”

Chin’s head flopped back and forth, and Sigfred feared that the man would pass out, but Chin opened his eyes again and struggled to a sitting position. He looked as if he were calculating a physics equation that could solve the mysteries of quantum mechanics. “They attacked me on the way in. Two came this way . . . I think. No, three. Then two more . . . Maybe they were the same men. It was hard to keep track.” Chin rubbed the side of his head.

“Where’s Ms. Manchester?”

Chin’s eyes widened in fear and then cleared. “The Magpie,” he rasped.

Sigfred sprung up and sprinted through the generator room toward The Magpie. He was careful to travel along the backside of the goliath-size generators so that he couldn’t be seen by anyone lying in wait. Once he passed several generators, he had a direct line of sight inside the control room. No one was there—another sign of trouble. Sigfred crept up the stairs to the room. There was a worker lying on the floor inside. He checked for a pulse. To Sigfred’s relief, the man was alive.

He moved on until he reached The Magpie. It had been badly damaged, its surface riddled with cracks. Sigfred circled around to the far end of it, holding his breath, and there she was.

“Ms. Manchester!” he cried.

She lay on the floor, limp and lifeless. But through the horror of it all, he also noticed something very strange—she was naked, and her honey-blond hair had turned white and lengthened, cascading in waves to her waist.

Yet it was unmistakably Alexa Manchester. He gaped at his employer, paralyzed. Then he shook himself out of it—he had to do something to help, if there was anything left to do.

She moaned, so he quickly kneeled down and scooped her into his arms. Alexa opened her eyes and mumbled, “Sigfred?”

“Are you all right, madame?”

“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Alexa?” She blinked a few times and gave him a wan smile.

And that’s when he really looked at her. His eyes were drawn almost against his will to her breasts. They were full and round, and her waist was so tiny that he could put his large hands around it with a six-pence to spare. Her limbs, especially her shapely legs, were certainly longer and more muscular than any woman’s he’d ever seen. Her hair wasn’t really white, but platinum blond; he could see that now. And her crystal blue eyes had changed to a pale blue, almost translucent. She was utterly gorgeous. A goddess. Not of this world. She was simultaneously the Alexa he’d known for years and a creature unlike any he’d ever laid eyes upon. Utter confusion threatened to take hold, but he shook his head. He had to focus.

“Can you sit up, madame?” he asked. “We have to get you to a doctor.”

She nodded, and as soon as she made a move to sit, her physique began to change right before his eyes. Instead of full protruding breasts with tips like tulips, she now had rose buds more suited to the petite form he’d imagined belonged to the real Alexa Manchester. Her hair color darkened to its natural honey blond. Her eyes were once again blue like the sky. The whole thing was simply astonishing.

Once the transformation was complete, Alexa sat upright, still dazed. “Electromancer?” she asked.

“I beg your pardon, madame?”

She brought her hands to her face, rubbed her eyes, and looked at him. Then she glanced down at her naked body, and her face contorted with surprise and flushed beet red.

Sigfred averted his eyes, removed his jacket, and handed it her. As she covered herself, he asked, “What happened here?”

“I was just about to ask you the same thing.”

“Did anyone harm you?”

“Not a person. The Magpie was . . . Never mind. What happened to my clothes?”

“I really don’t—”

Alexa screamed.

Sigfred turned to see two men in gargoyle masks looming over him. He tried reaching for his umbrella, but one of the thugs kicked it away and slammed his fist into Sigfred’s jaw. The other man grabbed him from behind and held a dagger to his throat.

Alexa jumped to her feet. A white mist whirled around her like a mini tornado, covering her from view for only a moment, but in those few seconds, she was transformed back into the platinum goddess. Electricity shot out of her fingertips, undirected and crackling wildly.

The man holding Sigfred lowered his knife, released his grip, and backed away in obvious terror. His accomplice stumbled backward like a skid-row drunk. Sigfred made a dash for his umbrella, careful to avoid the currents of electricity. Seconds later, the platinum warrior seemed to gain some control over these beams shooting from her fingers, because she purposefully zapped the two men, who fell to the floor in convulsions. She continued striking the men with bolts of electricity, and it was clear that if she continued punishing them much longer, there would be nothing left of them except terribly charred flesh.

“Ms. Manchester, stop!” Sigfred shouted. “Don’t kill them.”

But she didn’t seem to hear him, nor did she recognize her name.

“Alexa!”

Still no recognition from her.

“Electromancer!” he shouted, though he had no clue why he thought to use that strange word that she’d uttered a few moments earlier.

She immediately lowered her hands and looked at Sigfred. Her eyes were angry, blazing with electricity. A moment later, her eyes dimmed. The mist of white reappeared, a cyclone around her body. When it fully dissipated, the Alexa whom Sigfred knew once again stood in front of him, unclad. She seemed dazed, unaware of her present state.

“Those men,” she said. “They attacked you.”

Averting his eyes, he quickly handed her his shirt.

“You saved me, Sigfred.”

“In a manner of speaking.” He’d saved her from murder charges perhaps, but it was she who’d saved him from those thugs. “I do have a question, Ms. Manchester, if I’m not being impertinent. Does the word Electromancer mean anything to you?”


Chapter 3

Later that night . . .

Mayor Bobby Baumgartner sat in his cook’s kitchen, tapping his foot against the floor as he downed his fourth cup of coffee. It was nine o’clock. He probably wouldn’t be able to get to sleep later but couldn’t stop the coffee binge. In any case, it wasn’t the caffeine overdose that was giving him the jitters. It was because he was waiting on Zachary Zero.

Until now, everything had gone according to plan. But where was that buffoon Zero? The Mayor had been reluctant to use Zero for the task, but he’d had no choice. No one else would take on such a dirty job.

Zero, though, owed him and would do his bidding. The man had been Kensington City’s comptroller until he was caught embezzling funds that had been earmarked for WEEDS, the city’s society of the Women for Education, Edification, and Decoration of Sidewalks. The Mayor convinced District Attorney Stumpy Stellar to reduce the charges to the misdemeanor of negligent defalcation of funds, so Zero avoided serving time as a felon, but nevertheless was forced to resign as comptroller and now had the job of planting and maintaining all of the city’s flower beds. The beds lined every single sidewalk in the city and also adorned the parks. Zero had to perform this work at the supervision and direction of the ladies themselves. He had often said that the punishment was far crueler and more unusual than any time he would’ve spent behind bars. In a short time, the once-adamant teetotaler had been driven to drink. Nowadays, he could be found loitering in back alleys with winos on his days off. But not today, The Mayor prayed.

At last, there was a sharp rap on the servant’s entrance. The Mayor sprang from his seat and opened the door. He grabbed Zero by the collar and jerked him inside the kitchen so they wouldn’t be seen together—no respectable mayor could afford to be seen associating with an ex-convict.

“Where in the blazes have you been, Zero?” The Mayor asked. “You’re two hours late.”

When The Mayor let go, Zero brushed the lapels down on his jacket. “Seems we ran into some trouble.”

The Mayor’s already stern face turned fire-engine red. “Didn’t you get it?”

“No need to blow a gasket, Mayor.”

He scowled. “Did . . . you . . . get it!?”

“It’s right outside the door,” Zero said, beaming with pride.

“You left it outside? You fool! Are you drunk again?”

“I beg your pardon, Mayor. Never! Oh, maybe I had a bit of a nip to calm my nerves, but—”

The Major rushed out the back door, practically pulling it off its hinges. Zero staggered after him.

“It’s right there, Mayor. Inside the black steel case.”

“What about the ceramic casing it was inside of?”

“It was all cracked up. I ditched it down at the city dump to hide the evidence. You said you only wanted the rock.”

“Did anyone see you?”

“Nah. Not a chance.”

The Mayor grabbed the handle of the metal case and headed back into his kitchen. Zero followed. After The Mayor placed the case on the kitchen table, he opened it, peered inside, and quickly shut the lid. He took a lock from his pocket and secured the case.

“She’s a beauty,” Zero said.

“What happened tonight? There wasn’t supposed to be any trouble.”

“After I sent the boys in, they ran into a nosy worker, and then there was trouble in the generator room when they tried to extract the goods.”

“Get to the point, Zero. What kind of trouble?”

“One of the boys might’ve gone too far with the guy in the control room.”

“What do you mean, ‘too far’? Killed him?”

“A nasty bump on the noggin. He’ll be fine when he wakes up.”

“I said no one gets hurt, you bumbling boob!”

“What do you expect, Mayor? I’m an accountant, not a soldier.”

The Mayor sat down at the table and rested his head in his hands. Earlier that evening, the chief constable of Kensington City, Pete Petaud, had telephoned, but The Mayor had refused to take the call, feigning pressing government business. He’d suspected the phone call meant there was trouble, but he needed to get the lowdown from Zero before speaking with the coppers. He had no inkling that an innocent person would get hurt.

Zero shrugged helplessly. “Apologies, Mayor. I specifically told the men that there was to be no violence. Intimidation but not assault and battery, is what I told them. Those were my words. Evidently, the employee tried to play hero.”

“So, you had to knock him on the head? He was one man against what, five? Six?”

“Pardon me, Mayor, but we acquired the Electromite just as you asked. That was no simple feat.”

“Did the cops arrive before you got out of there?”

“No, no.”

The Mayor shoved Zero toward the back door. The inebriated man lost his balance and landed on his rump. “Get out of here before I have you arrested for burglary and assault,” The Mayor said. “I can do it, too. No one will believe I had anything to do with this.”

Zero scrambled to get to his feet. “We had a deal, we did, Mayor. I know you’re a man of your word.”

The Mayor reached inside his smoking jacket, retrieved a sealed envelope, and tossed it to Zero. “One whisper of this and you’ll be six feet under.”

“Mayor, there’s something else,” Zero stammered.

“Isn’t it enough to have to deal with this mess you’ve created?”

“It’s the Manchester girl.”

The Mayor took a menacing step forward. “If you harmed her, I’ll break you in two with my own bare hands.”

“No, Mayor. She’s fine. Fine and dandy. As far as I know. I think so. Maybe.”

The Mayor grabbed Zero by his lapels and lifted him off the floor. “Speak English, man.”

“Something strange happened at The Magpie. Something real strange. I was hiding, waiting for the right moment to nab the Electromite. When the coast was clear, I headed over to The Magpie, and that’s when I saw Ms. Manchester. I don’t know how she got there.”

The Mayor tightened his grip.

Zero gagged. “Mayor, I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re strangling me.”

The Mayor forced himself to loosen his fingers.

“Honestly, I never touched a hair on her head. I saw her lying on the floor. She was all covered in some shiny stuff. I don’t know what it was. Then her butler, that Sawyer fellow, showed up. And suddenly, she was all back to normal, only she wasn’t wearing any clothes, except, well, eventually the butler’s jacket.”

The Mayor felt a surge of jealousy. “Did Sawyer hurt her?”

“No, no. He was trying to protect her, I think. I ducked out of sight. I couldn’t afford to be seen, not when I needed to get you your product.”

Finally, The Mayor released his grip. Zero gasped for breath. “Where is she now?”

Zero brushed his sweaty forehead with the sleeve of his jacket. “That butler must have seen her home. She was pretty shaken up.”

The Mayor had had enough. “Get out of here.”

“But, Mayor, that’s not all . . . the boys . . . I don’t know what happened, but they were out cold . . . like stiffs . . . like they’d died of fright, a heart attack. I don’t know. There was nothing to do. When they woke, they were babbling nonsense. They didn’t know who they were or why they were there. It was all I could do to get them out of there.”

“Consider yourself lucky, Zero. If your boys would have been caught, you would’ve taken the rap. Now, get out of here.”

As soon as Zero was gone, The Mayor retreated to his office. He set the metal case containing the Electromite on top of his desk and stood staring at it, breathing heavily. It was his—his alone to use to carry out his plans. Mickey Manchester had promised to share the benefits of it with the citizens of the world. He said he’d only use the meteorite for good endeavors. Bobby Baumgartner took Mickey at this word—the Electromite belonged to everyone, which meant having it in his possession wasn’t technically stealing.

The Mayor opened the lock and raised the lid on top of the case to have another look at the silver substance. It resembled a large, glistening piece of quartz. He turned on the desk lamp and looked inside again. The Electromite began emitting silver sparks—the reflection of the light against its surface. Or so it seemed. When The Mayor held his hands above the case, a soft heat radiated from the stone. That’s odd, he thought. Mickey had claimed that the meteorite’s properties were unique, full of unleashed power, but safe—not like plutonium, nor any other element on this planet. But he’d been around Mickey for years. The man was always making grandiose claims about his research. As far as The Mayor was concerned, the Electromite was just a rock. But if people were willing to pay millions for it, that was their problem.

The Mayor reached inside the case and touched the Electromite. It was no longer warm, but now cool to the touch. He lifted the mineral out of the case and held it up to the light. Beams of silver reflected from its surface. He stood transfixed.

The telephone rang. At first, he didn’t react, but the fourth ring jarred him back to reality, and he dropped the Electromite. He reached down to pick up the rock and then placed it safely back inside the steel case. Then he set the case on top of his dresser. The ringing phone had now stopped. Reaching for the phone, he dialed Bigelow “Biggie” Bitterman’s telephone number.

Bitterman answered on the first ring. In a guttural voice, he asked, “Do you have it?”

“Good evening to you, too, Mr. Bitterman,” The Mayor said.

Bitterman made an odd sound, not exactly a grunt.

The Mayor detested dealing with Bitterman. At four foot eleven inches tall, Bitterman was a small man with a big inferiority complex. But again, The Mayor had no choice. No one on the outer circle of The Momaxita organization ever dealt with its elusive kingpin, who went by the moniker Momo. The Momaxita was a tightly controlled organization engaged in nefarious activities throughout the world.

Many of the news pundits didn’t believe that The Momaxita existed at all, calling it a creation of the Internet tabloids. The authorities never doubted its existence, however. If you were foolish enough to go looking for the organization, you couldn’t find it no matter how hard you looked. But it could always find you—sometimes to your everlasting grief. The Momaxita had found Mayor Bobby Baumgartner. This was unusual, because The Momaxita rarely did business in Britannia. But The Momaxita wanted the Electromite and was willing to pay a bloody fortune for it.

After a long pause, Bitterman said, “Good evening to you, too, Mr. Mayor. May I kindly ask whether you have the product?” The words were obviously forced, his voice the sound of metal on concrete.

“I do have the product, Mr. Bitterman. Now, the more important question is whether you have my money?”

“No problem. When do we make the exchange?”

“You’ll get it as soon as the banks are open and I have my trunk of gold.” The Mayor had made sure that half the proceeds would go to his secured offshore account. The other half would be paid in gold bars.

“Where is it?” Biggie asked.

“You don’t need to worry about that. It’s all safe and sound. I’ll see you in the morning down at the Sugar Express Train Depot. Alone.” The Sugar Express Train Depot was an abandoned facility that The Mayor had set his sights on acquiring just as soon as he could convince the Town Council to agree to put it up for sale.

“One slip, Mayor Baumgartner, and you’ll be very sorry.”

The Mayor kept his voice calm. “You’re not really threatening me now, are you, Biggie?”

Bitterman laughed—or was it a snarl? “I’m afraid you don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

“Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Bitterman.” The Mayor disconnected the call.

Suddenly dead tired from a long, trying day—despite all the coffee—The Mayor went to his sleeping quarters. He’d meet Bitterman at the crack of dawn to make the exchange. Later in the morning, he would address the Town Council and explain why The Magpie had failed and why it wouldn’t have any impact on Kensington City. But first, he’d pay a special visit to Alexa Manchester.

The Mayor pulled open the top drawer of the dresser. He tapped on the emblem at the back of it, revealing a secret compartment. Inside was a small case that held his family’s heirlooms. He selected an emerald ring embellished with mounds of diamonds and held it up to the light. It had once belonged to his beloved grandmother. Now it was his, and he intended to present it to the woman he planned to marry.

Mayor Baumgartner smiled to himself. “Alexa Manchester, you’re going to make me the richest man in the country. No, in the entire world!” He’d soon have her money, along with his own, including The Momaxita’s payoff for the Electromite. He’d rise from mayor to prime minister of Britannia. He’d be the most powerful man in the world, and the beautiful Alexa Manchester would be his loyal, devoted wife, serving him and his career. One day, he might even come to love her, but for now, none of that mattered.

The Mayor placed the ring on top of the container holding the Electromite and retired for the night. He thought about locking the rock and the ring in his safe, but decided to keep them within reach. It was late now, but he’d get whatever rest he could in the few short hours left of darkness. As he’d feared, tranquil sleep was not in store for him. And it wasn’t just the aftereffects of the coffee. When The Mayor closed his eyes, his mind began to wander. Soon, he was lost between wakefulness and sleep, tossing and turning, until fatigue sent him into a fitful dream.

• • •

Mayor Bobby Baumgartner’s dream was an old memory that tugged at his consciousness.

When Bobby was just a toddler—no more than two and a half—Cindy Cupp, his nanny, was bending over and smelling the newly bloomed roses in the Baumgartner garden. She’d parked the pram in the sun so little Bobby could soak up some rays. He sat contentedly, enjoying the afternoon sun as he drank his milk and snacked on a handful of marshmallows. A big man appeared out of nowhere. He came up behind Miss Cupp, wrapped his arms around her waist, and drew her close against his body. Too close. She looked as though she were about to scream, but he used a hand to cover her mouth and whispered in her ear.

“Hush,” he said. “It’s only me.”

Still enfolded in the man’s arms, Miss Cupp glanced back to see Mr. Montgomery Manchester, Mickey’s younger brother. Blushing, she said, “Sir, someone might see us.” She giggled.

“Who’s looking?” he said, flashing a playful smile.

“The gardener is around.”

“Not a worry. He’s tending to the petunias near the gazebo. That man doesn’t notice anything except aphids and tulip bulbs.”

Miss Cupp giggled again. Montgomery Manchester bent down and planted little kisses on her neck that made her moan. When she looked up at him again, he kissed her lips. She turned to face him, her body writhing against his, as the kisses became more passionate, even feral. His hands strayed, caressing her body. She returned his touches each time.

Even at his tender age, little Bobby sensed that his nanny and the older neighbor shouldn’t be fondling and kissing each other near the rose bushes. As he watched his nanny and Montgomery Manchester, a grasshopper landed on his pram’s tray. He jerked back, but his seatbelt kept him trapped. He hated bugs, especially big, ugly, spitting, green grasshoppers. He tried to swat the bug, but the insect didn’t move.

“Cupp, Cupp,” he whined, but when he looked for his protector, all he saw was the nanny following Mr. Manchester behind the juniper bushes.

The grasshopper still rested on his pram, its evil eyes fixed on him, menacing, ready to attack.

“Cupp, Cupp!” he shrieked.

No response.

Out of nowhere, a dozen more grasshoppers appeared and landed on his pram. They were followed by twenty more and then a hundred more. And then the cloud became too massive to count, if little Bobby had been old enough to count. It was as if one of the ten plagues had descended on him. The hideous green monsters swarmed not only on the pram, but on the child himself. The toddler writhed as the bugs invaded every inch of his little body—crawling and hopping across his exposed skin, over his face, inside his ears, probing at his nostrils, his eyes, becoming entangled in his hair, falling down his shirt, and then worst of all, down the back of his diaper. They spit and scratched, yet despite the child’s screams of pain and anguish, Miss Cupp didn’t come to him, only moaned loudly from behind the bushes—had the grasshoppers attacked her, too?

The dream always ended there. The Mayor thrashed in his bed, crying out in his sleep. “Get off me! Get off!” He tossed and turned until he involuntarily sprang out of the bed. He bounced incredibly high, fighting to regain his balance, and landed on the floor with bent legs that absorbed the shock and prevented a fractured ankle. He began to stand erect, but his body thrust upward as though he were leaping, and his head struck something hard. He awoke later in his bed when the morning light seeped through the edges of the curtains.

“Another one of those horrible dreams,” he said aloud. “They’re back!” The nightmares had plagued him on and off over the years since that fateful incident, indistinct and fuzzy at first, but inexplicably growing sharper over time.

It had been years later that Bobby found out what had happened after the bugs descended. Benny Belson, the gardener, had come to his rescue, brushing away the grasshoppers, picking up the hysterical child and comforting him. Ms. Cupp had claimed that she thought she’d heard her mistress, little Bobby’s mother, calling her, that she’d turned her back only for a moment, but Belson had seen her emerge from the bushes in a state of dishabille with Montgomery Manchester. Her services were deemed no longer needed, and she was terminated immediately.

Unfortunately, the fear of grasshoppers—green things—never truly left The Mayor. The nightmares finally disappeared when his grandmother left him the emerald ring—the most sacred of their family’s heirlooms. But now the nightmare had returned. Why? Could it have been exposure to the Electromite? Impossible! He didn’t believe in fairy tales and magic rocks. Still, the timing was suspicious.

A moment later, the clock in the hall downstairs struck six. It was time to make a very important trade. Then he’d soon propose marriage to Alexa Manchester.


Chapter 4

The next morning . . .

Alexa winced when Gladys Gadberry, mistress of Manchester household affairs, threw back the curtains of her bedroom suite and opened the French doors that led to the balcony. Gladys was Alexa’s own Mary Poppins without the frumpy dresses and magical incantations. She had an exquisite High-English warble that made one want to accept hot tea and scones whenever offered. But Gladys was more than just her former nanny, chief administrator, and confidante. Ever since Alexa’s mother had died, Gladys had served as Alexa’s maternal role model.

Margo Mallory-Manchester had been an Americana high-fashion bombshell model and socialite. She’d retired from the fashion show/party scene at the ripe old age of twenty-two and come to Britannia to earn a master’s degree in physics from Oxania University. She and Mickey had fallen in love after meeting at a lecture on quantum mechanics.

Margo had died in a boating accident when Alexa was only ten, though her body was never recovered. Like the disappearance of Alexa’s father, the circumstances of her mother’s death were shrouded in mystery. For this reason, Alexa held out the somewhat childish hope that one day her father and mother would show up at her doorstep, as impossible as that might seem. She’d shared this faint hope only with Gladys.

“The flowers are particularly fragrant today, Alexa,” Gladys said, walking back inside from the balcony that overlooked an expansive garden in full bloom.

The view from the veranda was heavenly, utter bliss to awaken to. Gardenias and camellias, lilacs and roses, lilies and violets all scented the air with a perfume more exquisite than an ounce of Baccarat Les Larmes Sacrees de Thebes. A center walkway lined with manicured trees led to a marble water fountain that was sculpted in the shape of young angelic women, reminiscent of a Michelangelo sculpture. The path connected with other walkways that led the casual stroller to more private gardens. One path circled a koi fish pond that was shaded by weeping willows and silver oaks.

Today, though, Alexa wanted to remain in bed. She shielded her eyes from the burning sunlight now spilling into the room.

Gladys walked toward the bed. “Breakfast is ready, dear. Chef Yurdlemon has outdone himself.”

Alexa rolled onto her side and once again lifted the covers over her head. “I’m not well, Gladys. Draw the curtains on your way out, will you please?”

Gladys sat down on the side of the bed. “What’s wrong, Alexa? You have meetings to attend. You are scheduled to speak with the media. The explosion yesterday has the entire city on edge, and everyone expects you to make a statement.”

“I can’t.”

Gladys felt Alexa’s forehead. “Your temperature is normal. Alexa, you cannot hide. You must be strong.”

“I’m not hiding. I’m ill.”

Alexa was completely exhausted from the events of the night before. She was still struggling to comprehend what exactly had occurred.

Had it all been a dream?

The only logical explanation for yesterday’s events was that the Electromite must’ve emitted an anomalous energy surge that caused The Magpie to malfunction. Its internal structure must have failed, perhaps even melted down. Whatever had occurred, an electromagnetic umbrella of energy must’ve shrouded the generator so that anyone coming near it got zapped. There had to be a logical explanation. Because the Electromite certainly wasn’t some magical stone with properties capable of casting spells on human beings or investing people with supernatural powers not of this universe. This nonsensical fantasy that she’d magically turned into some sort of superhero was the product of trauma and little sleep.

“I promised your dear mother that I would always look after you as though you were my own,” Gladys said. “And as any good parent would, I want you to carry out your responsibilities. You have many.” She crossed her arms. “I also want an explanation about what happened last night. And don’t think for a moment that I missed seeing you come home unclad and in the arms of Sigfred Sawyer!”

That Alexa did remember. Oh, how her head hurt.

She also remembered those awful men trying to attack her. That was no dream, either. If it hadn’t been for Sigfred, those thugs might’ve killed her. Her head began pounding all the more.

Sigfred had saved her! He’d also seen her naked. Sigfred of all men. He was like her older brother. Her heart began to pound, and her cheeks burned, no doubt crimson with embarrassment. Yet, she’d felt no embarrassment last night when Sigfred wrapped her in his jacket.

Sigfred wasn’t her brother, and now at the naughty notion that he’d seen her body and she hadn’t felt ashamed, she felt electric currents of lust coursing down her body, and that current intensified and reached her loins as she pictured herself in Sigfred’s muscular arms, his hands on her exposed skin.

Gladys held up Alexa’s dressing robe and waited for her to sit up. “The public is waiting, Alexa.”

“All right, all right, you win,” Alexa said. She struggled to a sitting position and tried to banish these preposterous thoughts about Sigfred, and yet she blurted out, “Have you spoken with Sigfred this morning?”

“I did not. He seems to have taken off early this morning. Why, I don’t know. Maybe he feared that his job is at stake based on his poor behavior last night.”

“Nonsense. Sigfred was my hero last night.”

“What do you mean by hero?”

“Last night at The Mick . . . ” Alexa caught herself. If she described what happened, she’d sound insane.

“Go on.”

Another current of electricity sparked inside of Alexa, racing down to the tips of her toes and back up to the top of her neck. It was almost as if a complete electrical circuit had been formed. Only this wasn’t the spark of eroticism, but rather the spark of anger, though Gladys was only trying to protect her.

“I don’t owe you an explanation,” Alexa said irritably. “I’m a grown woman and your employer to boot.”

Gladys flinched at this, but straightened her body. “This behavior isn’t like you. You have your reputation in the community to think about. You’re a person of stature. You’ve always been a rational, well-behaved, levelheaded woman. You were quite pragmatic even as a little girl. Now, I see you cavorting around with some man in public, intoxicated.”

“I was not drunk, and Sigfred isn’t some man. Anyway that’s not what happened. As for my stature in my community and my following the rules, where has it gotten me? Maybe it’s time to start breaking the rules.”

“Don’t think for a moment the board of directors won’t vote you off your own company’s board if they believe you’re unfit or that your behavior reflects badly on your reputation.”

Alexa started toward her dressing room. Now she wasn’t just irritated, she was angry at Gladys. Angry at herself. Angry at the world, at everything and everyone. But the odd thing was, she didn’t know why she was angry, and that just made her angrier. The electrical current racing around inside of her began pulsing at her fingertips. She was losing control of her body, which was now morphing into—what? Her legs seemed to be lengthening, her waist becoming thinner. The sensation was familiar, the same as she’d experienced last night. Maybe last night hadn’t been a dream. Or maybe she was dreaming now.

“Alexa, what’s the matter?” Gladys cried in alarm.

Alexa stumbled back and then dropped down to her settee.

“Oh, dear,” Gladys said.

Gladys stood with mouth agape. Alexa raised her hands. Sparks of electricity were shooting out of her fingertips. She took a deep breath, and her anger turned to surprise, but more strangely, the shift in her mood seemed to halt the physical transformation. Within seconds, the sparks dissipated along with the electrical current.

One thing was certain—this wasn’t a dream. And for some unexplainable reason, it was as if Alexa understood Gladys’s thoughts. She realized that Gladys meant her no harm. Gladys cared deeply for Alexa. Of course she did. Alexa had always known this. How could Alexa have doubted her? Suddenly, as if a curtain was closing, all the electrical sensations pulsing through her body had fully dissipated. Alexa lifted her hands toward her face.

“No, don’t touch your face!” Gladys said, rushing to grab Alexa’s wrist.

“What’s wrong with me?”

Gladys examined Alexa’s hands and fingers. “You’re not burned? You don’t feel pain? How could you . . . ?”

“I’m fine.”

Gladys collapsed onto the settee. “I don’t understand. Impossible.”

Alexa shook her head, unable to believe it herself. She raised the sleeves of her robe and looked at her arms. Then she lifted the robe from around her legs. Everything seemed normal.

“This happened last night at The Magpie too.” Alexa went on to recount the events of the previous night. The more she spoke, the more lucid her memory became. She’d remembered everything, right down to the transformation of her body’s form, how her clothes seemed to dissolve, how her hair turned platinum. She remembered shooting bolts of electricity at the goons who were attacking Sigfred. And then she recalled the strangest events of the night—how she’d been absorbed inside The Magpie and heard her father’s voice.

“Father called me Electromancer,” Alexa said.

Gladys looked dubious. “You’ve had a great shock with the explosion, combined with all the pressure of launching the new generator, trying to run your father’s company . . . ”

“You don’t believe that this happened.”

“I believe that you believe it, Alexa. I also believe that you need to see a doctor.”

“No. There’s nothing a doctor can do for me.”

“Just to be sure you’re okay,” Gladys said. “That’s all.” Gladys’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry I doubted you when you said you were ill.”

When Gladys tried to rise, Alexa pulled her back down.

“How could you not believe me . . . all of this, Gladys? You just saw it with your own eyes—there was electricity shooting from my fingertips, for heaven’s sake.”

“Yes, dear. Assuredly, something dreadful has happened to you. Perhaps you’ve suffered some ill effects from radiation.” But she didn’t meet Alexa’s eyes as she spoke. “It might only be temporary, but you need to be examined by a doctor. We can’t know everything about that cursed Electromite, what it can do, whether it’s harmful. I tried to warn your father, even though it wasn’t my place.”

“What do you mean? Did he have electricity shooting from his fingertips?”

“No, no, no, nothing like that. Before he died, he’d become obsessed with his work to the point of exhaustion. I worried about his health. You’d already lost your mother, and I couldn’t fathom you losing your father, too. And yet, he did die—because of his work.”

“But don’t you see? Now we know that he’s not dead. I can positively tell you that he’s alive. I spoke with him last night.”

Gladys closed her eyes for a moment. “This is why I’m certain you need to see someone.”

“Please don’t patronize me, Gladys. It’s you who’s denying reality, not the other way around.”

The women stared at each other, a stalemate.

“Keep an open mind on this, Gladys. For my sake.”

Gladys slowly nodded, then reached out and took Alexa’s hand. “Alexa, what happened to your mother’s jewelry? You weren’t wearing it when you came home.”

Alexa touched her neck, then her ears. The platinum and diamond necklace and matching earrings were gone. Not once had she thought of them. “I haven’t a clue.”

The doorbell rang.

“Are we expecting anyone?” Alexa asked.

Someone opened the front door. “Good day, sir,” she heard Sigfred say from downstairs. “Won’t you come in?”

“I thought you said Sigfred took the day off?” Alexa asked.

“I suppose he chose to come in after all.”

Mayor Bobby Baumgartner’s politician’s voice boomed from the foyer and up through the rafters of the house. “I’d be delighted.”

“It’s The Mayor,” Alexa said. “I don’t want to see anybody. Get rid of him.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

As soon as Gladys left her chambers, Alexa went to the full-length dressing mirror. She studied her face and hair, and then untied her robe, letting it drop to the floor. She looked the same as she always did. She stared into her eyes, as if she could find the truth in her image. When the answer didn’t come, she lifted her hands and examined her fingertips more carefully. There was absolutely no sign of burns, exit wounds, or anything else that would’ve suggested an electrical beam of energy had just arced from them. Alexa thought back to the moment when the transformation had taken place.

I was angry, she thought.

How dreadful it would be if this happened only when she was angry. And what if she couldn’t control herself when it did happen? Sigfred had been there the first time, Gladys the second. In their own way, they’d both snapped her out of it before she’d done something too heinous to think about. What if she’d killed those men? What if she’d harmed Gladys?

How would other emotions affect her? She thought about what would happen if she became happy, giddy, and started laughing wildly. Then she realized that any true feelings of happiness might never come to pass, because she hadn’t felt happy in a very long time. She’d suffered the loss of her parents, and her success had come at a great cost. Now, there was this disaster at The Mick.

Worst of all, what was an Electromancer?

Alexa put her robe back on and sat down on the settee. She tried to think of something that would make her laugh. “Come on. Come on now,” she said to herself, but all she accomplished was waking up Miss Marbletop. The cat stretched her front paws, slowly arched her back, and then jumped off the adjacent chair. She meowed and hopped onto the settee next to Alexa, expecting to be admired and stroked. Alexa smoothed down the cat’s fur, while continuing to try to think of something funny.

Miss Marbletop jumped from the settee with her fur standing on end. The cat hissed and raced toward the still-open balcony doors. The cat was ordinarily docile, so Miss Marbletop’s behavior startled Alexa. There was something else—Alexa realized she could hear with an acuity she’d never before experienced, her ears so sensitive that she could detect her cat’s paws padding softly on the carpeted bedroom floor.

Through the open doors, Alexa heard a child shout. She instantly recognized it to be the voice of the young boy, Luke Lauder, who lived next door. He’d just turned nine. Alexa had spent many happy hours drinking tea and listening to him ramble on about fighting giants to their deaths. In many ways, the child reminded Alexa of herself, growing up under the wings of adults and having few friends her own age. Other children had always believed that she’d led a charmed life because she’d never lacked anything money could buy. Maybe that’s why the other children avoided her. But the truth was, she’d so often felt lonely. It seemed to be the same for Luke.

But kids will be kids, and when she or the gardener wasn’t around, Luke would often sneak into her backyard with his fishing pole and tackle to fish for koi in the cement pond. It was called a pond, but it was more like an elaborate mountain lake with vines and waterfalls and stepping-stones and lily pads and frogs and exotic koi fish. At one place, the pond was eight feet deep. It was beautiful, but dangerous for a young child. Usually, Gladys or the gardener saw Luke sneaking into the area, and with his nanny never far behind, Alexa never really worried about his safety. But now, she sensed something was wrong.

Alexa bolted upright from her seat and threw open the dressing room doors, knocking them hard against the walls. The vibration caused a vase filled with flowers to fall from a side table, smack against the wall, and spill in every direction. Alexa moved toward the balcony with a speed she’d never before known. Outside, she found herself at the edge of the balcony, searching through the trees for Luke. When she didn’t see him standing in his usual fishing spot—a large boulder that rose above the level of the water—she began to panic. She heard a smattering of noises, including birds lighting from branches, and the distinct sound of hands slapping water.

Where was Luke?

Alexa thought of turning back to call for help, but then she heard a gurgling noise. Her spine burned hot, and she saw what looked like a flash of lightning, though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. She raced forward with only the thought of getting to Luke. By the time she reached the edge of the balcony, she felt the transformation taking place. Only this time she wasn’t shooting bolts of electricity, she was flying!

And then she heard her father’s voice again: “Electromancer.”

She shot through the air with her arms extended, wending her way through the branches of the silver-oak trees to the pond. There, she descended and landed with her feet firmly planted on the ground. Luke was underwater, thrashing and trying to swim. His legs were caught in an underwater vine.

Electromancer hurried forward, but as soon as her bare feet came into contact with water, she felt an electrical current jolt through her body, and this time, it was painful. Water and electricity do not mix. She hopped back and away from the water.

She had to do something. She couldn’t let the child drown, nor could she electrocute him with her electrical powers. She shouted for the gardener and maintenance crew, but then remembered that it was Saturday, and they were off duty. She called for the child’s nanny and his parents. Her voice sounded different, crystalline. No one responded. Where was everyone?

Then Alexa Manchester’s logical mind seemed to take over for a moment. Electromancer closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath. She used every ounce of willpower she had to settle her heart. Soon, she felt like Alexa again. She put her big toe into a small puddle of water as a test. When she felt no shock, she dove into the pond. Alexa couldn’t see Luke at first, but when she spotted him, she swam as hard as she could, wishing that she had the speed that she possessed only moments ago.

Taking a breath, she dove beneath the water and yanked at the underwater plants until they pulled loose. She secured Luke under an arm and brought him up to the surface. He was semiconscious, gurgling.

Alexa swam to the edge of the pond and lifted the boy onto the bank. Sigfred, Gladys, and The Mayor emerged from around the corner and ran toward them.

“Sigfred, attend to the boy,” Gladys said, and he immediately dropped to perform CPR until the boy coughed up the liquid in his chest. She hurried over to assist Alexa.

Just then, Luke’s mother appeared from the far side of the pond. “Luke,” his mother cried. “I’ve been searching for you everywhere. Haven’t I warned you about this?”

“I didn’t think anyone would mind if I went fishing,” Luke mumbled, still dazed.

His mother dropped to her knees, threw her arms around him, and burst into tears.

“He’ll be all right,” Sigfred said.

“Of course he will,” Mayor Baumgartner said. “He’s a tough, strong young man.”

The mother turned to Alexa, who was still in the water, clinging to the edge. “Alexa, words can’t express my gratitude. I should’ve have kept on eye on him. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t saved him.” The woman burst into tears again.

“He’s just doing what children do,” Alexa said. But Alexa had another problem. “If you’ll forgive me, I dashed from my bedroom to get to the boy, so I’m not exactly presentable at the moment.” What she didn’t share was that her transformation into Electromancer had left her nude again.

Sigfred looked at Alexa with a slight smile, but also a look of concern.

Gladys, always a step ahead of everyone else, said, “Mayor, I’m sure Luke would be honored if you went with Sigfred to see him and his mother home. It’s not every day that a nine-year-old gets to meet The Mayor of Kensington City.”

The Mayor started to respond but obviously realized that, as a politician, this was a possible news story. He and Sigfred did as Gladys had asked. Once they were out of sight, Gladys extended a hand to Alexa.

“What on earth just happened?” Gladys asked.

Alexa smiled. “It seems I can fly.”


Chapter 5

Previously . . .

A few hours before Mayor Bobby Baumgartner had witnessed Alexa Manchester save a child from drowning, he’d pulled his metallic gold Lamborghini into the parking lot of the abandoned train depot. Gold was his favorite color and also his favorite medium of exchange. He was one of the few people on earth who believed King Midas had simply been misunderstood. The Mayor thought to himself just how appropriate it was that he was driving such a car on this splendid day.

The Sugar Express Train Depot was named for the vast crops of sugar beets and apples that were grown in the region and also for the many honeymooners who began their life journeys from these tracks. The station sat immediately above the river and had a panoramic view of the Kensington Valley. The mountains loomed in the distance. The structure had been built in the Norwegian national romantic style, an exact replica of the train depot in Bergen, Norway, with its light stone walls and high arching ceiling of glass and steel. Passengers once strolled its platforms, watching the trains roll inside to pick them up and drop others off. Until the end of the twentieth century, the station was a place not only to embark or disembark, but also to gather for coffee, tea, and scones. But in the past decade, it had fallen on hard times. Now, many of its windows were broken out and the tiled portions of the roof were in tatters. The doors barely hung upright on the rusted hinges.

Calling the place an eyesore, The Mayor proposed that the Sugar Express Train Depot be demolished. The building would’ve been reduced to rubble by now but for the intervention of the Committee Against Baumgartner’s Obliteration of Sugar Express—CABOOSE, for short. Made up of a group of people who loved all trains—from electric to high-speed railroads that carried freight and passengers—CABOOSE vehemently objected to the demolition of the depot. They claimed that the station was protected by a Parliamentary law designating old railway stations historical landmarks.

The Mayor disagreed. Through one of his dummy corporations, he intended to acquire the land cheaply and build a high-rise retail-and-luxury condominium complex. The money that he’d received from the Electromite would help realize this objective. Then he’d finally kick those CABOOSE fuddy-duddies in their collective caboose.

The Mayor parked his car next to the front doors of the depot and waited. Fifteen minutes later, Bitterman drove his faded but custom-painted white-and-turquoise sedan into the parking lot, the tires spitting up debris. He brought the car to a stop alongside The Mayor’s Lamborghini. The Mayor reached inside the pocket of his jacket and touched the handle of his Smith & Wesson Monster Magnum—a big gun for a big man, The Mayor thought. He didn’t anticipate trouble, but he’d learned long ago not to count on anyone.

Bitterman glanced at The Mayor, who nodded for him to come over. When Bitterman emerged from the sedan, he looked disheveled, except for his jet-black hair, which was neatly slicked down from the front of his head to the back. His clothing hung on him as though he’d just come out of an industrial washing machine, wrung dry and wrinkled. When he waved to The Mayor, a ring with a center stone the size of shooter marble caught the sunlight, flashing a brilliant red.

“Nice morning, Mayor,” Bitterman said, grimacing as though it pained him to be hospitable.

Once satisfied that Bitterman had come alone, The Mayor released his hand from his weapon and got out of his car. “It’ll be a nice morning when we make the exchange.”

“You’re quite a worrier, Mayor. It’s not good for your health.”

“Let’s get on with it.”

Bitterman headed toward the trunk of his car and popped open the lid.

When The Mayor peered inside the compartment, he saw a trunk load of gold—his gold. Bitterman grabbed a brick and handed it to The Mayor.

“To your liking?” Bitterman asked.

The Mayor smelled the brick as though he were judging a fine wine and then knocked it against the side of the trunk.

“Hey, that’s my car,” Bitterman said.

“This isn’t a car,” The Mayor said. He inclined his head toward his Lamborghini. “That’s a car. Now load it in my trunk.”

“What do I look like, your footman?”

The Mayor shrugged.

“Show me the Electromite first.”

The Mayor led Bitterman to the trunk of his car. When he opened it, he lifted the lid to the steel case containing the Electromite.

“How do I know it’s the real deal?” Bitterman asked.

“I’m not exactly hard to find if you’re dissatisfied. And I’m no fool—I’m dealing with The Momaxita.”

“It’s true, Mayor . . . you’re not hard to find. So, point taken.”

The Mayor closed the lid on the steel case and lifted it out of the car. “I’ll just hold on to this for a bit longer. Until I have confirmation that the wire transfer went through.”

“I don’t have any control over that, Mayor.”

“I do. It’s called a simple phone call.”

Bitterman shrugged and began loading the gold into the trunk of The Mayor’s car. When he finished, he walked over to The Mayor, who was leaning against the side of the Lamborghini. After The Mayor was satisfied that all of the gold had been loaded in the trunk, he made a quick call on his prepaid cell phone to his offshore bank to check on the wire transfer. Everything was in place.

The Mayor handed the steel case containing the Electromite to Bitterman. The moment he turned to open his car door, shots suddenly rang out.

Cursing, The Mayor ducked for cover. Bitterman was so short he had only to bend his knees to be hidden by the vehicle.

“Are these your guys?” The Mayor asked as he drew his gun and aimed it at Bitterman’s forehead.

“Whoa,” Bitterman said, drawing his own weapon—a big gun for a small man. “I have nothing to do with this.”

As Bitterman fired off some random shots, The Mayor got into his car, turned over the ignition, and slammed the car in reverse. Rocks and stones kicked up as he spun the car around, putting it in drive. Shots continued to fly, but none hit his Lamborghini. When The Mayor was leaving the parking lot to enter the main road, he glanced into the rear-view mirror. Through the smoke and airborne particles of crushed gravel, he saw that Bitterman was still shooting. That was a good and bad thing—good because it meant that the powerful Momaxita organization hadn’t double-crossed him, but bad because it also meant that persons unknown might be after him.

About a mile down the road, The Mayor spotted Chief Constable Pete Petaud speeding toward him. No doubt the Chief would recognize The Mayor’s vehicle. And he sure did when he held a hand out of his window to flag The Mayor down. The Mayor slowed to a stop.

“Morning, Mayor Baumgartner,” the Chief said. “You’re up early.”

“I have an appointment with Alexa Manchester. I want her to brief me before I address the media.”

The Chief nodded sympathetically. “Big disaster at The Mick yesterday.”

“Have you seen the river today, Pete? I just took a drive alongside it. There must’ve been rain or snow in the highlands. It seems that the water level is rising.”

“The weather report says it rained. Of course, the weather report says it’s been raining for a while now.”

“The worldwide drought and climate change have created some odd patterns. Let’s hope we’re through the worst of it. At least we’ll have enough water to operate the generators. Won’t need . . . The Magpie. Silly name. But it’s what Ms. Manchester’s father called it, so she does, too.”

The Chief tipped his custodian’s cap. “You didn’t happen to pass the Sugar Express Train Depot on the way?”

“No. I took the intercontinental highway. What’s going on?”

“We got a call that some kids were down there shooting out the windows again. What’s left of the windows.”

“You and I have to get together and figure out what to do with these hooligans. If the problem keeps occurring, neither of us will be reelected.”

The Chief shook his head in disbelief. “I’ll see you later, Mayor.”

The Mayor watched until the Chief’s car disappeared, then let out a sigh of relief. Another problem avoided.

The Mayor considered himself a lucky man.

• • •

The Mayor was rethinking that sentiment when he arrived at the Manchester mansion twenty minutes later to find the household in a commotion. He got saddled with the task of escorting home the pesky, foolish neighbor boy who’d nearly drowned in Alexa’s pond, throwing his schedule off entirely. The child’s mother and father had been major contributors in his last campaign, however, so he put on his politician’s face and set about escorting them as quickly as possible.

When he returned to the Manchester mansion after walking the boy home, Gladys had him wait for Alexa for a second time. What made cooling his heels a bit more pleasant was that this time, he was at the dining room table enjoying the delicacies that Chef Yon Yurdlemon had whipped up that morning. The Mayor couldn’t have been more pleased. His own chef was like a prison cook compared to Yurdlemon. Once he and Alexa were married, he’d feast on such splendid meals daily.

After The Mayor had devoured the plate of scones, along with most of the blackberry jam, he rang the small bell on the table.

Yurdlemon dutifully appeared and placed a plate of food in front of The Mayor. “Your eggs Benedict, sir. I hope it is to your liking.”

The Mayor licked his lips with anticipation. “My favorite,” he said.

Yurdlemon then poured the hollandaise sauce over the creation and admired the dish with clasped hands. “Will there be anything else, Mayor Baumgartner?”

“Please tell Ms. Manchester that I must see her.”

Yurdlemon knitted his brow in protest—he was clearly unaccustomed to playing errand boy. “I’ll so inform Gladys.”

Moments later, Alexa came into the dining room. Not a strand of her hair was out of place. Her beautiful honey-blond locks were now dried and perfectly styled. She was dressed in a dazzling white dress that flowed like a dancing lily. She was simply gorgeous and filled the room with her Chanel No. 22 perfume.

“Mayor Baumgartner,” she said.

The Mayor rose from his seat and smiled his most debonair smile. “Come, come, my dearest Alexa. We’ve known each other for years. It’s Bobby. You’ve always called me Bobby.”

“Not since you made it clear that you want to become prime minister. You’re an important man. Please sit down.”

He sat, drawing his chair close. “You needn’t worry about what happened at The Mick.”

“Oh really? You were there. It was a disaster.”

“I’ve got some good news. The river is running high, brimming at the banks. There was an unexpected snowfall in the highlands. You can increase the capacity of the conventional generators and needn’t worry about repairing The Magpie right away. You have time to determine what went wrong. Or to abandon it and develop something else.”

“I wouldn’t dare throw my father’s dream out the window.”

“Of course not,” he said unctuously. “I wasn’t suggesting you do. I just wanted to let you know that you can rest assured that the immediate crisis is over. I thought you should be the first to know. I knew it would ease your mind.”

“Well, yes, but it’s only a temporary solution.” Her brow creased thoughtfully.

Bobby frowned; she was getting distracted. He rose from his chair and went to her side. He gazed deeply into her eyes, striving to present her with a moody, broody, love-stricken gaze. “Please,” he said, extending a hand. “There is something that I’ve been wanting to speak to you about, Alexa.” When she stood, he continued, “We’ve known each for a very long time now. I was a great friend of your father’s. He was a role model to me. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be mayor. I like to think that he helped make me the man I am today. And he had great hopes for our future.”

Alexa turned away, her face flushing pink. When she tried pulling her hand back, he clasped her other hand so that he now held both. “You see, Alexa, dearest. I would make you a fine husband.”

“Bobby, no! We haven’t even dated.”

“We don’t need to date. I’ve known you almost all your life. Besides, in more innocent times, marriages weren’t based upon a random kiss, but upon a good match. We make a perfect match. Besides that, you are truly the most beautiful woman I have ever set eyes upon.”

“I . . . I don’t know what to make of this.”

He gave her a polished smile, one that always worked to melt the hearts of the ladies. “Dearest Alexa, please do consider making me the happiest man alive. If you will have me, I will cherish and adore you, make you the happiest woman alive. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Alexa’s jaw dropped, though she didn’t look entirely displeased. “I hardly know what to say, Mayor . . . Bobby.”

He retrieved the ring from his pocket and slipped it onto her finger. “Just promise me that you will think about it.” The ring had protected him for years. Now he needed it to work its magic on Alexa.

“I can’t accept this,” she said. “I haven’t agreed to . . . ” She began to tug at the ring, but he stopped her.

“Wear it until you say yes.”

“I don’t know that I will.”

“Then wear it until you say no. Take your time, because I know that your heart will find me waiting inside of it.”

The front doorbell rang.

“Now who’s here?” Alexa asked, pulling her hands away from Bobby’s. She tried taking the ring off her finger, but it wouldn’t budge. “I’m sorry, it seems to be stuck.”

Bobby pulled her close to him and kissed her. Not just kissed her, but made passionate love to her with his kiss. At first she struggled, but soon she melted in his arms like all the women did. When he finally released her, he said, “The ring once belonged to my grandmother. She always hoped you’d be the one.”

Alexa opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

Bobby gave her forehead a quick peck, turned, and started off toward the front door, calling back to her. “See you at the town meeting, my dearest. And don’t you worry. I’ll take care of everything.”


Chapter 6

In the hallway . . .

With one ear pressed to the doorway next to the dining room, Sigfred used every bit of willpower he had not to shout out in protest. Sneaking around corners and listening in on other people’s conversation weren’t normally his modus operandi, but this morning hadn’t exactly been normal. In all his years of service, Sigfred had never expected to hear The Mayor proposing to Alexa, the heir to the Manchester fortune, and it added up to nothing short of stink. He’d have to convince Alexa that politicians were the only things worse than snakes: they both bite, but only politicians want something in return for the antivenom.

When the doorbell rang, Sigfred reluctantly pulled himself away to answer it. The courier standing on the landing handed him a package for Ms. Manchester just as the dining room door opened. Without asking for a signature, the courier left and hurried back to his motor scooter. Sigfred thought to stop him and give him a tip, but just then, The Mayor, smiling from ear to ear, entered the foyer and appeared to be making his way toward the door.

“Top of the morning to you, Siggy,” The Mayor said before he walked out the door.

“Yes, sir,” Sigfred replied. He hated being called Siggy. He and The Mayor were both thirty-seven, and yet The Mayor treated him like a young lackey.

Sigfred turned back to look for the courier, but the man had driven away.

Sigfred entered the dining room, but Alexa was no longer there. Where was she? He would’ve seen her if she’d gone up the main staircase to her suite, and after the morning they’d had, it was unlikely that she was taking a stroll in the gardens. That left Chef Yurdlemon’s kitchen—few but Alexa dared to tread across Yurdlemon’s floors. When Sigfred entered the kitchen, there she was, standing at the sink with her hands under the water, ringing them wildly.

Sigfred set the package on the counter. “I wonder if I might be of some service to you, Ms. Manchester.”

Alexa stopped to rest her hands on the edge of the sink. “Oh, Sigfred,” she said. “It’s only you. I thought . . . ”

Apparently, she’d been expecting that sleazy politician to come back. “I’m sorry to intrude, madame. I’ll go.”

“No, stay! It’s just been a trying day. First, Luke almost drowning in my pond, and now Mayor Baumgartner has proposed marriage and we’ve never even dated. And what’s crazy, Sigfred, is that as soon as he put this ring on my finger, I considered saying yes.” She turned back to the sink, pumped the soap dispenser, and thrust her hands under the water again, from which steam was rising steadily.

“Careful,” Sigfred warned, but she wasn’t listening. She kept her hand under the scalding water, tugging furiously on the ring.

Sigfred couldn’t be sure whether The Mayor’s proposal pleased or displeased her, but it wasn’t his place to ask. He could do one thing—help her get that blasted ring off her finger. He went to the pantry and retrieved a bottle of olive oil—cold pressed extra virgin, of course, because this was Yurdlemon’s kitchen.

“Let me help you get that off,” he said.

“No, I’ll do it myself.” She paused suddenly, staring at the big green stone as if transfixed. “Maybe I’m not sure I want it off.” She shook her head. “But I do, I do. Oh, I don’t know what I want.” She sighed. “Wait! Yes, I do. I want to talk about last night.”

“Of course, if you wish.” He waited for her to speak, but she seemed stumped.

Then she said, “What did you think about last night?”

He cleared his throat and said, “Yes, right. It was quite—”

“Sigfred!” She slapped her hands down on the sink and looked back at him. “It was nothing like quite, it was more like Oh-My-God in the highest order. No offense.”

“Yes, quite.”

“Don’t keep saying quite! You could say yes, shocking or even jiminy crickets or holy ‘expletive omitted,’ but there was nothing quite about last night. I mean you were there, you saw everything.”

He couldn’t think of an appropriate response—at least, not one that he could articulate to his employer.

“Am I right, you did see everything?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “It was unintentional, of course, Ms. Manchester. I found you lying on the floor next to The Magpie.”

Her eyes widened, and her eyebrows arched upward in disapproval. “I didn’t mean that, Sigfred. I’m talking about my hands shooting those bolts of lightning from my fingertips—pure electricity!”

He cleared his throat again. “Ah, yes. And there was that.”

“It’s ridiculous. Absurd. People don’t emit electricity. Gladys says I should see a doctor. That I must have been exposed to the Electromite. Am I cursed?”

“It doesn’t seem to be life-threatening. On the contrary, you’ve become stronger by it, or so it seems. If I’m not mistaken, you saved the child from drowning because of it. Perhaps it’s not a curse, but a gift.”

She seemed to consider this, absentmindedly pulling at The Mayor’s ring.

“Just a moment,” he said. “I think I can assist you with that little problem you’re having.” He opened the bottle of olive oil and drizzled some over her ring finger. Then, very gently, he began working the ring back and forth. He thrilled when he touched her, but she didn’t seem to react.

“I can fly, you know,” she said, her tone surprisingly casual.

“Yes, madame. I suspected that’s how you saved the boy.”

“What happens if I try to fly, and then these magical abilities suddenly vanish?”

“Perhaps they won’t ever vanish.”

“Yes, perhaps you’re right,” she said in a quiet, serious voice. “And that would mean I haven’t been infected at all. Instead, I’ve been inalterably changed. It would mean that there’s no cure. It means my body and spirit have been transformed into something . . . alien. It means I’m not Alexa anymore.”

“You’ll always be Alexa,” he said, reaching up and tipping her chin toward him with slippery fingers. His eyes locked on hers, and he spoke with hushed solemnity. “Nothing can ever change that.” He wanted to call her lovely Alexa, kind Alexa, beautiful Alexa, but of course, that was impossible.

“When I was inside The Magpie, I heard my father’s voice. Is that crazy?”

“Not at all, Ms. Manchester.”

She studied his face. “You don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Not at all.” And he meant it. Things went silent as they looked into each other’s eyes. Sigfred had just swayed imperceptibly closer to her when a sudden dull thunk interrupted them. The ring had finally fallen off, clattering into the sink. The moment was lost. He realized, with some awkwardness, that he was still touching her face and dropped his hand.

She colored and looked away, speaking a bit brusquely. “My father called me Electromancer. I get the ‘electro’ part of it, but what’s a ‘mancer’? Have you any clue?”

“You’ve got me there, madame.”

“Mancer? It must mean something.”

“Almost like Romancer.”

Her jaw dropped. “Oh, Sigfred. Not you, too.”

He stiffened. He wasn’t about to explore his feelings with her or to take the liberty of allowing his romantic thoughts about Alexa to go unrestrained. It was his utmost duty to remain her servant and protector, always physically near but emotionally distant. But when she’d transformed into this Electromancer, he had to admit to himself that she was absolutely and without a doubt the sexiest woman alive. Any red-blooded male would be hard pressed to deny that fact.

“What are you going to do about The Mayor’s proposal?” he blurted out. So much for knowing his place. “He’s not worthy of you.”

“Bobby Baumgartner is The Mayor of Kensington City. He might be prime minister one day.”

“I don’t care if he’s prime minister, king, and president of the Americanas combined. He’s beneath you.”

“And just who are you to talk about rank?”

Her words stung, the pain more intense than the damage those thugs had inflicted the previous night. “Quite right, madame,” he said. “My station is lowly. But I’m one thing The Mayor isn’t. I’m a man of integrity.”

“I saw the way you looked at me last night. I may have been Electromancer, but I know when a man is gawking at me.”

“I wasn’t gawking. I was appreciating the qualities of . . . You’re a beautiful woman, madame.”

“You mean, Electromancer is beautiful.”

“No, madame. I mean you. Alexa Manchester.”

She looked at him in surprise.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Chef Yurdlemon bellowed from across the room. “Who is invading my kitchen? You are trespassers.” He pointed at Sigfred. “Especially you, Sigfred Sawyer.”

Sigfred nodded slowly. He was trespassing, though not in the way Yurdlemon meant.

“This mess with the olive oil is all my fault,” Alexa said. “I was using it to try to get this ring off. It was stuck on my finger. Sigfred was just trying to help me.”

“You used my cold-pressed extra virgin olive oil to remove a ring?” Yurdlemon cried. “Such olive oil is not for ring removal. Such olive oil is to make a divine dinner as only I can make it. The olives for that oil come from a small orchard in Sicilya that produces only two hundred cases a year! Do you know what that costs? More than a Chateau Latour Bordeaux. More than a fine Sauternes. I need it for my dinner preparations. Oh, everything is ruined now. Each and every minute of preparation is accounted for. There won’t be time enough left in the day, not now. Not when I’m forced to return to the market, where I can only get inferior olive oil.” Chef Yurdlemon grabbed the sides of his head and looked as if he were about to sob. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

“Chef Yurdlemon, we’ll make it right,” Alexa said. “We’ll charter a private jet and order more olive oil from Sicilya. And while they are at it, the pilot can make a stop at Orly Airport and make arrangements to bring you back a pound of your favorite black truffles.”

As she’d done many times in the past, Alexa patted Yurdlemon’s back. That and the promised private jet seemed to console him.

The telephone rang. Sigfred picked up the receiver. “Manchester residence.”

A man spoke to him in a strange voice that seemed to be coming from inside a tunnel. He told Sigfred to turn on the television to any channel.

“To whom am I speaking?” Sigfred asked.

The man hung up.

Sigfred went to the television in the corner and turned it on. A man’s face filled the screen. He wore a shiny gold mask as if he were going to some masquerade ball. He wasn’t speaking, but rather seemed to be waiting for something. Sigfred flipped through the channels, and the man’s face appeared on every one.

“What is it?” Gladys asked, alarmed.

“My name is Momo,” the man on the television screen said in a deep voice that sounded digitally altered. “Though you don’t know me, I know you very well, Sigfred Sawyer. To answer your question, I’ve hacked your cable system. This message is for you and you alone, Alexa Manchester. Once you hear what I have to say, I know you and your employees won’t reveal this to anyone.”

“What is this?” Alexa asked.

Sigfred shook his head.

“Take a moment to collect yourself, Ms. Manchester,” Momo said. “I know this must come as a great shock to you.”

Sigfred and Gladys walked over and stood at Alexa’s side.

“What I have to say is simple, Ms. Manchester,” Momo said. “You have one task to perform. You have until Friday, five o’clock, to turn over the keys to The Mick and the Manchester mansion. I mean all software codes, all encryption keys, all forms of access of any kind. You’re also going to sign over the entirety of the Manchester holdings to an entity that I’ve designated in the package that was delivered to you earlier today.”

Alexa looked at Sigfred and Gladys. “What package? I didn’t get—”

“I’m sorry,” Sigfred said, nodding to the package on the counter. “You were with The Mayor, and with all the commotion, I didn’t . . . It’s my fault.” Sigfred wanted to jump through the screen and pummel that Momo clown. Something else that was impossible. He racked his brain, trying to remember what the messenger looked like.

“All bank accounts will be transferred to that entity, all stock holdings, all deeds,” Momo said. “Again, look in the package. And then you’ll clear out of the residence—my residence. You may not take anything except for your clothes. Leave the jewels in the safe, the artwork on the walls, and the silverware in the drawers.”

“This has to be some kind of joke,” Alexa said to the others.

“I know you’ll need convincing,” Momo said. “Here’s the incentive for you to comply with my demands.”

The image on the television switched to the skyline of The Big Apple, a major metropolis in the Americanas, and zoomed in on the city streets at various locations—the Imperial State Building, the second tallest edifice in the Apple; Cyber Square, usually filled with tourists; Apple Core Park, the oasis of green located in the heart of the city. Then a helicopter camera panned out to show the vast number of skyscrapers that filled the island city. There were no lights on anywhere.

“You’ll notice that anything requiring electricity isn’t working,” Momo said.

It was true. The streetlights, billboards, and shop lights were out. Underground, the subway trains were stopped on their tracks. The city appeared to be at a standstill, and people were beginning to panic. Vehicles were crashing into one another.

Momo reappeared on the screen. “This is just an example of what I can do. If you don’t comply, I’ll take out other cities, one by one, until you do. The City of Angels will be next. And if that doesn’t convince you, after that, I’ll strike much closer to home in Britannia. All cities for which the Manchester Electric Company provides the electrical power. You know what’s funny? You’ll get the blame, not I. Because when the power goes out, the whole world will point a finger at you.”

The screen went blank.


Chapter 7

Meanwhile, in a hidden fortress . . . 

A satisfied Momo settled his powerful rugby-forward’s body back in his office chair at Momaxita’s secret hideaway, tucked away in the Mullgany Mountains. The estate was located a mere twenty miles north of Kensington City, but was as isolated and inaccessible as an inner Himalayan valley. He ran The Momaxita from various estates, including Vlad’s castle in Eastern Europa and the Nouveau Taj Mal in the Far East. But now that he was getting older, he was inching closer to home. Momo looked up and stared at the painting hanging on the wall. The landscape was the only thing he’d taken with him when he left, a panoramic view of the Kensington Valley painted in the late nineteenth century by the artist Loudon Lucerne. A reminder of his life’s goal.

Very soon, he would achieve that goal. By Friday evening, Alexa Manchester would convey the Manchester holdings, and he’d control the world’s energy. And then, he’d zap the power grid of every major city on the planet, bringing the governments of the world to their knees. Only he could restore the world’s power, which meant that he would control the world. They would have to pay tribute, do his bidding, and let him shape the world as he wanted—and he didn’t want to do it the way bleeding-heart Alexa Manchester did, giving away free energy to those who didn’t contribute. How delicious it all would be.

Momo turned to Biggie Bitterman, who was sitting in the corner. “Tell the chef to prepare lunch. Roast pheasant and a whole flounder filleted and stuffed with crab and lobster. Make sure he doesn’t forget the roasted potatoes and parsnips. While he’s at it, have him throw in some asparagus with hollandaise sauce. For dessert, I want a pint of strawberry ice cream over shortcake with berries coated in molasses.”

“Is that all, sir?”

“Hmm, I think I’ll have a porterhouse. Two, maybe three inches thick, nice and juicy. Mashed potatoes with au jus. Three artichokes. To start with.” He shot Bitterman a threatening stare. “You’ll remember all this?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’d better. And make sure the steak is center cut, and tell the chef not to trim the fat. Just north of rare, somewhat south of medium rare, but it better not be rare. And every morsel must be fresh and organic.” Momo raised his arms and flexed his biceps, admiring himself. He was proud that, despite his voracious appetite, he’d maintained his muscular, power-lifter’s physique throughout the years. He credited his high metabolism and all-around brilliance for his Gladiator-like build.

“As always, sir,” Bitterman said. The freshness of Momo’s food was no small matter. The last chef had suffered an untimely, and very fatal, “accident” for substituting genetically modified brown rice after running out of the organic. Another had died because he’d served Momo leftovers. Leftovers were nothing but a breeding ground for bacteria and so completely unsuitable for Momo’s perfectly sculpted body.

“You want all this now?” Bitterman asked.

Momo sprung forward in his chair, pounding his fists on the desk in front of him. “Don’t be a fool, Biggie. I’ll have the steak for dinner. What do you think I am, a glutton?”

“Will there be anything else with the steak?”

“Just tell cook to surprise me with the rest of the meal and not to skimp. I’m celebrating my impending success. None of that nouvelle cuisine."

"Got it." Bitterman left, returning a few minutes later. “The cook needs a couple hours.” He set down a tray of cheeses and cold cuts with a long loaf of bread. “A small snack in the meantime, sir.”

Bitterman reached to help himself to a thin, meager slice of cheese, but Momo stabbed the back of his hand with his fork. “Not so fast, Biggie.”

Bitterman whimpered but wasn’t able to withdraw his hand until Momo raised the fork. Then he rubbed the back of his hand where the impression from the tines was distinctly visible. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t have breakfast.”

Momo eyed the platter to decide if Bitterman had snuck a bite before delivering the tray. His attention was diverted with a loud boom! The explosion rattled the house from the root cellar up to the rafters. It had come from the laboratory downstairs.

Bitterman flinched and looked as if he wanted to duck under a chair for cover, but Momo didn’t move a muscle. “Ah. It sounds like the experiments are going just fine.” Momo returned to scrutinizing the cheese for any sign that Bitterman had contaminated his plate.

The telephone rang. Momo jerked the handle off the hook. “This better be good. I’m about to eat my snack before lunch. You know how I hate it when my meals are interrupted.”

It was The Momaxita’s Siberitan operative. “Sorry for the interruption, sir. The keys are in transit as we speak.”

“Good.” Momo hung up the phone, devoured four slices of salami—from grass fed beef, of course—and said, “Soon we’ll control Siberita and the Arctica.

At that moment, Professor Sivley Slipter, a tall, gangly, knocked-kneed man with raggedy red hair, entered the room, shaking as though he’d been beaten with a wooden spoon and hung upside down by his toes with clothespins. His glasses, the lenses of which were half an inch thick, were spotted with some kind of debris.

Bitterman announced Professor Slipter’s presence with a cough.

Momo looked up and pushed the tray of food to the side. “What is it, Slipter? It better be good to interrupt my prelunch. You know how much I hate to have my meals interrupted.”

Professor Slipter’s knees buckled, and he had to grab on to an end table to keep from falling.

“Get your hands off my furniture, Slipter. You know I don’t like fingerprints on my antiques.”

Professor Slipter removed his hands, bobbled a bit, but stayed upright.

“Now what is it? In thirty words or less.”

“We have a problem, sir, and I think I know what’s causing it. The Electromite you provided appears unstable. Mickey Manchester’s diagrams and journals keep referring to a superconductive ceramic casing that was used to control the Electromite. We don’t have the casing.” He paused. “I hope this was less than thirty words.” Slipter wobbled again. “And I hope that last sentence doesn’t count.”

“I thought you had that issue figured out,” Momo said. “Your brilliant computer models aren’t so brilliant?”

“No, sir. I-I mean, Yes, sir!” The man trembled. “I-I’ve recreated a casing, but it keeps cracking.”

“So what do you propose?”

“Well, if it’s not too much trouble, if we could get our hands on Manchester’s prototype, I could solve the problem. The plans just don’t spell out the chemical formulation of the ceramic.”

“Not too much trouble? Not too much trouble?! To go into a maximum-security facility and find a prototype that is hidden somewhere, of which we don’t have any pictures, that might weigh anywhere from a few pounds to a ton? Of course, it’s too much trouble! You’ve failed me, Slipter.”

“But, sir, I haven’t. Basically, everything is working. We’re zapping whomever we want. Taking down power grids. I call that success. We seem to be able to destabilize any energy source we hit, stop generators, down the power stations. But we have not achieved perfection. For perfection, we need the prototype. And I know you want perfection, sir.” Professor Slipter ran a hand through the strands of his stringy hair, leaving them standing on end as if he’d been zapped. “Ah, and there’s a second problem, sir.”

“Spill it. In thirty words or less, this time.”

“The Electromite itself.”

“What’s the problem?”

“It’s unstable. The subatomic structure is unlike anything on this planet. It’s destabilized—”

“Balls! Mickey Manchester said it wasn’t radioactive, nothing like plutonium or uranium.”

Professor Slipter stood silently.

“Well, get on with it man,” Momo said.

“I’ve used up my thirty words, sir,” Professor Slipter said.

Momo used a large hand to straighten his bib. “Just get on with it!”

Professor Slipter gulped. “It’s true that the mineral isn’t radioactive, but the stability is different. We’re dealing with something science has never before seen. We can’t begin to fully understand its internal properties in the short time we’ve had the substance. It’s quite remarkable that we’ve been able to harness its energy at all.”

“Stop talking gibberish, Slipter. And stop patting yourself on the back. You do know how I despise braggarts.”

“When we enclose the Electromite inside our ceramic casing, we can only get it to emit its energy in the direction that we want in short spurts. We have no control of the substance outside of the casing. It’s acting well, wildly, sir. Moving unpredictably, blasting things we don’t want to blast.”

“Then keep it enclosed.”

“If we keep it enclosed, we can’t perform experiments to make a better casing. If you want the perfect weapon of mass destruction, we have to perform our experiments. In all honesty, we need the prototype casing.”

Momo shook his head. “You’re making me dizzy, Slipter.”

“Sorry, sir. I know it’s a bit confusing. When we see the elemental particles of a substance behaving oddly, there’s usually a reason. It’s almost as if the Electromite is trying to get back missing parts.” Professor Slipter continued, completely oblivious to the heat rising in Momo. “You see, it all comes down to spin.”

“Slipter!” Momo cried. “You’re making my head spin.”

Professor Slipter was trembling so wildly that his knees knocked several times. “I’m speaking of particle physics and quantum mechanics,” he said. “Orbital angular momentum is the quantum-mechanical counterpart to what we call the classical notion of angular momentum. It arises when a particle executes a rotating or twisting trajectory. Think of it as an electron orbiting a nucleus. The carrying force is a boson with spin 1. It includes the photon, which carries the electromagnetic force, the gluon, which is the strong force, and the W and Z boson, which is the weak force. The point is that bosons can occupy the same quantum state. Before we found the Electromite, we could only predict the existence of an elementary boson with a greater spin. The Electromite contains a God particle—the graviton with a spin 2! It’s the source, the vehicle, of this incredible power! When it works.”

“You’re talking gibberish, man,” Momo said.

“The God particles are searching for their missing angels,” Professor Slipter said. “The only way to control the Electromite with missing bosons is to encase it in the exact superconductive ceramic casing that Manchester created. Unless, of course, we somehow find the missing pieces. Someone might have taken them, or they might not be on this planet. The point is, if we can’t fully control the Electromite, it means we can’t control your weapon of ultimate destruction—The Big Zapper. Your mega laser.”

“So, you mean, when we made the exchange with that crook, Mayor Baumgartner, we didn’t get everything we needed?”

“Possibly. We didn’t get the original ceramic casing that held the Electromite. Beyond that, we should’ve gotten the prototype.”

“Bitterman!” Momo shouted, rising from his chair and pointing at his underling. “This is on you!”

“Sir, I did just as you asked,” Bitterman said. “You wanted the Electromite, and I delivered it. There was no talk of any casing or prototype.”

Momo’s blood pressure was off the charts. He took a menacing step toward Bitterman and said, “I pay you to be creative, not just to follow orders.” Then he turned to Professor Slipter and said, “Show me.”

Professor Slipter led the way downstairs to the laboratory. The room, previously pristine, was in a state of disaster. Black debris covered the walls. Test tubes lay broken on benches. Small shards of glass were scattered across the floor. Professor Slipter’s assistants were covered from head to toe in black soot.

“Where’s the meteorite?” Momo asked.

Professor Slipter pointed to a bench across the room. The Electromite sat enclosed inside a thick glass case, which was encased inside another, and then another. As it vibrated, the mineral glowed silver and emitted sparks of pure white light, striking the casing walls.

“Is that thing moving?” Momo asked. “It wasn’t when Bitterman first brought it in.”

“Yes, it’s become unstable,” Professor Slipter said. “That’s why we need the prototype.”

“Is it dangerous?” Momo asked.

“Hard to say, sir.”

Momo glowered at Professor Slipter. “Hard to say! Hard to say?”

“We’ve taken every precaution. We don’t even handle it without using hazmat suits.”

“What about The Big Zapper. Was it damaged in the explosion?”

“No, sir, fortunately,” Professor Slipter said nervously. “But let me remind you, sir, it will function just fine when we have the prototype, missing Electromite or not.”

“Prove it to me,” Momo said.

Professor Slipter hurried across the laboratory and flipped a switch on the wall. A heavy metal door opened, revealing a three-story room with a domed-hatched opening at the top. The Big Zapper, a story high, sat mounted in the middle of the room. Like a high-powered telescope in an observatory, the weapon was aimed toward the sky. Only it wasn’t meant for stargazing.

Momo stared at his masterpiece. His jaw flapped open. “You said it wasn’t damaged. There’s a dent.”

“That’s just a bit of damage to the base that holds the ceramic casing and Electromite. It happened right after we delivered the zap to The Big Apple’s electrical grid. The switch jammed, and someone yanked it in the wrong direction. Don’t worry, this is only a slight inconvenience.”

“Does it affect The Big Zapper’s operability?” Momo asked.

“Temporarily, sir,” Professor Slipter said, his voice cracking like a frightened adolescent. “We’ll only be out of business until we make another casing. We can’t use the one that cracked. But not to worry, sir. We should have The Big Zapper back online very soon.”

Momo’s face burned hot with rage. “Who is to blame?”

Everyone in the room fell silent.

“Who is to blame? Slipter, if I don’t get a name, the buck stops with you!” He stood glaring down at Professor Slipter.

Professor Slipter shifted his eyes to an assistant, who was cowering behind a lab table across the room. “Porter Popper loaded the casing, sir. It looked fine. Honestly. He only missed an insignificant latch. You can see that The Big Apple no longer has power, so . . . ”

“You!” Momo shouted to the unfortunate Porter Popper.

“Sir, please let me explain,” Popper said. “There was a sudden, unexpected shift in weather patterns, and that coupled with the rock’s instability caused The Big Zapper to shake. I didn’t see the latch. The dent was—”

Momo picked up a handheld proton particle beam, a device meant to incinerate toxic debris. He aimed and fired. On the floor where Porter Popper had stood was less ash than could’ve been generated from a lighted cigar.

Momo turned and aimed the weapon at Professor Slipter. “I want The Big Zapper fixed no later than two o’clock Friday afternoon. Do I make myself clear?”

The professor quivered. “Yes, sir. Perfectly clear.”

“Then why are you standing there gawping at me?” Momo asked.

“Because we still need one of two things, sir. The missing piece of Electromite or Mickey Manchester’s prototype of the ceramic casing.”

“Ah yes, your angels,” Momo said. Then he turned and pointed a finger. “Bitterman! I have a job for you.”


Chapter 8

Back at the mansion . . .

Only after that hideous Momo disappeared from Alexa’s television screen did the anger erupt inside her. She raced from the kitchen and up to her bedroom so that she could be alone. The physical transformation had begun, and though she tried to control it, stop it—at least slow it down—she was soon Electromancer. She stopped in front of the mirror, where she studied her naked image. She did look like a mythical goddess, with her long-flowing platinum hair. Electricity pulsed through her nervous system and filled her with immeasurable energy. She felt light as air, so she bent her legs and gently sprang upward. Her body left the ground, and she rose several feet. With a slight tightening of her thigh muscles, she stopped rising and was able to hover. When she relaxed her muscles, she slowly descended to the floor. My God, not only could she fly, but she could control the experience!

But what about her clothes? She couldn’t fight anyone looking like this.

There was a knock at the door. “May I come in, dear?” Gladys asked.

Electromancer opened the door to let Gladys in. The older woman was holding a platinum body suit in one hand and boots and gloves in the other.

“I was up all night sewing. I don’t know if your father ever told you, but when he refined the Electromite, he discovered a wonderful by-product—he called it Electroweave. It’s not Electromite, but a close cousin. He asked me to use it when I made your wedding dress.” The woman gave her a knowing look. “I think you need it now. He told me that the fabric is almost indestructible.”

Electromancer looked at the suit with wide eyes and then quickly put it on. The outfit was skintight but felt as comfortable as if it were part of her own body. “It’s perfect, Gladys. Thank you.” Then they went downstairs, where Sigfred and Chef Yurdlemon were waiting.

“I have to go,” she said in a crystalline voice. “I must stop this madness. Lives are at stake.”

She turned to Sigfred. “There’s something I’d like you to do for me. Momo is supposed to be the head of The Momaxita. I never quite believed that the organization existed, but it obviously does. Find the man who delivered the package. He’s a Momaxita courier and the key to finding Momo.”

As she turned to leave, Sigfred took her hand. To her surprise, he didn’t seem to feel an electrical shock when he touched her.

“If only I could accompany you,” he said, his eyes conveying both concern and devotion—and not just that, but something more she couldn’t define.

His gaze was so intense that she was the one who had to pull her hand away lest she be overcome.

“You’ve always protected me, Sigfred,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve shown enough gratitude for that.” Reflexively, she used a hand to touch her heart. “But now, you can’t protect me. I have to do this myself.”

“Still, I will be with you,” Sigfred whispered.

They shared a lingering gaze, and then Electromancer ran toward the front door. Gladys raced after her and grabbed her arm. A spark of electricity shot from Electromancer’s arm, and Gladys was thrown back. Thankfully, Sigfred was there to catch her.

Electromancer turned back. “Gladys, I’m so sorry. Are you all right?”

“I shouldn’t have touched you,” Gladys said. “But I’m afraid for you. What if you should, you know . . . ?”

“Not to fear Gladys. I know how to fly now. I won’t fall.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because,” she paused, flashing them a smile, “I’m Electromancer.” With that, she shot through the door and leaped up to the sky, leaving a bolt of electricity in her wake. She’d become one with the electrical force, sailing through the air at the speed of light. Almost instantaneously, she was zipping above the streets of The Big Apple.

She verified that what Momo had said was true. The magical and colorful lights of Cyber Square had gone dark. The traffic lights were out, so cars and buses and trucks had come to a complete standstill, and there were more accidents than she could possibly count. People were panicking, and the panic would only worsen as day turned to night. It was an unusually hot day with the erratic weather patterns, and without refrigeration, food would spoil. Without air conditioning, the elderly and infirm would die. Hospital backup generators wouldn’t last forever. Very soon, the city would be mobbed with people leaving their high-rise apartments, row houses, and tenement hovels, desperate to find fresh air. Once night fell, looting was sure to begin. As the streets and parks filled, people would try to flee to the countryside or to the nearest city with electricity, causing more disorder and chaos.

Electromancer flew to the top of the Imperial State Building. There she stood, balancing on one foot. Then she bolted up into the sky and flew toward The Big Apple’s electrical grid, which supplied power to eight million people. To run, the grid had to maintain a certain level of voltage. If the voltage dropped below a critical point, the entire system went down. Or if the gates that controlled the flow of energy were damaged, then no energy got out to consumers. So, either the large transformers, which regulated the amount of power that went out to local lines, had gone down, or the generators at the power plant had lost critical voltage. Electromancer flew from one transformer to the next, arcing a bolt of energy into each to test it. They all worked fine. That meant that the problem was with the generators at the power plant. She flew to the plant.

When she entered the generator room, a man cried, “Look. Who’s that?”

“More like what’s that?” a woman replied.

“It’s a she-devil,” another said.

The workers stopped and gaped up at her. Some raced toward her.

“It’s ball lightning!” someone shouted. “Don’t go near it. It’s deadly. If it explodes, the whole place will collapse and we’ll all die.”

Electromancer slowly lowered herself to the ground floor, her wake of electricity dissipating. The people hurriedly drew back. She could see fear in the workers’ eyes.

“Don’t be afraid,” Electromancer said in her crystalline voice. “I’m here to help.”

A few edged their way closer to her, but most remained back.

“How can you help us?” someone asked.

“She’s to blame for this blow out,” another person said.

“Why would she be here, then?” a woman said. “Of course she’s here to help.”

The murmurs in the crowd turned to arguments. One man actually threatened to kill her. Others defended her. A young man threw a hammer at her from five feet away, but Electromancer caught the tool in her hand. Then she raised her arms. “Stop. Listen to me. I truly can help.”

“If you want to help us, you can get rid of that Alexa Manchester,” a man shouted. “She’s to blame. She controls the world’s power.”

Electromancer shook her head in disbelief. How could they blame Alexa? Blame her? Electricity suddenly arced from her fingertips.

Many shrank back in fear, and others turned even more aggressive, throwing tools and other objects at her, all of which she easily deflected with a forearm. She had to do something fast. With the gentlest of springs, she lifted herself off the floor and rose into the air, hovering atop the generator behind her. With a flip of her fingers, she released an arc of electricity, which flowed directly at the generator. The machine’s steel casing glowed red and then turned white hot. Just as the casing softened and was about to melt, she dove through the liquid steel and released a burst of energy, igniting the generator’s core. Turbine blades began to spin and then purred when the water began flowing through the machine. Moments later, the turbine began to produce electricity, and at last, the electrical grid reached the minimal level of voltage necessary to restore power.

Electromancer emerged unscathed from the top of the machine and slowly lowered herself to the floor. She saw the people in the crowd looking at her in awe. The sound of the generator working again was like a soft melody.

“She’s an angel,” a woman said.

“A savior,” another said.

“No. I’m Electromancer. Now, let’s get to work.”

Together, she and the workers began restarting the generators. She’d just emerged from another successfully ignited generator when news reporters from the major media conglomerates burst into the room and raced toward her with their cameras and microphones. Shouting a flurry of questions, the reporters spoke over each other, demanding answers. Who was she? Where had she come from? Was she an alien from another world? How was it possible for her to fly? How was she able to restart the generators?

“How do we know you didn’t cause the blackout and aren’t just doing this for publicity?” a reporter asked.

Electromancer descended to the floor. “I’m here to help The Big Apple, not to answer your questions. I’m sorry, but we have work to do.”

A man dressed in a power company uniform emerged from the crowd, scowling. He was carrying a fire hose. He opened the valve and aimed a hard stream of water at Electromancer. Electrical currents sparked from her body. She tried to remain calm, tried to stop the deadly current, but couldn’t.

People screamed and fell back. Electromancer tried to regain her composure, but her body was immobilized by the water. The foolish man had turned her source of electricity against her. She wanted to scream, but couldn’t. Pain seared through her veins.

“She’s a witch,” the man with the hose shouted as he continued to spray water on her. “Capture her before she can do any more harm.”

Electromancer convulsed, her head involuntarily rolling from side to side. She tried to regain control of her muscles and nervous system, but the water and electricity caused a short circuit. She was dying a slow, painful death. She fought to maintain consciousness, to think of a way to stop this.

“Be Electromancer! It’s your duty,” a voice said. “That way, you shall overcome.”

Was it her father speaking to her?

Her heart trilled with renewed energy. She began to fight to free herself. She would not give in, no matter how much water surrounded or touched her.

Just then, there was a brilliant flash of light, a roar of thunder, and the appearance of a brilliant blue cloud in the shape of an arrow. Yes, a blue . . . no, the Blue Arrow.

Blue Arrow was real, not just a legend!

When Alexa was a teenager, her father, after drinking a bit too much wine one evening, had told her a story about Blue Arrow, a hero with superpowers. Part cloud and part man, he was a talented archer who would use his mythical bow only to ensure justice was served. Of course, she hadn’t believed it then.

The lights flickered, and the air molecules crackled loudly. Then the generator room went pitch dark. In another instant, the electricity was back on, but Electromancer was no longer stuck to the metal or fighting against electrocution from her contact with water. She was free. But how?

She inhaled deeply, realizing that she was now enveloped by blue vapor—in the arms of Blue Arrow. He was transporting her across the sky, through the clouds. This was nothing like the electrical energy that enabled her to fly. This was something different entirely. When she exhaled, she felt her body go numb as if she’d been drugged.

“Father?” she asked.

No one answered, but she felt an undulating rhythm, like waves rolling in from the ocean.

“What’s . . . happening?” she asked.

A distant voice said, “You’re safe now.”

Those were the last words that she remembered before awakening back home in her bed.


Chapter 9

Over at City Hall . . .

Mayor Baumgartner could wait no longer. Alexa Manchester should’ve arrived long ago. The members of the City Council were growing restless, as were the media and citizens in attendance. There had already been some controversial items on the agenda. The old biddies from Women for Education, Edification, and Decoration of Sidewalks—everyone thought of the group as WEEDS, but only their harshest critics used that word—were pushing for an ordinance that would improve the city’s sidewalks and were seeking approval of a budget that would rival that allocated for national defense. The activists from CABOOSE were out in force, opposing another resolution to demolish the Sugar Express Train Depot that The Mayor had introduced at the last meeting.

To make matters worse, people were panicked about the explosion at The Mick and the near catastrophe in The Big Apple. Everyone was buzzing on and on about the mysterious Electromancer, which The Mayor believed to be nothing more than a media hoax to divert attention from the government’s failure to protect the people. District Attorney Stumpy Stellar and Police Chief Constable Pete Petaud were in attendance to answer the hard questions about those recent events and, The Mayor hoped, to let him remain dispassionate and statesmanlike on the issue.

The Mayor took his place behind the podium, called the meeting to order, and directed the Council’s attention to the first item on the agenda.

“I object to that!” a woman said. “We need to discuss the reprehensible state of our city sidewalks before dealing with Alexa Manchester’s mess ups.” The speaker was chairwoman of WEEDS, Henrietta Hensinger, a stout woman in her early sixties who always wore a hat, but never the same one twice, and who now was dressed in a bright-red chapeau that resembled a combination pretzel and balloon animal, which was undoubtedly selected to match her red high-collar blouse and floral skirt.

“Miss Hensinger, we really must take the agenda in order,” The Mayor said. “Protocol, you know.” He would like to have called the sergeant at arms to throw her out on her ear, but she controlled a large block of voters.

She rose from her chair and stood on tiptoes to see over the man in front of her. “Mr. Mayor, this is a matter of life and death!”

“With all due respect, ma’am, I hardly think a few cracks in the concrete rise to the level of life and death.” He paused. “Not that my administration isn’t dedicated to repairing every crack in the sidewalk.”

“Oh, but you’re utterly mistaken, sir,” Miss Hensinger said. “Our organization’s flower order has just come in this morning and is waiting to be picked up at the nursery. The poor little plants are dying in the sun as we speak. Their little roots are in desperate need of water. The adorable little things must be put to bed. To refuse to consider the sidewalk budget first would be nothing more than mass murder, Mr. Mayor—herbicide, if you will. In that regard, our very own Mr. Zachary Zero, as troubled as he tends to be, needs to be put to work before he slips off and is nowhere to be found again. Need I say more? Because I will if I have to.”

Conroy Corn stood. He would’ve been Miss Hensinger’s husband if only he hadn’t left her standing at the altar on their wedding day twenty-five years earlier. He’d always claimed that he’d been traveling in the Americanas the week before and that he forgot to reset his watch to Britannia time, resulting in his alarm going off eight hours late, and that he still, to this day, wanted Miss Hensinger’s hand in marriage. The Mayor did not like Conroy Corn because he was also the chairman of CABOOSE, dedicated to saving the Sugar Express Train Depot.

“I second Miss Hensinger’s motion, Mayor,” Mr. Corn said.

“I don’t need your help, Corny,” Miss Hensinger said curtly. “I can manage just fine on my own.”

“I’m sure you can, Henny,” Mr. Corn said. “Nevertheless, I second the motion a second time.”

“None of that sweet talk will do you any good, Corny,” Miss Hensinger said. “I’m an old maid because of you, but you are not getting into my knickers. You had your chance twenty-five years ago, and you blew it!”

“Oh, you weren’t so guarded about your knickers back in the day, Henny,” Mr. Corn said. “You were a willing lass. How long must a man pay for one mistake? I still have the marriage license. How about it, love?”

Miss Hensinger pointed a finger at him. “We didn’t do what you’re implying, but if we had done it, you weren’t very good at it. Maybe if you had been, I’d have forgiven you!”

The Mayor had to pound his gavel to end the laughter that broke out through Council Chambers. “Now, now, Miss Hensinger, Mr. Corn. Let’s keep this civil. All right. We’ll take the sidewalk-budget ordinance out of order.” He wondered if Hensinger and Corn had gotten together and planned this just to drive him crazy.

The matter was debated, the vote was taken, and the sidewalk budget, exorbitant though it was, was passed by a vote of three to two. Miss Hensinger and the other women of WEEDS excused themselves. “We have little sprouts to rescue,” Miss Hensinger explained.

“Let’s move on to item number one on the agenda, the explosion at The Mick,” The Mayor said. He nodded to Chief Constable Pete Petaud and to District Attorney Stumpy Stellar.

Just as The Mayor was about to make a brief opening statement, he spotted Biggie Bitterman slip inside the room and take a seat in the back row. This was unexpected. The man was supposed to be long gone and had promised never again to return to Kensington City. His presence could only spell trouble. What did he want?

“I’d hoped that Ms. Manchester would be here today to discuss The Mick,” The Mayor said. “I understand that she’s been unavoidably detained.”

Bitterman stood up and began shouting. “Mayor, haven’t you seen the news? Manchester brought down the power grid in The Big Apple.”

“That’s not true,” The Mayor said. Why was Bitterman trying to blame Alexa? To take the heat off The Momaxita? This wasn’t good. But The Mayor had to play along. “The Manchesters have been benefactors of this community and the world for—”

“She’s also an heiress and in control of the world’s energy!” Bitterman responded. “Who else is to blame?”

There were shouts of agreement and calls for Alexa’s arrest. How like the rabble to turn against one of their own, The Mayor thought.

“Order, order!” The Mayor shouted over the din. “Chief Petaud, you and your men take anyone into custody who causes any further disruption.”

When a phalanx of police officers stepped forward, The Mayor scanned the audience but saw no sign of Bitterman.

 “Now as I was trying to inform the council, I took a drive down to the river and am happy to report that the water is flowing at full force again,” The Mayor said. “There was unexpected snowfall in the highlands. The good news is that the water shortage is over for Kensington City for the time being.”

“What about The Magpie?” someone shouted. “It went crazy, shut down all the electricity on the grid. And what happened in The Big Apple? Those are both Manchester holdings. Who else is to blame if not Alexa?”

Another man stood. “I’m a businessman, and the power problems stopped production at my bottling plant,” he said. “We’re in danger of losing a contract from our major customer, which means we could be bankrupt. I don’t care what you say, Mayor. I blame Manchester.”

The door burst open, and Alexa Manchester walked in. The crowd fell silent. She strode confidently down the main aisle. There was something different about her, The Mayor thought—she seemed more radiant than usual. The word dazzling came to mind.

“My apologies to the Council for my tardiness,” she said. “I’m here to address the City Council and citizens of Kensington City about recent events.”

The Mayor beckoned Alexa to the stage. She climbed the stairs and went to the podium. “Mayor, if I may,” she said. “The Mick is running back at full capacity. As to Monday’s incident there, I apologize. I know that many of you—perhaps most of you—want to hold me responsible. Well, citizens of Kensington City, I take full responsibility. Just as my father taught me to do. But I assure you that there’s no truth to some of the scandalous reports that we intentionally reduced power or shut down the grid because of some ulterior motive—whatever that would be.”

“Leverage to get more fees from the government,” a woman shouted. “Just like that company Enderon did many years ago.”

“You all know that my father and I have never been interested in that,” Alexa said. “We’ve been fortunate to have means. If we were interested in money, we could’ve gone public with our holdings years ago and lived in The Big Apple or Parisia or TinselTown. That hasn’t happened.”

“What about The Magpie that was supposed to end the world’s energy crisis?” someone hollered.

“We don’t know what happened to The Magpie generator,” Alexa said. “We’ve decided to retire it to give the plant engineers time to analyze and repair the problem. I remain confident in my father’s work. He had full faith in The Magpie and what it could bring us.”

“Then what happened in The Big Apple? You supply the energy to that city, too.”

The Mayor wanted to put a stop to these haranguing questions, but he feared that if he tried, he’d have a riot on his hands. Besides, Alexa was acquitting herself quite well.

“My company was sabotaged,” Alexa said. “We’re investigating. Meanwhile, that was an attack, not only on the citizens of The Big Apple, but on me as well. The problem was solved when a third party intervened.”

“You mean Electromancer?” a woman asked. “Another media hoax.”

“Electromancer isn’t a hoax,” Alexa said.

The room fell silent for a moment, and then there were titters. Some had to stifle laughter. With that statement, Alexa seemed to have lost all credibility. For his part, The Mayor thought that she’d gone temporarily mad, to believe in an electrified superhero. The good news was that the laughter seemed to defuse the anger in the room.

“I have a question, Ms. Manchester,” Debra Debit, one of the council members, said. The Mayor didn’t like Debit. She was angling for his job, always supporting CABOOSE and trying to turn WEEDS against him. But now, he was grateful that she was changing the subject.

Debit continued, “For everyone’s safety, wouldn’t it be best to end The Magpie experiment and bury the Electromite in a lead coffin so that it can’t do any more harm? We cannot allow a public utility, though owned and operated by your family’s corporation, to put any citizen’s life at risk. I’m not convinced that what happened at The Mick is not related to what happened in The Big Apple. It seems odd to me that two disasters have occurred like this, and if fingers must point—”

“Someone else is behind this,” Alexa said. “He goes by the name of Momo and controls a criminal enterprise called The Momaxita.”

The Mayor felt his cheeks flush. There were more murmurs in the crowd. He wouldn’t have been surprised if some of the good citizens of Kensington City called for Alexa to be committed to the loony bin.

“We can’t let progress be stopped by some madman,” Alexa said. “My father worked too hard for this. To help you all. The Magpie was sabotaged, and it all leads back to this Momo. As far as burying the Electromite, that doesn’t make good sense, Council Member Debit. My father had full faith in the mineral, studied its effects, and determined that it will safely create a limitless source of energy.”

A smirking reporter made his way to the front. “So tell us more about Electromancer, Ms. Manchester. Are you and she personal friends? Do you take tea together? Double date?”

Alexa’s mouth went slack jawed. For the first time, she seemed to realize that she was being mocked. For a moment, it appeared that she was going to lose her temper—The Mayor could almost see the sparks coming out of her eyes—but then she seemed to make a Herculean effort to calm herself down. This wasn’t such a bad development, The Mayor thought. A vulnerable Alexa was a more receptive Alexa. Perhaps that would help with his marriage proposal. And now he could come to her rescue.

“I can vouch for Ms. Manchester’s honesty and credibility,” The Mayor said. “If she believes there is an Electromancer, so do I. In fact, Alexa and I are engaged to be married.”

The Mayor looked down at Alexa’s hand. She wasn’t wearing the ring he’d given her, but instead held it between her fingers. He took the ring before she could stop him and slid it back onto her finger and then held up her hands for all to see. “Isn’t that right, my dearest?” he said, staring into Alexa’s eyes.

“Well, I . . . I,” Alexa said.

The Mayor faced the audience. “Not only that, we plan to be married before the next election for Prime Minister, as I have every intention of making a very important announcement in the coming days. I’m so happy that I could jump for joy.” And indeed, The Mayor did feel an urge to spring up into the sky, to leap from aisle to aisle and share his happiness.

Dani Dowdy, who’d long had designs on The Mayor, promptly fainted into the arms of the man seated to her right, while her twin sister, Della, also hopeful that The Mayor would choose her, warbled a disappointed, “No, it can’t be.” The two women, glamorous socialites who resembled Marilyn Monroe in double vision, had often publically vied for The Mayor’s affections.

The rest of the crowd burst out in a round of applause, many shouting congratulations. The Mayor was beaming, his arm around Alexa’s waist. She stood stiffly, with an equally stiff smile on her face. Then she pulled away from him, hurried down the stairs, and rushed out of the building.

Suddenly, Miss Hensinger, who obviously hadn’t left to tend to her flowers yet, pushed her way to the front. “Now look who’s acting frisky. Gone and turned himself into a fool. Never mind all that, Mayor. It seems Mr. Zachary Zero has slipped away again.” She turned to District Attorney Stumpy Stellar. “Sir, if you can’t guarantee good work from your felons out on parole, then I suggest that you lock them up. Now, has anyone here seen Zero?”

“There he is,” a man shouted, pointing to Zero trying to slip out a side door.

“Catch that rascal!” Miss Hensinger cried.

“I’ll get him for you, Henny,” Mr. Corn said, and in a mad dash, he started toward the side door.

“Never you mind. I can catch him myself, Corny!” Miss Hensinger said and immediately dashed out in pursuit of the parolee, followed by the ever-persistent Mr. Corn.

When the crowd laughed at the spectacle, The Mayor again pounded his gavel. With Alexa’s abrupt departure, he no longer felt springy and giddy. Under the circumstances, he couldn’t follow her.

“Ladies and gentleman, order,” he said. “Please. Let’s come to order. Let’s take up the matter of that eyesore, the Sugar Express Train Depot.”

The CABOOSE members stood up, raising signs protesting against the destruction of the depot.

Before The Mayor could make his statement, the door to the room burst open. It was Alexa Manchester. The Mayor exhaled in relief, but then saw the look on her face.

“Is there something wrong, Ms. Manchester?” he asked, though it was completely out of order to do so.

“Yes,” Alexa said. “I’m here because I want to be completely transparent with the citizens of Kensington City, as I promised I would. I just spoke to Charles Chin, chief engineer at The Mick. It seems that the Electromite is gone.”

“What do you mean gone?” The Mayor asked.

“Gone as in stolen!”


Chapter 10

Later that afternoon . . .

Alexa sat in silence as Sigfred drove her back to the mansion. She felt ill, betrayed. She felt like a failure. Her fellow citizens had mocked her, derided her, acted as if she were both crazy and corrupt. Now, someone had stolen the Electromite. Was it Momo? The Mayor had suggested that the mineral hadn’t been stolen but disintegrated when The Magpie’s internal core went into meltdown. Charles Chin disagreed—if there had been a meltdown, there would’ve been trace elements found on The Magpie’s floor, and there were none. Alexa also tried to tell The Mayor about Momo and his threats, but he clearly didn’t believe her, even when Sigfred confirmed it. But Bobby Baumgartner was a decent man. He’d rescued her from the wrath of the angry citizens of Kensington City.

Alexa stared down at the emerald ring on her finger, wondering how long The Mayor had felt this way about her. How could she have been so blind about his affections? He’d always seemed so enamored with the Dowdy twins. Maybe she’d intimidated him, and he’d finally gotten the courage to share his feeling for her. He was handsome, wealthy, and eminently successful, always serving the people. Why couldn’t she love a man like that?

Sigfred’s cell phone rang, and to her chagrin, he picked it up. She hated it when he drove and talked on the phone at the same time. During the call, he responded with mostly “yes,” “no,” and “I didn’t know that.” They didn’t speak until they’d almost reached the mansion.

“So, you’ve accepted Mayor Baumgartner’s proposal of marriage,” Sigfred said. “How could you lead him on like that?”

“I beg your pardon. I’m not leading him on.”

“Oh, really, Ms. Manchester? Have you told him you’re Electromancer?”

The words came at her like a bolt of lightning. “I don’t plan on being Electromancer ever again. You don’t seem to realize that I almost got myself killed in The Big Apple. If it hadn’t been for—” Alexa thought back to the incident at the power plant and how that awful man had sprayed water on her, trying to electrocute her. No, not her. He was trying to kill Electromancer.

“You were so determined to make things right,” Sigfred said. “Have you given up already?”

Just how did he expect her to respond?

“What happened to the messenger who delivered the package from Momo?” she asked. “Have you identified him yet? Found him?”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but the answer is no.”

“Well, then you haven’t made things right, either. And you didn’t have to penetrate the casing of a high-voltage generator. All you had to do was identify a messenger.”

He took a deep breath as if gathering his thoughts. “Your powers are needed, Ms. Manchester. This isn’t over and will only get worse. The Big Apple may have had its electricity restored, but you can be assured that Momo isn’t finished with his war on you.”

Alexa felt the anger rise, the tiny prickles of electricity beginning to course through her body. She didn’t know if she was angry at Sigfred or herself. But she did know that if she didn’t control herself, she’d explode in rage at the thought of Momo. “What are my choices, here, Sigfred?”

“Not easy ones, Ms. Manchester. You can either give in to a terrorist like Momo by transferring control of the Manchester holdings and hope that he’ll be satisfied and won’t wreak more havoc on the world, or you can fight him.”

“What are the odds that he’ll be satisfied if I give him the holdings?”

Sigfred shook his head.

She understood. “Then there’s only one choice. Electromancer.”

“I’m afraid so, and that leaves no room for The Mayor. Whom you don’t love anyway.”

She wanted to argue, but she suddenly felt exhausted. Why debate it any longer? More than that, Sigfred might be right.

When they reached the mansion, Gladys greeted Alexa at the front door, and Sigfred drove away to the market to pick up some provisions for Chef Yurdlemon. Alexa didn’t know if she should laugh or cry. A moment ago, she and Sigfred were talking about saving the world, and now he was speeding down the highway in search of veal chops and fava beans.

 “Is it true?” Gladys asked.

Alexa held up her hand. “Mayor Baumgartner, my fiancé, will be announcing his candidacy for the prime ministerial election in the coming months. I suspect late next spring.” She hoped Gladys didn’t detect the ambivalence in her voice.

An awkward silence passed. Alexa waited for Gladys to utter some words of approval. They never came. What Gladys did say was, “The Mayor’s executive assistant called while you were at the power plant this afternoon. It seems that you and The Mayor are hosting an engagement dinner party this Saturday evening. At your residence, I might add. The assistant already provided a guest list. Bobby Baumgartner certainly works fast. I’ve been tasked to prepare the invitations. We’ve sent save-the-date e-mails to all the invitees.”

All this was happening so quickly, almost at the speed of light—the speed of an electrical current. Alexa felt that this was all wrong, but then she looked at the ring, which sparkled green.

“Yes, an engagement party,” she said almost without volition. “Brilliant, Gladys. Help me decide what to wear.”

Alexa walked up the staircase to her bedroom suite with Gladys following close behind. Miss Marbletop was perched in her favorite chair soaking up the late afternoon rays. After stroking the cat’s head, Alexa went into the dressing room, where she began sorting through dresses.

“Nothing works,” she said. “I don’t think any of these suit my figure anymore.” Her motions became frantic, and she felt a wave of panic.

Gladys put a hand on her shoulder. “Stop, dear.”

Alexa closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

“Are you all right, Alexa?”

“Yes, I’m fine. It’s just that . . . ”

Gladys went to the far end of the closet and found a shimmering silver gown. “This one will be perfect, dear.”

Alexa nodded. Silver . . . the color of electrical sparks. She walked over, sat down on the edge of her bed, and patted the space next to her. Gladys sat down beside her.

Alexa held up her left hand. “It is a beautiful ring, isn’t it?”

“Yes, dear. Exquisite. I’ve never seen a more perfect emerald.” There was no excitement in Gladys’s tone. If anything, she sounded sad.

“Say it, Gladys.”

“This dinner you’ve planned . . . Alexa, it doesn’t make any sense. It’s the day after Momo’s deadline. You’re talking about an engagement party while the world’s future is at stake. And Bobby Baumgartner isn’t someone you . . . Have you told him about Electromancer?”

Alexa shook her head. “First Sigfred and now you. Who says I want to be Electromancer? Who says that the shutdown at The Big Apple was caused by Momo? What if it was merely an accident? Coincidences happen all the time. What if I do transfer all of the holdings to Momo? If I marry Bobby, I’ll have plenty of his money.”

“Is this about money and security, Alexa? Gold digging? That’s not you. When you left here this morning for the City Council meeting, you intended to make it clear to The Mayor that you wouldn’t marry him. What’s changed?”

Alexa looked at the emerald again. The jewel sparkled brightly as it caught the light, almost as if it were shooting off beams of pure electricity. “I never knew emeralds sparkled like diamonds. I always thought of them as colorful, but not . . . I had a crush on Bobby as a girl. Maybe I’m truly in love with him. It’s all so dreamy.” Alexa did feel lightheaded, as if she were in the middle of a pleasant dream.

“Alexa, it’s impossible. You’re Electromancer, there’s a madman after you, and your head is suddenly in the clouds. You have to come to your senses!” Gladys grabbed Alexa’s hand and rather roughly removed the ring from her finger. She closed her fist, concealing it.

“Give that back!” Alexa shouted, feeling the anger rising.

“I will not. Not even if you transform and shoot electricity at me.”

Alexa did feel a slight current of electricity rising, but then looked at Gladys’s face, all at once stern, resolute, and loving, and her anger faded.

“I would never harm you,” Alexa said.

“I know that, dear. But tell me . . . how do you feel now?”

“I feel . . . a bit like a fog is lifting. Normal.”

“How do you feel about Bobby Baumgartner? Do you still feel that love?”

Alexa thought for a moment. Whatever feelings that had caused her to express a desire to marry The Mayor had evaporated. She couldn’t even recall the feeling. Abruptly, tears welled up in her eyes. “Gladys, what’s happening to me?”

“It’s the ring, I believe. Or more precisely the emerald. It’s as if the thing has bewitched you. Mesmerized you.”

In a flash, it all made sense. She’d gone to the council meeting intending to tell The Mayor that she wasn’t going to accept his proposal. During the hubbub that had occurred during the meeting, The Mayor had slipped the ring back on her finger, and in front of the entire world, he made it known that he intended to marry her. Only when that emerald was on her finger did she accept his proposal—the precise opposite of how she’d felt in the morning. The precise opposite of the way she felt now.

“Should I cancel the engagement dinner?” Gladys asked.

“No. I don’t want to embarrass Bobby that way. I’ll go on with the charade for a while longer and then break it off afterward. I’ll be the heavy. He’ll do better marrying one of the Dowdy twins anyway. Damn it all, he can marry them both.” She gazed out the window and up into the sky. She imagined herself flying through all its vastness. Yes, the answer was in her heart. She would soar—that was her role in life.

“While I’ve been sitting here talking about banalities, Momo is out there, planning to attack The City of Angels,” Alexa said. “Worse, someone stole the Electromite. I suspect it’s Momo, which will give him even more power. I . . . Electromancer has to stop this madness. There’s no other choice.”

“My dear, you have a heart of pure gold.”

Alexa tipped her head toward her shoulder. “No, Gladys. More like platinum.” At that moment, Alexa realized that her family heirlooms—the diamond and platinum jewels—had not been lost or stolen, but had been absorbed inside of her body when she was pulled inside The Magpie and transformed into Electromancer. Perhaps becoming Electromancer wasn’t something that had just happened to her. Perhaps it had been her destiny all along.

Alexa gazed over at the silver gown hanging on the hook. “The gown is perfect. Perhaps by Saturday, we’ll be rid of Momo, and the party can be a victory celebration.”

The problem was, after what had almost happened to her in The Big Apple, Alexa didn’t know whether her “engagement party” would become her memorial service instead.


Chapter 11

On that fateful Friday . . .

At his secluded mountain estate in the Mullgany Mountains, Momo woke from his afternoon nap. The long-awaited day had arrived. If all went as planned, Momo would have control over the Manchester fortune by five o’clock this evening. This meant that tonight would call for a celebration like no other.

He tossed his nightcap onto the bed, rose, and found his maroon-colored lounging robe. Then he slid into his slippers and barreled out of his bedchamber toward the elevator that led down to the secret laboratory. He thought briefly of stopping at the kitchen first for a quick, hearty snack before dinner, but forged on to check on the repair status of The Big Zapper. He had deadlines to meet, cities to destroy. Delay was intolerable. If there was one thing in the world Momo simply could not tolerate, it was a nincompoop, which meant Professor Slipter had better have his weapon ready. Or else. When Momo entered the room, he immediately saw the gangly legs of Professor Slipter hanging out from beneath The Big Zapper. Half a dozen men raced to and fro doing their best to keep up with Professor Slipter’s instructions.

“Does this aimless scurrying around mean that my weapon of mass destruction isn’t ready yet?” Momo bellowed.

Professor Slipter, who lay prone atop an automotive creeper, rolled out from underneath The Big Zapper. “Sir! I was just about to tighten the last wing nut. We’ll be ready to go in five minutes, tops.” He grinned up at Momo with pride.

“Don’t just lie there smiling like a fool,” Momo said. “Tighten the damn wing nut!”

Professor Slipter shuddered visibly and, in a quavering voice, ordered his assistant to hand him a molecular screwdriver.

The assistant shakily stepped forward, all the while looking at Momo. At the same moment, Professor Slipter repositioned the creeper three inches to the right. The assistant tripped over it, and down he went. The impact caused Professor Slipter to roll back under The Big Zapper. The molecular screwdriver flew from the man’s hand, struck the floor, and bounced up and into the air. A steady stream of electron particles shot from the nozzle and struck a control board on The Big Zapper. The board sizzled and erupted into hot amber sparks worthy of a Fourth of July fireworks display. The room filled with the acrid odor of flaming circuitry. A burning ember flew at Momo and singed the ends of his hair—what little he had left. Momo stumbled backward, but was caught just in time by another assistant rushing to his aide.

Momo pointed a finger at the assistant. “You nincompoop,” he snarled.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the assistant said in a frightened, sniveling voice.

Momo pointed to the molecular screwdriver. “Someone hand me that tool. I have some things that I need to repair.”

There was an audible gasp. One of the other assistants, a large man, broke out into sobs.

“Please,” the clumsy assistant said. “It was a mistake.” The man backed away in fear, only to step directly into the stream of supercharged flames spewing out of the damaged control panel on The Big Zapper. The poor man didn’t have time to scream before he was disintegrated, leaving not a trace of him behind.

“Hmm,” Momo said. “Why was he so panicked?”

Professor Slipter rolled out from under The Big Zapper. “With all due respect, sir, I think he feared that you were going to shoot him with the molecular screwdriver.”

“Where would he get that idea?” Momo said. “Everyone makes mistakes. I was only going to take a stab at putting out the electrical fire.” He aimed the screwdriver at the control panel, pushed the button, and the flames were immediately extinguished.

Professor Slipter got up and went over to the damaged panel. “Not to worry, we have a replacement.” He snapped his fingers. “The backup panel!”

Three assistants hurried into a back room.

Once Momo was satisfied with the Professor’s progress, he returned to his study and ordered his chef to bring him a snack consisting of a loaf of rustic bread, a wheel of Camembert, two pounds of prosciutto, and a pint of Kalamata olives. Then he buzzed Biggie Bitterman, who appeared at the door in ten seconds.

“Ring me up those Dowdy twins you’ve been telling me so much about,” Momo said. “It’s been too long since I’ve had the pleasure of the company of the fairer sex.”

“What’ll I tell them, sir?”

“Tell them that I’m a wealthy industrialist just arrived back in the area from my world travels. If what you’ve told me about them is true, that’ll be enough to get them here. Tell them they’re invited to dine with me tonight on the veranda. There will be a string quartet and a rock band. You said they like to dance. I intend on some private sessions with the sisters.”

When Bitterman left, Momo settled back into his chair, munched on his snack, and looked at a photograph of the twins.

Two girls are better than one, he thought. He stared at their chests and added, four melons are better than two!

A loud knock at the door jolted him out of his erotic fantasies.

“Who is it?” Momo asked.

“It’s Professor Slipter, sir.”

“It better be good!”

Professor Slipter slowly opened the door and poked his head inside. “I just wanted to let you know The Big Zapper is ready.”

Momo rocked forward on his desk chair and sprang to his feet as though performing a vault by an Olympic gymnast, a remarkable feat for a man of his size and brawny build. “Finally.” He glanced down at his watch. Twenty minutes and counting. He picked up the telephone and buzzed Bitterman again. “Biggie, what’s taking you so long? Inform the Dowdy sisters that I’ll send the helicopter. They’re to be ready by seven.”

Shortly after Momo hung up the phone, Bitterman came barreling into the office and came to a sudden stop.

“Well?” Momo asked. “What are you doing just standing here?”

Bitterman began to stammer. “Aa . . . ah, sir.”

“Before you pick up the twins, get to the drop box. I want the keys to the mansion. I can’t move in right away, of course. But it will be symbolic.” Momo licked his lips as if tasting prime rib, one of his all-time favorites.

“I’m, well, I’m afraid . . . ”

“Get to the point, Biggie.”

“There’s a slight . . . ”

“What?”

“Problem. You see, the twins have headaches. It was hard to make out exactly what they were saying. I asked about Saturday instead, but they said they were already committed for the evening.”

“Didn’t you tell them to take an aspirin? Cancel their Saturday plans?”

“I strongly suggested that they do so, but it seems that the Dowdy twins—or one of them, I don’t know—have been jilted. Della said something about having to be at the Manchester mansion on Saturday for a celebration dinner. They’re going there to try to break it up.”

“Break what up?”

“Seems that Mayor Bobby Baumgartner has gone and got himself engaged to Ms. Alexa Manchester.”

“My . . . ” Momo caught himself, his mouth agape. He couldn’t possibly say what he wanted. There were some things that had to remain private.

“Dani means to get him back,” Bitterman said. “And if not Dani, Della.”

“I don’t care one whit about that idiot mayor’s love life,” Momo said. “If there’s a party at the mansion Saturday night, it must mean that Alexa Manchester doesn’t intend to transfer the Manchester holdings as planned.” He shook his head. “Foolish girl. She’ll just have to be taught a lesson.”

Bitterman cleared his throat. “Out of curiosity sir, why the Manchester estate? You could have any mansion in the world. Any palace.”

“Because it’s mine for the taking, Biggie. Now mind your own business.” He turned to Professor Slipter, who looked as if he’d been trying to melt into the walls. “Set your targets on The City of Angels.”

Professor Slipter hunched his shoulders and lowered his neck like a frightened turtle. “I hope it won’t be too devastating.”

“What do you mean?” Momo asked.

“The drought. The terrain is susceptible to deadly brushfires. If we zap the city, we can cause a fire worse than the Chicago and San Francisco fires combined.”

Momo nodded. “Exactly, Slipter. Now, what’s your point?”

“If you destroy the city, you’ll kill thousands of people.”

“I’ll do what’s necessary to convince Alexa Manchester to convey all the Manchester holdings. If she doesn’t, then she’ll be the one to blame for causing all of the death and destruction. Not us. So don’t worry, Slipter. Your conscience can be clear. I know mine is.”


Chapter 12

Erstwhile . . .

In the days leading up to the fateful Friday and Momo’s deadline, Alexa spent her time learning the secrets of her new powers. The moment she’d embraced her identity as Electromancer, controlling her powers became easier. She could fly, direct electricity, and even transform her body without burning off her clothing. In the nanosecond before her body transformed into Electromancer, she could elongate, slip out of Alexa’s clothing, and don her platinum suit—so fast that the naked eye would never see her nude.

There also seemed to be another power lurking, but she didn’t understand it. Occasionally, she felt as though she had a kind of telepathic perception, the ability not to read minds, exactly, but to understand the emotions of others. The impressions came only in fragments and were often disjointed. With no real clarity about it, she considered that what she was sensing might only be the by-product of erratic electrical currents that had affected her own thought patterns, which only made it seem like these were the emotions or thoughts of others. The ability to fly and control electricity was enough to keep her busy in the following days.

Finally, Friday arrived. It was ten minutes before five in the afternoon—Momo’s deadline. Alexa Manchester didn’t welcome the deadline’s arrival, but in a strange way, Electromancer did—she would have the opportunity to fight evil. Or better yet, Momo would turn out to be all bluster, and there would be no more evil to fight.

Alexa hurried from one window to the next to see if anything unusual was happening outside of the mansion, and then she would look at the television screen and check the Internet for reports of unusual activity. So far, nothing.

From outside on the back veranda, Miss Marbletop meowed. Alexa opened the door and let the cat inside, then shut the door again, and stayed on the veranda, scanning the grounds of the Manchester estate. Nothing seemed amiss.

All too soon, she heard the clock inside the house chime five times. She stood on the porch and looked out in the distance at nothing, hoping for the best but fearing the worst.

Miss Marbletop sprang up on the railing beside her and meowed. It was as if the cat had appeared out of nowhere.

“How did you get out here?” Alexa said to the cat. “I thought I shut the door.”

Miss Marbletop began slinking back and forth as though walking a tightrope. Suddenly, the cat arched her back and hissed.

“What is it?” Alexa asked.

The doors of the gardener’s storage shed had slammed shut, eerie, because there was no breeze at all. A shiver went up Alexa’s spine, the electricity of fear, not heroism. She glanced over her shoulder, but no one was there. She turned to pick up the cat, but Miss Marbletop had disappeared. When the cat didn’t respond to her call, Alexa decided it was time to go inside. Just as she’d thought, the door was closed. Oddly enough, Miss Marbletop was now waiting inside.

“There you are, you funny bird,” Alexa said, and for the hundredth time in the past few days, she wondered if she was losing her mind.

Gladys entered Alexa’s quarters. “You’d better come have a look at the television.”

Alexa felt her spine curl with electricity, but she refrained from transforming. They hurried along to the media room, where Sigfred had his eyes fixed on the jumbo screen.

There was Momo, hiding behind that gold mask, his massive, muscular arms folded over his chest.

“You have defied me, Alexa,” Momo said in his booming voice. “Behold what your stubbornness and foolishness have wrought on innocent people. Their blood is on your hands.” The scene shifted to an aerial view of what was unmistakably The City of Angels.

Alexa studied the screen. So far, nothing untoward appeared to be going on. She left the room, and in a flash, transformed into Electromancer. She shot into the sky, leaving a wake of electricity. Soon she was flying over The City of Angels, taking in the identical panoramic view that she’d seen on Momo’s screen.

She raced along the coast, scanning for trouble. Nothing so far. She soared over the foothills and the higher Archangel Mountains, then back over the valleys. Nothing.

Then a huge burst of electricity split the sky, its voltage a thousand times greater than Mother Nature’s most powerful lightning bolt. It struck land in the hills above the Angelus Bowl, the world-famous outdoor amphitheater nestled in a highly populated residential area above The City of Angels. A brush fire immediately ignited. Too late for Electromancer to quash.

Then she saw—no, she sensed—an even larger bolt about to strike on the other side of town.

She thrust out her arms and shot a beam of electricity directly at the lethal dart of energy. When the two bolts met, they connected and changed course. She flew under the stream of electricity and made contact with it. With all her might, she began fighting to control the force. When she had it in her grasp, she carried the bolt up into the atmosphere and released it inside an enormous thundercloud, where it burst into a gazillion highly charged particles and combined with the energy of the cloud’s electrons.

Another bolt appeared on the horizon. Then another. All she could do was to fight one beam after the other. She battled valiantly, but there were too many. Several bolts made it to the ground, igniting more fires.

Soon she was fighting a maelstrom of bolts, clinging to each that she captured with only her fingertips and toes. Before long, she’d run out of fingers and toes.

She had to do something, fast. But what? Then she got the idea of pitting the offending spears of lightning against themselves. Like a top rodeo performer, she used the bolts that she held in her hands as a lasso, encircling the enemy charges of electricity as they came in. The electrical strands whipped erratically around the sky like Medusa’s snakes gone wild, which produced a gargantuan electrical storm of a magnitude never before seen. If she lost control of all the bolts, she would destroy the city.

On the horizon, a brilliant blue cloud suddenly appeared. Its color was piercing and seemed to change from indigo to royal blue as it raced toward her and the storm. Electromancer feared that Momo had unleashed a far more destructive weapon, one that she couldn’t overcome. But the closer the blue cloud came, the more she realized that there was something strangely familiar about it. Then she realized that it wasn’t a cloud at all. It was Blue Arrow—the very Blue Arrow who had appeared in The Big Apple at the power plant when all had seemed lost.

Blue Arrow stopped abruptly before reaching her and the storm. He spoke in a deep masculine voice, and yet he wasn’t speaking—perhaps she truly could read thoughts.

“You are the power,” Blue Arrow said. “Control it. Make it succumb to you.”

Electromancer struggled to understand. How could she do any more than what she was already doing? She was nearly overcome by fatigue and frustration. The ever-growing number of electrical currents crackled and twisted in her hands. She felt as if she were trying to hold on to a slew of F5 cyclones.

“Only you control the electricity,” Blue Arrow said.

“I can’t,” she cried. “Momo’s electricity is never ending.”

“Then fail,” he said. “That way you prevail.”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Help me!”

“I cannot safely enter the electrical field. My powers are different, weak here. Yours are strong. You are the electricity.”

I’m Electromancer; I can do this, she thought to herself. But she was losing the battle. More bolts were escaping her grip. “Can you tell me what to do?”

Blue Arrow elongated his form. From the head of the arrow to his fletching, he formed a circle around Electromancer and the electrical storm, making sure to keep his distance. He flew around and around, his speed increasing. It all seemed meaningless, but suddenly she remembered his words: then fail. 

There was no need to fight the current, not when she could control it. So she submitted to the electricity and became one with the other bolts of energy, until they merged.

“Obey me!” Electromancer cried in her crystalline voice.

The wild electrical currents instantly became tame. She whirled her arms over her head. Without any resistance, the strands began circling in unison above her arms. Electromancer had figured out how to harness the force and was now forming an electrical wheel. Any new incoming bolts of electricity simply changed course and joined the wheel, drawn to it by electrical force.

Before long, there were no more incoming bolts of electricity. Momo must have given up or run out of ammunition. No matter, it was time. Electromancer flew through the center of the electrical wheel and rose high into the atmosphere. There, she whirled the wheel around, and in one giant heave, she released it from her being and sent it sailing into outer space like a quasar taking a one-way road to oblivion.

By the time Electromancer returned to earth, Blue Arrow had gone. There was no trace of him. She felt disappointed—no, she felt like a lovesick puppy set to the road. But she had to put those feelings aside—she had work to do.

She flew to the hills above the Angelus Bowl, where firefighters were busily fighting the blaze. The fire was spreading too quickly for them to contain it. With her fingers and toes, she blasted the earth with electrical sparks, creating controlled perimeters around the wild blaze—literally fighting fire with fire. She moved from one fire to the next until all of the fires in and around the city were extinguished. When the job was complete, she rose above the city and landed on the “L” of the TinselTown sign. From below, she heard the roar of the people of The City of Angels, and what she heard were not cries of anger, but cries of elation. The people of The City of Angels were thanking her.

Electromancer slowly flew to toward the ground and hovered above the television cameras so everyone could see her. “You’re safe for now,” she said.

“You’re Electromancer,” a man said.

“Yes. And please, always know that I am here to help.”

“Who’s behind this madness?” a reporter asked. “Alexa Manchester?”

“She has nothing to do with this. She’s a victim. It’s some clown who calls himself Momo,” Electromancer said.

“You mean that person who supposedly runs The Momaxita?” a woman reporter asked. “Isn’t that an urban myth?”

“The Momaxita is all too real,” Electromancer said.

“Why are they attacking our city?” someone else asked.

“I wish I knew,” Electromancer said. “But rest assured that I’m going to find out.” And with that, she flashed across the sky and was gone.


Chapter 13

Back in Kensington City . . .

The night after Momo had dealt with nincompoops in his laboratory and zapped The City of Angels with billions of volts of electricity, Mayor Bobby Baumgartner was dressing for his Saturday night engagement dinner party. The lightning storm in The City of Angels was all over the news. Not that The Mayor cared about what had happened in a city across the ocean. He didn’t believe the nonsense that Momo was behind the attacks. What The Mayor did care about was that the evening’s soiree would bring him one step closer to ensnaring Alexa Manchester in marriage and his taking over the Manchester fortune.

Sure, Alexa had played hard to get at first, but a lot of women did that. Like all the other women, she’d quickly surrender to his charm and good looks. What a handsome couple they’d make! She’d help him become prime minister, and after that, there’d be no stopping him. The world would be his—and so would Alexa. No more of her crazy ideas that she could run The Mick or save the world with affordable energy. In exchange, he’d lavish on her the finest things in life (though he’d use her money to do it). He knew he was old fashioned in thinking this way, but so often, the old-fashioned ideas proved to be the best.

As he looked at himself in the mirror and tied the perfect knot in his baby-blue bow tie, Bobby smiled at himself with great satisfaction. There was something in the shape of his smile that suddenly made him light-headed. His hamstrings, quadriceps, and calf muscles cramped all at once, as if they were waging World War III against each other. He was overwhelmed with queasiness, and his mouth flooded with saliva. He had the urge to spit, and so hurried to the bathroom, where he expectorated a foul tasting liquid into the sink. The greenish-black-colored substance swirled around the basin and rushed down the drain. He should have felt disgusted but wasn’t. Instead, as soon as he expelled the substance, he felt remarkably refreshed, and his appetite returned. He hoped that Chef Yurdlemon would not disappoint with an exquisite menu tonight.

After brushing his teeth for the second time, The Mayor was now ready to depart for the Manchester estate. He restraightened his bowtie and reexamined his profile in the mirror, smiling at his reflection, noting the brilliant gleam of his teeth. There had never been a more dashing and handsome man, he thought to himself.

Once downstairs, he started toward the back hallway, which led toward the garage that housed his gold Lamborghini. Just as he was retrieving his car key from his pocket, he was startled by loud pounding on the back door. Bobby jumped, springing unnaturally high, bumped his head on a hanging light, and landed on all fours. He shook his head like a stunned fighter trying to clear his mind. Preposterous—this foyer had eighteen-foot ceilings! He couldn’t possibly have jumped so high. He had a horrible thought—what if the Electromite had affected him? No, he must’ve tripped and hit his head against a shelf. The blow must’ve caused some kind of hallucination that had led him to believe that he’d hit the ceiling lamp. Still, he did feel especially light on his feet.

And why wouldn’t he, given what was going to happen tonight?

He regained his composure and went to the back door. Where were his blasted servants? Off for the night already? He opened the door to find Zachary Zero gazing at him with blood-shot eyes.

The Mayor pulled Zero inside so that no one would see him. “You look drunk, as usual. What are you doing here? Don’t you have flowers to plant?”

Zero’s clothing was stained with dirt, and his fingernails were filthy. He’d clearly had a long day’s work planting flowers. “Mayor, you’ve got to help me. Those WEEDS women are killing me. Don’t make me go back there. Please.”

“Toughen up, Zero. Count your blessings that you’re not locked up behind bars. If you were any kind of man, you wouldn’t have stolen their flower money. You would’ve found something more macho to steal.”

Zero shrugged. “I just thought you should know that I overheard Henrietta Hensinger talking.”

“Why would I care what that old crone says? I’m late.”

“Seems that Miss Henrietta Hensinger was talking with Mr. Corn.”

“They hate each other. I don’t need to listen to tales of their failed romance and twenty-year flirtation.”

“No, it’s not that, Boss. Mr. Corn was talking about saving the Sugar Express Train Depot. He said he and his CABOOSE pals found an old ordinance on the books that says the city can’t lawfully let any of its property fall into disarray, disorder, or disrepair. That there’d be penalties to pay. Maybe even criminal sanctions if it’s malicious or for an ulterior motive. He said that any member of the city’s Trust Advisory Board can approve immediate action be taken if the city neglects its obligations and duties and if the property has been in this condition for more than five years.”

“That’s exactly why the place is going to be demolished. No more disrepair.”

“Yeah, but apparently Mr. Corn paid a visit to Alexa Manchester—she’s a member of the Advisory Board as you know—and Ms. Manchester signed off on the approval for repairs to begin immediately.”

“What?!”

“Don’t shoot the messenger, Boss. I just thought you should know.”

The Mayor grumbled inarticulately. His face grew hot with rage. He felt that any second, he would explode and go on a maniacal rampage. Then he belched. The sound was so ferocious that he might have been mistaken for a gaseous lion. Zero registered surprise, but not as much surprise as The Mayor was feeling inside.

“What else do you know?” The Mayor asked when his insides had settled down a bit.

“Those amateur engineers from CABOOSE are already down at the Sugar Express working. Wood has been delivered, paint, nails, everything. The stuff is being delivered by the truckload. They didn’t waste any time. And those women are down there, too, making their plans for planting flowers, bushes, ornamental trees, you name it.”

“Why are you telling me this? What do you want?”

“For you to rescue me from those flower ladies. If I look left, they swat me with switches. I look right, they step in front of me like I’m going to bolt. I tell you, I can’t take it. I’m thinking it might just be better to serve my time and get it over with, and I would, but they don’t have any juice in the joint.”

“You need to stay away from the liquor, Zachary.”

Zero looked around the kitchen as though he’d heard quite the opposite of what The Mayor had just said. “I could use a little juice about now.”

“Get out of here.”

Zero turned toward the door, stopped, and looked back. “Have you heard the news, Mayor?”

The Mayor grimaced. He was growing impatient. “You just told me the news.”

“No, the other news, Boss.”

“Zero, I said, ‘Get out!’”

“There was a deadly thunderstorm or something in The City of Angels, causing fires, and the city was saved by that Electromancer lady. They say she fought electricity.”

“I heard about that. It’s all a media hoax. TinselTown meets BNN.” Britannia National News network was supposed to be legitimate, but The Mayor considered it no better than the International Enquirist. “Now if you’ll excuse me.” The Mayor started to close the door, but Zero put a hand on his chest to stop him.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The Mayor asked.

“You ever heard of someone called Momo?” Zero asked.

“Another hoax. Now, get going.” The Mayor pushed on the door to close it, but Zero was stronger than he’d once been. All the lifting and planting must’ve strengthened him.

“There’s been an awful lot of weird happenings going on since we stole that Electromite, Mayor.”

“I didn’t steal anything,” The Mayor said defensively. “You did.”

Zero narrowed his eyes. “That isn’t the way I see it, Mayor.”

The Mayor scowled at Zero. “You’ll keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you.”

“If you ask me, I think you gave that rock to Momo.”

The Mayor shoved Zero off the stoop. “Ridiculous. I told you, there is no Momo.”

“You owe me Mr. Mayor. I don’t want to be working for those ladies any longer.”

“Do what you’re told.” The Mayor slammed the door shut, returned to his study, and searched the Internet. When he finished reading about the events that had occurred in The City of Angels, he was sure of one thing: Momo really was behind all the terror and destruction taking place. It wasn’t a media hoax after all. And Zero was right—Momo did have the Electromite, courtesy of Bobby Baumgartner, Mayor of Kensington City. When The Mayor realized the enormity of this, he no longer felt so spry.

• • •

Biggie Bitterman drove down through the mountains like a maniac. He was going to The Mick to filch the prototype casing. He didn’t like it—the place would be crawling with coppers and private security guards. But like it or not, Momo had ordered him to do the job, so he couldn’t say no. Besides, he was good at getting in and out of places without being noticed. It was one of his many talents and had served him well.

One talent that he didn’t have was driving. His mind was always racing, thinking about the next score, so that he didn’t always focus on what was in the road ahead of him. Another problem was his height—at four eleven in shoes, he could barely see over the steering wheel. Now, as always, he was sitting on a pillow, which made it difficult to reach the foot controls.

As he rounded the curve near the Sugar Express Train Depot, a man staggered into the road. There was no time to stop. Bitterman steered the car toward the shoulder as he tried to stomp his foot on the brake but couldn’t reach it, and in his panic, he slid off his pillow and hit the gas pedal instead. He wrestled with the steering wheel, almost had it under control, but then the car unexpectedly hit a pothole—that damn Mayor Baumgartner had left the highway in disrepair—before careening wildly across the road. Bitterman, who, as always, had neglected to put on his seatbelt (he thought they were for wimps) was thrown into the backseat. As the car pogoed along, he was tossed around like a ragdoll. How fitting—with all the danger and violence that he’d experienced, he was going to die because he hit a pothole. The car spun around 180 degrees and ended up on the highway in the opposite direction, heading toward the Sugar Express. While Bitterman rolled around in the backseat trying to get his bearings, the car struck the man who’d caused all this, who was still staggering down the street. There was a sickening thud, and the pedestrian went sailing into the air. Had it not been for a utility pole the car ran into, Bitterman would have ended up in the Kensington River.

Bitterman regained consciousness just as the ambulances arrived to take the men to the hospital. He was relieved to be alive; his broken leg hurt like the dickens. But the pain from his leg was nothing compared to the pain that he’d suffer when Momo found out that the job at The Mick hadn’t come off.

• • •

Indeed, Momo almost strangled the man who’d delivered the news about Bitterman’s screw up—he’d never bought into that old platitude about not killing the messenger. Why not kill the messenger? They’re annoying and only make you unhappy with their downer news. Besides, they choose their profession and so assume the risk of being killed by innocent crime bosses like Momo. He only spared the man’s life because his cadre in the mountains was already getting thin, with the demise of two of Professor Slipter’s assistants and now with Bitterman’s accident.

He would’ve liked to strangle Bitterman as well—no, to incinerate him with that proton screwdriver—but he needed the man. No one was better at carrying out operations than Bigelow Bitterman. Bitterman wouldn’t talk, either. The man might look like a rat, but he wasn’t one. Besides, Bitterman knew what The Momaxita did to rats, and it wasn’t a quick disappearance by proton screwdriver.

Blast it all! If The Big Zapper had worked properly—with the ceramic casing—the electrical bolts it had unleashed would’ve been better targeted, stronger, and more powerful than any weapon in the world. Not even Electromancer could’ve contained the all-powerful zaps.

Momo needed that prototype. He’d been able to attack The Big Apple and The City of Angels, but both operations had failed because of that Electromancer. Who was she? Where had she come from? It didn’t matter—whoever she was, she was a problem, a big problem. He’d have to get rid of her and soon.

First, he had to get ahold of the prototype. But how? Then it dawned on Momo—he’d been going about this all wrong.


Chapter 14

Saturday evening . . .

As her guests mingled in the formal living rooms of the Manchester mansion, Alexa was taking no joy in the evening’s festivities. True, the party was shaping up to become one of the most memorable in the social history of Kensington City. Chef Yurdlemon had outdone himself. The vintage Veuve Clicquot and Bollinger champagne—Yurdlemon had selected wines for every taste—flowed freely. Servants carried silver trays lined with white doilies on which sat the most superb and decadent hors d'oeuvres imaginable: blue cheese crostini with balsamic-roasted grapes, marinated shrimp artichokes, blackberry-brie pizzettas, sesame salmon croquettes, Russian beluga caviar. Chef Yurdlemon had not skimped on the exotic Spanish paprika, truffle oil, or cold pressed extra virgin olive oil. Such a lavish affair—and yet Alexa wanted no part of it. She was still concerned about the citizens of The City of Angels and with what Momo would do next.

Another problem was that she was wearing Mayor Bobby Baumgartner’s ring. Gladys had objected, even shouting at her for the first time since she was a toddler and had almost walked out into the busy superhighway during a shopping excursion. But what could Alexa do? She had to keep the charade going. She’d convinced herself that now that she’d embraced Electromancer, she could overcome whatever powers The Mayor’s emerald had. So far, she hadn’t felt anything strange.

Mayor Baumgartner was twenty minutes late, unusual for the skilled politician. Alexa hoped he didn’t show up at all so she could call off the engagement right away. She deflated when she heard Stumpy Stellar, the district attorney, say, “There you are, Mayor. We were about to send out a search party.”

A breathless Mayor walked over and shook Stellar’s hand.

“I have to tell you something confidentially,” Stellar said, but his voice was so loud that there was nothing confidential about it (Stellar couldn’t hold his champagne). “I have it on good authority that Henrietta Hensinger has agreed to allow Conroy Corn to take her to dinner. I hear they’ve been working together rehabilitating the Sugar Express Train Depot.”

“No, I haven’t heard that,” The Mayor mumbled.

“Cupid didn’t just hit the bull’s-eye with you and Alexa, I guess.” Stellar guffawed. He was the only person laughing.

“Yes, of course.”

Stellar glanced over at Alexa, who was standing in the corner. “Alexa. Come join us. The love of your life has arrived.”

Alexa forced a smile and joined the group. The Mayor stiffly took her hand. He didn’t seem in any better mood than she was. What made her jump was that Stellar, a married man, took her other hand and pressed his shoulder against hers.

“Did I tell you that you’re looking radiant, Alexa?” Stellar said. “There’s no one sexier than a woman in love.” He winked at her and lowered his voice. “A woman in love is dangerous—the notorious femme fatale. Speaking of femmes fatales, have I ever shared with you my latest theory about crimes of passion in which a female commits murder because of a sudden strong impulse . . . ” Stellar went on to pontificate about venue and jurisdiction, and malice aforethought, and then mens rea and actus reus, whatever those words meant, and all the while, he was touching Alexa’s arm and shoulder and bumping up against her in a manner that was clearly inappropriate. Stellar had never behaved this way before; and she could tell that Mayor Baumgartner wanted to take a punch at the district attorney, but that wouldn’t have been a politically astute move.

Finally, Alexa spotted the Dowdy twins. “Oh look, Mr. Stellar,” Alexa said. “There are Della and Dani. I’m sure that they’re just dying to hear about that juror who fainted last week in court when looking at those dreadful autopsy photographs.”

Before Stellar could reply, Alexa took his arm and virtually dragged him over to speak with the twins, who seemed encased in an invisible bubble of expensive but decidedly slutty perfume. The Mayor glanced at Alexa, unable to hide his annoyance, but she ignored him.

“Hello, ladies,” Alexa said brightly. “Stumpy here was just telling me the most marvelous stories, and I know you’d like to hear them.”

Della said, “Alexa, Dani and I need to speak with you about a small matter.”

“I’m so sorry, I can’t now. I’m needed in the kitchen. You know Chef Yurdlemon will only talk to me, and he’s calling.”

“Yes, but about Dani . . . ” Della said.

Luckily, there was a loud clatter in the kitchen, followed by a string of expletives in three different languages.

“Oh my, Chef Yurdlemon is on the warpath,” Alexa said. “I’m the only one who can calm him down. I have to go.” She waved to The Mayor and said, “Have to tend to the chef, dear.”

He frowned.

She made her way to the kitchen, only to find Gladys standing at the door.

“Do I need to go in there and talk him down?” Alexa asked.

“No, I managed to do it. A problem with the vichyssoise, which he flung at the sous-chef. It’s fixed.” She took Alexa’s left hand and pointed to the ring. “How are you, dear?”

“No ill effects so far.”

“I’ll be right by your side,” Gladys said. “Now stop your worrying. It could be far worse. You could be engaged to Stumpy Stellar.”

“Oh, Gladys, the very thought of it. I have to get back in there,” Alexa said, sighing. “Saving The City of Angels wasn’t as unpleasant as this.”

Alexa returned to the gathering room only to be stopped—not just stopped, accosted—by Professor Tender Todds, a professor of Britannic History at Kensington College. He was a tall, suavely dressed man in his late fifties who always held a meerschaum pipe in his hand and occasionally puffed on it even if it wasn’t lit. He took hold of Alexa’s hand and wouldn’t let go.

“So you’re engaged to Bobby Baumgartner,” he said. “I remember him when he was just a college sophomore. He failed my World War II seminar. A real slacker. Couldn’t trust him then, and you can’t trust him now, if you ask me.”

She hadn’t asked him and was tempted to tell him so, but only replied, “That’s a very harsh judgment on The Mayor, Professor Todds.”

“Do call me Tender. Not the most felicitous name, I’ll admit, but from the lips of a beautiful, educated woman like you, it would sound positively poetic.” For one horrifying moment, Alexa thought that he was going to bend over and kiss her on the lips. She wasn’t far wrong, because he lowered his head, kissed her hand, and said, “Milady, fair!”

She resisted the temptation to wipe her hand. First Stumpy Stellar and now Professor Todds? Stumpy had drunk too much champagne, but Todds seemed to be stone-cold sober, and he’d been a family friend, more her father’s friend than her own.

Professor Todds leaned over and whispered in her ear. “So wise so young, they say, do never live long.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Shakespeare. You see, true love.” He drew in air from his unlit pipe and slowly exhaled as if he were blowing the most elegant smoke rings. “You should be marrying me, not that slippery Baumgartner.”

Alexa drew back in horror. “I beg your pardon!”

He took another fake draw on his pipe and said, “I do love the taste of pipe tobacco.”

“But Professor, your pipe is unlit, and I thank you for that, because I only allow smoking in the side garden.”

“‘When the smoke clears, love is a fire burning in your lover’s eyes.’ Romeo and Juliet, and apropos of Tender’s tender feelings for you.”

Fortunately, Sigfred appeared out of nowhere and came to her rescue. “Mayor Baumgartner is looking for you, Ms. Manchester,” he said.

“Tell him I’ll be right there. Meanwhile, Professor Todds, if you’ll excuse me, I have to make a quick stop in the kitchen to confer with my chef.”

She didn’t go to the kitchen but instead retreated to a small study off the main corridor and sat down on a fainting couch that her grandmother had brought home from Parisia a half century earlier. She had to gather herself. She realized that it wasn’t simply Stellar and Todds who’d acted strangely. A number of men who’d never given her a second thought had virtually leered at her. It was as if she’d unknowingly transformed into Electromancer and had been prancing around naked. For a brief moment, she feared that this had actually happened. But that was preposterous. The ring hadn’t bewitched her; it had hypnotized the men around her, particularly those who’d come near her.

She stood up. She really should check on Chef Yurdlemon. The man was a genius, but so fragile that his ego needed constant stroking, especially during a large dinner party. As Alexa neared the kitchen, she heard the distinctive sound of Sigfred’s footsteps. Now what?

Sigfred walked up to her and got down on one knee. “You have to end the engagement.”

“Don’t say another word!” Alexa said.

“Alexa, I . . . ”

“So, it’s Alexa, now? It’s too late, Sigfred. Whether I stay engaged to The Mayor or not is my business, not yours.”

He took her hand. “Your welfare, your very life, is my only business.”

Her face flushed hot. She’d seen that look of devotion—not just devotion, but love perhaps—once before, but when she stood before him as Electromancer. Now, as Alexa, she understood the full import of his gaze. “What’s changed between us, Sigfred?”

“Nothing and everything. I’ve felt this way about you since I picked you up from college after your freshman year. You were no longer only Mickey Manchester’s daughter. You were a beautiful, brilliant young woman. But it wasn’t my place, or so I thought. In recent days, the world has changed, and so have we. I can’t stand by any longer and act as if I’m just your employee. The world is too fragile not to live life. Besides, only I understand who you really are.”

It was true—on the night she’d fallen into The Magpie, she’d revealed herself to Sigfred not only physically, but spiritually. Now, she wanted to fall into his arms again, but it was impossible.

“There’s too much happening,” she said. “It would be cruel to break off the engagement in front of all these people. It would ruin his standing in society, his career. How could I do that?”

“Whatever your future intentions, you’re toying with Baumgartner, leading him to believe that you’re in love him. Tonight is nothing but a farce. That’s what’s cruel. I’ve never understood the wealthy’s sacrifice of the truth for so-called propriety and nicety.”

Then Alexa spoke words that almost seemed to come from someone else, words diametrically opposed to her true feelings and what she had intended to do after this party was behind her. “I was attracted to Bobby Baumgartner as a girl of sixteen. Of course, he didn’t know I was alive. When he finally noticed me, I had outgrown that crush. I was shocked when he proposed. I intended to break it off with him after tonight. But in the past few days, he’s risked his political career—and that means everything to him—just to support me. When I think of what he did, I feel affection for him.” The words fell dully, robotically from her lips.

Sigfred placed his hands on her shoulders firmly but, at the same time, gently. He looked at her beseechingly. “You can’t possibly mean this. You should follow what’s in your heart, not what society expects.”

Though it was the last thing she wanted to do, she drew away from him. It took all her willpower. “You talk of society and its values,” she said. “I know you can’t understand it, maybe even abhor the idea, but there is something to be said for alliances of powerful families, especially when they want to do good works for humanity. Bobby wants that and I want that, and as a team, we’d be unstoppable. There aren’t very many men you can say that about.”
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