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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.
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