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Chapter One 
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“Futz!” I curse. A sledgehammer is having its way with my brain, or at least, it surely feels like it. My ears ring so loudly, I can’t hear my own thoughts. Slowly, I open my eyes; things are a bit blurry.

Okay, they’re a lot blurry.

My name is Dr. Zelda Harcrow. It is extremely important to note that certain spells, including those to bind certain elements, must be performed during the proper lunar phases of the moons. And how!

I shake free of the ringing in my ears and the blurriness of my vision and survey the damage to my laboratory. Putrid cadmium, green smoke, small fires, and bits of broken glass litter every surface.

Well, it could be worse.

“We should get the broken bottles cleaned up immediately, before their contents mix. I don’t want another explosion.”

“What about the fires?” my assistant asks, but my attention has already moved on.

“It didn’t break in the explosion.” Warmth spreads through my hand from the amber reagent bottle that I’ve snagged from the debris. I hold it up to the light to examine it and pull a magnifying glass from my lab coat pocket to get a closer look. There don’t appear to be any etchings or striations. “I think we just hit on something.”

“Doctor, could we, just once, discover something without blowing up the lab first?” Brittle fragments of silicate crunch beneath my assistance’s shoes as she heads over to the utility closet to gather the cleaning supplies and a fire extinguisher.

I am a doctor of, well, pretty much everything, as well as a bit of an overachiever. My mother thinks I need a husband. My father, Titus Harcrow, president of Harcrow Alchemy Inc., thinks I am the very link between the imaginable and the unbelievable. Of course, he is my father, so he might be a bit biased.

I currently have three projects I’m assigned to. The one that just went a little kablooey is to create a formula for glass that can withstand high thermal heat energy and shock. The glass is needed for a manned capsule that will be sent off-world to explore Gaia’s smaller moon, Biota. So, I not only have an impeccable fashion sense but also get to be part of shaping the future of our planet, Gaia, and putting the country of Tesla on the map.

“Huh. All the apothecary bottles and jars either shattered or melted.” I pace back and forth, tapping my finger against my temple. “If I can just find the last element to add to the formula, I think I’ll finally achieve the glass strength I require.”

Clover cocks her head. “What about the solar protection?”

Clover Bode has been my assistant for almost three rotations now. She has been the longest-lasting assistant I have ever had. The other goofs who have called themselves my assistants in the past all quit after only a few minor explosions. Clover though has stuck it out. She’s such a good egg. Father promised that a job would be waiting for her after university if she finished out her three-rotation internship with me. If Titus Harcrow promises someone a job, then she has surely got the goods. In working with Clover over these past few rotations, I must say, I certainly think so.

“I will form just the right tint on the glass to diminish the damaging light rays yet achieve full visibility. And Professor Ferrum’s designing the blast shield, so no need to worry that the glass might break during liftoff.”

Professor Ferrum, the occupant of one of the labs down the hall, is actually an immigrant to Tesla from the country of Baekeland. Gaia is made up of several large land masses, most of which are their own countries. Besides Tesla and Baekeland, there is Elione, Presper, and Hyde. The final, smallest land mass acts as a trade port for the rest of the countries.

“Clover, get a wiggle on, and let’s mop up this disaster.”

“Are you all right, my dear?” asks a funny figure of a man from the doorway of my lab. He’s short in stature and has white hair and a matching goatee.

“She’s fine, as always, Father,” pipes up my brother, Ephron, from behind him

Ephron also works for Harcrow Alchemy Inc. as a chairman of the board. He secures contracts from different councils and independent companies for an array of projects. He is my big brother and my boss, and he never lets me forget that I’m the reason he keeps a bottle of whiskey in his office.

“Zelda!” Ephron snaps. “The Tesla Space Exploratory Council is due here at any moment for a meeting you are supposed to attend, with your latest report. Just look at you! You’re a mess!”

I bite my lower lip and brush my hair behind one ear. “About that report . . . can I give it orally?”

“You were to have a written report. They expect a written report!”

“Well . . .” I crinkle my nose against the smell of rotten eggs and burned hair still hanging heavily in the air. “It kind of went up in smoke.”

“Attagirl, Zelda! See, Ephron my boy, everything is just berries!” Titus’s eyes widen merrily. “Was it a good explosion? I love a good explosion. I’m sorry I missed it. You should tell me the next time you’re having one.”

“Father, her report exploding is not a good thing,” my brother bites out, a bit exasperated with the old man.

Ah, my father, the great Titus Harcrow. Titus comes from a lengthy line of paratechnologists, alchemists, chemists, and physicists—oh, and inventors too. Titus Harcrow is a quiet man who loves his family—four of us and my mother—to a fault. He is a bit scattered in the brain, but aren’t all geniuses?

“In my defense,” I speak up, “had I not blown up my laboratory, I would not have stumbled upon a possible answer.” I want to stick my tongue out at him and claim “Nana nana na na,” but I think better of it.

Ephron combs his short golden hair back with his fingers and answers a call coming through on his wireless communicator. “Yes. I see. Show them into the conference room.”

“Whoopee!” Father claps his hands and rubs them together. “They’re here! Come on, Ephron. Let’s go slay them.”

“You’re all balled up. ‘Slay’ means to make them laugh,” Ephron corrects him.

“Dear son, don’t try to make them laugh. You don’t have any sense of humor.”

My brother shakes his head. As he leaves, he calls back to me, “Do not be late. And do something with your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

The swish of broom bristles and the scraping of glass against the floor don’t mask Clover’s next comment. “Well, you might want to consider bangs.”

I run into the private lavatory attached to my laboratory and office. I take one look in the mirror. “Jeepers creepers!” My normally chin-length golden hair, which I colored pink to complement my outfit this turn, is singed in the front.

I blow a raspberry as I grab a pair of scissors. “Thbpt! Bangs it is, then.” The scissors snip-snip, and singed hair floats to the floor.

By now, I’m completely late for the meeting. There’s no time for me to change out of my soot-covered lab coat and clothes, rinse the smell of burned silica out my hair, wash my face, or replace my cosmetics. There’s only one way to get out of the mess I’ve made, and it’s frowned upon by the Time-Space Council. I’m going to have to bend a little time.

Bending time only affects the conjurer. Basically, the conjurer moves through space at a faster speed than the events occurring around them. Everything around their space keeps moving at a normal speed and time, whereas the conjurer moves quickly within their space.

I generally recommend doing such a spell in private. Firstly, the spell needs absolute concentration. Secondly, to those around the conjurer, it will appear they have vanished. That would give the average Joe the heebie-jeebies.

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and focus on the slowing of time and my ability to move through it in a flash. Opening my eyes, I let my stare burn into the gears of the timepiece on the wall of the lavatory.

“Turn, turn the hand of time slowly; time stand still, I order you. No time shall pass ‘til I complete my task. Time stand still, I order you.” I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath. When I open my eyes, the clock has stopped.

Not everyone can bend time. Only a few can, and it isn’t all that safe for the mind of the one bending time within space. The Time-Space Council, whose job is to prevent time travel, has been around for over one hundred rotations. Beyond the obvious ramifications of traveling back through time, traveling throughout time-space can, after a while, destroy the conjurer’s mind and drive them mad. Our benefactor, for whom our country was named, found us using this form of travel. By his last visit, it is written that he had become a bit delusional. It is also written that he could talk to birds, especially a particular species found on his planet called a pigeon. I have an aversion to running around talking to birds, so bending a little time-space is as far as I plan to ever go.

Time bending takes a moment to conjure, but the ability to have complete and instant focus is paramount. Any distraction could be disastrous. I once heard a story about some Joe who was late picking up his girl. He thought he could make up the time. Unfortunately, he lived with his mother and lost focus when his mother—who had been a bit corked—started banging on his bedroom door, breaking the dope’s concentration. Things went a bit backward from there. He showed up three months later for his date, still expecting his sweetheart to step out with him. Things didn’t work out so well: she had already moved on with his best bud, and his mother had rented out his room. Lesson learned.

With time stopped, I trim the front of my hair into bangs that flow down into a point in the middle of my brow. A quick rinse in the sink then removes the remaining pink. Opening one of the lavatory cabinets as I dry my hair, I eye the extra outfits I keep on hand. I choose dark-amethyst trousers, a white blouse, and a long duster that matches the trousers.

Once dressed, I look into the mirror and smile. The color of the outfit brings out the purple flecks in my yellow eyes, which I proceed to line with charcoal cosmetics. I also brush my eyelashes with charcoal to match. After I smooth on some lip rouge, I decide to add a thick white-and-amethyst headband scarf.

I look swell!

All done and put back together, I end the spell and reenter the laboratory. “Ta-da!”

Clover gives me a thumbs-up. “Real spiffy, Doctor!” Raising an eyebrow, she adds, “Pretty fast too.”

I give her a wink. “Make sure you finish putting down the neutralizer before you try to sweep up the chemicals and crystal powders. Be careful.”

“Ab-so-lute-ly!” She gives me a salute.

I head down the long narrow hall past two other laboratories: one belongs to Professor Ferrum, and the other belongs to Dr. Olga Ravenscroft, a real middle-aged prude. I hit the stairs and gallop down to the ground level and into the hall that leads to one of the large conference rooms.

Pairs of marble columns mark the transition from the large, oval hall and staircase to the front lobby, where the security team checks in all visitors and employees. The ceiling of the large, oval hall towers over the full four stories of the building and features domed glass tubes that light the space of white walls and gleaming metals. Off this hall are offices and conference rooms, each with their own frosted glass and silver-colored double doors.

It’s into one of these conference rooms that I enter. I am greeted by Ephron, my father, and five other individuals, whom I figure make up the newly formed Tesla Space Exploratory Council.

“Now that everyone has arrived, please be seated and we will begin.” Ephron starts the meeting. Father pulls up to the carved wooden table, rests his chin in his hand, and stares off into space, feigning attention.

“As you well know, Harcrow Alchemy Inc. has been part of Tesla for over one hundred rotations. We have proudly served and worked for the benefit of our country and our planet since the company’s founding by my grandfather, the great alchemist Tobias Harcrow. My father, Dr. Titus Harcrow, and I welcome the opportunity to continue serving our fine country of Tesla in the development of the sciences. We are especially honored to be chosen to assist in exploration and possible growth offworld, as well.”

Ephron drones on for a bit more. Father’s eyes are beginning to close when the meeting turns to me and the advances I have made in the projects placed in my “talent for blowing things up” hands.

Standing up next to Ephron, I rub the back of my neck and take a deep breath. “Council members, I thank you for this time to update you on the current status of my projects. I realize you were looking for a more formal report. However, with the sensitivity and constant advancement of both projects, I felt an oral report would be more appropriate.” My father lets out a giggle and Ephron smiles at my quick thinking.

“I have made great strides in the shock-proof thermal glass. In fact, we made a significant breakthrough just today. We are maybe sixteen turns—a fortnight, you might say—away from completion on this particular project.” I continue with a more detailed description, without giving away too much.

Next, I move on to the second project assigned to me by the council—the discovery of a lightweight, continuous fuel source that can be used to sustain the chemical reaction of the Tesla Space Capsule’s fuel cells. Now, this project I have been having a bit of difficulty with, so I kind of bull my way through.

“I have been experimenting with hydrogen and some hydrocarbons, though I have not yet found either to be efficient or renewable forms of energy at this time.” I further explain my findings, where I’m headed in my experiments, and that I feel I am close to a solution. “It’s just a matter of time before the answer is clear.”

As those last words leave my lips, a sonic boom and vibration rocks the building.
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Chapter Two
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Ephron takes one look at me, and we both feel it—both know it. The explosion came from my laboratory! Ephron grabs my hand and sweeps me out of the conference room. Alarms sound off, obscuring panicked footsteps looking for a safe retreat. Laboratories are automatically being sealed off to prevent further loss, and the security team is now busy evacuating the building, including our council guests.

“Clover!” I scream. “Clover! Clover!” I have no idea if she was in the lab when it exploded. Ephron and I push and struggle up the stairs against the stream of those evacuating. We finally find our way up to the third floor, but we’re halted by the company security team. I can’t see Clover, and without notice, tears burst forth from me alongside the guilt.

“Jep,” Ephron says, speaking to one of the security personnel. “What’s the status? Any sign of Clover?”

“No sign of Clover yet, sir. The explosion was contained to Dr. Harcrow’s lab and the hall outside. The automatic emergency containment doors did their job. There’s still quite a bit of smoke in the hall, but once the exhaust fans clear it, we should be able to locate her. The other labs are secure, so she could be in one of them.”

“Have you contacted the Safety Council?”

“The Fire Brigade is on its way to assist with any investigation and cleanup, sir.” The Fire Brigade, like all community services, works under the Safety Council.

“When can we begin an investigation into this untimely explosion?” inquired Ephron.

“This is unbelievable.” I use my sleeve to wipe the runny mascara from my cheeks.

Ephron pats my back. “We don’t know anything yet, Zelda. Stay calm.”

“The ceiling extinguishers put out the fire,” Jep reported in a firm, deep voice, “and the containment doors closed almost immediately after the explosion itself. Other than a little blowback into the corridor outside, everything was contained in the lab and private office.”

I find my voice again. “How bad?”

“We don’t know for certain yet, but it doesn’t look too keen, Doctor.”

The smoke slowly clears from the hall. The exhaust fans pull the smoke-and-chemical-filled air out of the building and into a stack fitted with air filters and scrubbers, which empties cleaned air out into the atmosphere.

Suddenly, I catch my breath. Slumped against the wall across from my laboratory’s entry is a body. I battle past security and my brother and hurry over to the little, crumpled figure.

With Ephron on my tail, I reach the very still Clover. “Clover!” I yell over the drumming of the exhaust fan. “Are you all right? Clover, can you hear me?” Her skin is cold and clammy as I feel for a pulse. It’s weak, but by glory, it’s there! “Clover, can you hear me?”

By now, my brother is kneeling beside me. “Zelda, let the medics take her down to the infirmary. You can go with her.”

Hugging my waist, I watch as the medics gently check her vitals and quickly scan her body for any injuries. I keep a bit of distance until she’s safely on the gurney. We travel to the lift at the other end of the corridor, which has been unaffected by the blast.

“Don’t you worry,” I tell her, not caring if she can’t hear me. “We’ll have you right as rain on the Weather Council’s day off in no time.”

We arrive at ground level, where the infirmary and the entrance for the garage and tinker offices are. Once inside the infirmary, I have no choice but to step aside and let the nurses, medical physicians, and medical intuitives do their bit.

I begin to pace. Nothing in my laboratory should have caused anything like this. If anything happens to Clover—

No, I have to be positive. Nothing good has ever come from negativity.

“Healer Vaidya,” I call out to the head of the infirmary.

“Zelda, my dear.” The soft-spoken physician takes my hands in her gentle ones. “I cannot tell you much right now. We are still doing the scans on her body.”

“Has she regained consciousness yet?”

“No, not yet. She received quite a blow to her head; it may take a while yet. But she will, I am sure.”

Just as the healer returns to her patient, Ephron appears next to me. “What’s the scoop? Any news on our girl?”

I look down; my hands are shaking. “The body scans aren’t complete, and she’s still unconscious. Ephron, I don’t understand what happened; I’m all balled up about this. I can’t fathom how this large of an explosion was even possible. And to take out my private office as well? What do our boys and the Fire Brigade have to say about what happened?”

Ephron put a brotherly arm around me. “Attagirl, Zelda. Clover will be just fine. You just keep your chin up.”

I clench my jaw. “And what of my lab?”

“We don’t have any answers yet. Tomorrow, I’ll have the tinkers and security begin working on a new space for you to continue your work. It’ll be a few turns, but I’ll have you up and concocting, experimenting, and discovering in no time.”

“When will we know what caused this?”

“If we’re fortunate, I should know by morning. Zelda, this isn’t your fault. You couldn’t have predicted this.”

I shrug away his arm and elbow him in the ribs. “I should have sensed it. I should have predicted it. I know what is in my lab; I saw nothing that would—” My voice cracks. “Nothing, Ephron. Nothing in my laboratory should have caused this much damage.”

I cross my arms, and we stand silent for a moment. “I need to know, Ephron. I need to know what caused this. I need to know if I caused this.”

It’s not like I read tea leaves or something. Or even read weather patterns to forecast the future—which, by the way, is a lost art since the Weather Council chooses if it rains or shines. I can’t get behind stolisomancy; putting a shirt on inside out or a dress on backward, in my experience, usually just means you’re bent, blind, blotto, or hungover. I don’t even read crystals or tarot like my lovely well-meaning mother, Ave.

I don’t do anything fancy or of exact certainty. I just feel. And now I’m not sure what I’m feeling.

Ephron is still rubbing his side from my not-so-boney-but-still-sharp elbow when Healer Vaidya approaches us with one of her medical nurses in tow.

“I have completed the THR scan, and two of my medical intuitives have completed their psychic scans as well. I have concluded there’s no internal bleeding. However, Clover has several broken ribs, one of which punctured a lung, which we have successfully reinflated. She is also suffering from a concussion to the head. The scans have not revealed any major swelling in her brain.”

I brush my hair behind my ear. “Is she awake yet?”

“She is starting to come around. Remember, the blast appeared to have knocked her back against the wall. She hit her head pretty good. It may take time for her to be fully aware. She needs rest, Zelda.”

“Can we see her?”

“Yes, but only for a few moments.” She leads us over to the examination room.

“Clover girl, can you hear us?” I whisper.

Ephron leans over as Clover flutters her eyes open. “Hey there. How you feeling?”

“I’m sorry.” Her words are barely audible. “I think I goofed up, sir.”

“You did no such thing!” I interject.

I look at Ephron, though my words are for Clover. “It’s unknown what caused the explosion. You are the darb of assistants, and that on the up and up.”

“You got that right,” Ephron adds. “Clover is the best of interns, and that on the level.”

Clover gives a meager smile. She’s clearly in quite a bit of pain.

“Attagirl! Feel better and just rest. I’ll check on you in the ante meridiem,” I tell her. “No worries.”

Ephron and I leave Clover to rest in the infirmary. We head through the main lobby and up to his office to talk.
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I stop and check in with the old man on my way to the garage, where I keep my fully restored steam-powered Zenith motorcycle.

“Dear girl, all will be well. I talked to your mother for you and assured her you were fine and in no danger.”

“She worries too much about me.” I hug him and place my head on his shoulder, just as I did when I was younger. “I’m a bit tired; I’m going to head home.”

“Zelda, why don’t you stay with us?” Titus insists. “I’ll call my driver and have him take you to the house.”

I kiss my father on the forehead and shake my head. Leaving his office, I continue on to the garage and my independence.

I have two modes of transportation: my bright-yellow solar-electric roadster and my beloved Zenith cycle. The Zenith uses a cyclone engine that is both solar electric and steam powered. They just don’t make them like this anymore. It took an entire painstaking rotation of Gaia around our sun star to fully restore this baby, and she is one fine iron. My girl is pure chrome and steel—black and silver, with clean, flowing lines.

As I come out on ground level, I pass by the infirmary. Knowing that my assistant lies there damaged by what could possibly be my fault, I shake a little.

On my other side are the tinker offices. Tinkers are some of the most ingenious people when it comes to machinery. More than once, I employed the tinkers here for their assistance when I was restoring the Zenith.

“There’s my baby,” I say, talking to my ride. “I am so looking forward to putting you between my legs and riding you all the way home. It has been a rough turn.”

A chuckle comes from behind me. “I’m ready when you are.”

I laugh and glance over my shoulder. “Sorry, Tick. Bank’s closed.”

Tick Croft, Head Tinker, is almost as old as my father. I’ve known him for most of my life, and I can always count on him to bring a smile to my face. He’s a bit short and pudgy, smells of grease and acetone, and is the best tinker in Tesla.

Tick’s blue eyes sparkle as he grins. “Rats. Well, I guess I’ll have to settle for a smile.”

I give Tick that smile as I move toward the Zenith. I reach to get my riding gear out of the saddlebags when a sudden cramp hits my midsection. Something isn’t right with my cycle. I can’t put my finger on it, though.

“Tick, has anyone been looking over my cycle?”

Tick shakes his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Why? What are you sensing?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s off somehow.”

“A tinker reveal spell might do the trick,” Tick suggests. “With the enclosed bodywork this cycle has, it’s the best way to see what may be up with her.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a go.” I close my eyes to center myself. Opening them, I put my full concentration on my cycle. “Reveal, reveal, let no deception conceal.” I say the words three times, close my eyes, and reopen them.

My spells are generally pretty accurate. I come from an extensive line of Teslans gifted with the ability of instant manifestation of intention, or what some may call magic.

“There’s a glow near the cyclone engine, Zelda.” We kneel next to the bike. Tick pulls a wrench from his tool belt.

“Tick, can you take off the engine cover?”

Tick removes the chrome cover that houses the cyclone engine. A cyclone engine basically works by heating and cooling water in a closed system. Electricity is what heats the water to create the steam by which the engine is powered. At first, neither one of us can see anything amiss.

“Repeat the spell,” Tick says. “Whatever is going on is being hidden from us.”

I repeat the spell three more times: “Reveal, reveal, let no deception conceal.”

A small glow twinkles in the water containment coils.

“It seems there’s a puncture in one or more of the coils.” Tick grabs a magnifier from his tool belt.

“How could that happen?” I ask the experienced tinker.

“It didn’t just happen, my dear. Someone sabotaged your cycle. A rapscallion has put that deadly hole there.”

“Deadly?” That’s a bit overdramatic. I mean, really, I know my lab is in shambles—okay, my lab is destroyed. But holes in my engine, deadly? That’s a bit much.

“Halfway home, and the pressure from the heated water and steam would have caused the engine to blow. At high speeds, you would surely have caused a very inconvenient accident—most likely leading to a very inconvenient death.”

“Death would be a bit inconvenient.” I have too many projects going on to die. Plus, I have a lunch planned for tomorrow with my best friend, Mae, which I keep putting off. There’s no time for death. “You’re sure this was deliberate?”

“As sure as a tinker’s magic.” Tick scurries to his office to find materials and a tinker spell for a patch. The patch will get me home, but the cycle will have to be brought back here to be repaired.

I’ve gone from a very unhappy girl to an extremely unhappy girl.

With the patch complete, I’m on my way. My pants are tucked into my laced-up knee-high boots, my blazer is changed out for a recycled-leather duster, and my scarf is traded for my leather skull cap and goggles—fashionable yet sensible.

“High ho, and away I go,” I say and give Tick a wave. As I drive away, I wonder why someone would sabotage my bike.

It’s dusk now, and the light is fading fast. I look forward to a quiet evening at home. I drive along the feeder road to the underpass that will put me on the thoroughfare.

The thoroughfare is one of three that lead from Industria Island, where Harcrow Alchemy Inc. sits in the middle of Fyrest River, into Fulcrum City. When the thoroughfare hits the outskirts of the central city, it splits. A feeder route circles the city, while the main thoroughfare enters the heart of Fulcrum.

As soon as I enter the thoroughfare, a shiver runs up and down my back.

It’s the only warning I get before my tire is bumped.
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“Hey! What the fuck?”

The color falls from my face as the Zenith jerks forward. A forceful breath bursts from me with a scream. The sound is quickly lost in the rush of wind beating against my face as I speed up.

I’m bumped again. The chrome-and-steel beauty beneath me shakes and begins to swerve out of control.

“You twit!”

I quickly right my black-and-silver sweetheart. I’m too angry to be frightened now. The Zenith is my baby, and this scum is hurting her. And I plan on staying vertical.

Shifting gears, I can it and pull away from the offending vehicle. Peering into the mirrors that sit on the Zenith’s chrome handlebars, I try to identify the tin can that hit me. The many red vertical stalks that line the thoroughfare, topped with round, glowing disks fed by solar energy collected throughout the turn, look like finger-painted streaks against the horizon. The thoroughfare lights, though many, are dim, which makes it easy to see the stars and comfortable enough to see the road, but it’s difficult to identify the hoods trying to do me in or their piece of tin.

Traffic is never too heavy due to the fact that the majority of Fulcrum City’s over 260,000 inhabitants use train and transit systems. Still, things slow down a bit at this juncture, and I’m hammering down on it fast with someone of not-so-good intentions on my tail. “Crud!” I slow my clean-lined, elegant machine, noting the malevolent vehicle coming up fast behind me.

At the river junction, the marginal feeder route would take me to Rivulet Allotment, where I, and about thirty thousand others, reside. Tonight, I’m going to either lose these thugs or end up horizontal. Going home, it seems, is not an option. I’m a bit nervous and a whole lot pissed.

The thoroughfare is a four-laner. Two lanes keep heading into Fulcrum, where speeds slowly decline and exits lead into the center circle of the city. I decide to take the city route, versus the familiar two lanes that circle the city margin and feed into the different residential allotments. If I can keep these creepers off my tail, maybe I can lead them to the main constabulary, be safe, not eat asphalt, and get a good look at the vehicle.

Since I had to slow the Zenith, I’ve lost my advantage of speed as a getaway. I now need to use my brain cells and my cycle skills to keep myself intact.

I can hear the tin can’s engine coming up behind me, and I’m arriving fast on the motors in front of me. All four lanes are covered side to side with metal. There’s no lane open for me to zip through.

The evil is coming up next to me this time. The tin is black as night, its windows tinted as dark as their intentions. The darkness swerves into me, and I countersteer the Zenith to avoid metal on metal.

I hit the brake—illuminating the word STOP on the lens of my taillight. Without fully halting, I maneuver the steel and chrome up to the driver side of my new-found enemy.

I thought if I could hit the berm of the thoroughfare and can it past the upcoming traffic, I might have a chance. But nothing is that easy.

Countering my obvious move, the black menace turns directly into me.

I scream.

Tires screech.

We’re gaining on the slowing traffic now.

I lean in.

I put on the steam.

With determination, I hammer down and drive straight in between two side by side roadsters, just missing being laid out on the pavement.

I think I make out a few choice words from the occupants as I fly by.

But it isn’t over. The threat knocks one of the cursing roadsters into one of the many dully lit light posts to make room as it stampedes toward me.

I receive a jolt from behind.

My head cracks the Zenith’s windshield. “Crap! Fuck! Ow!” Tears sting my eyes. It’s back on my tail now, and there are more machines carrying folks, and I’m barreling straight toward them.

Another jolt.

And another.

The black chrome valance mudguard is being dented against the back tire; I can hear the chafing of rubber against metal. I have to get out of this.

My assailant and I barrel down on the innocent commuters, carving in and out of traffic. I squeaked by, while the dark horse scrapes and bumps pretty much every motor as it tries its damnedest to mow me down.

Serpentining around vehicles, I attempt to keep up my speed. I head for the city center and the Constabulary Council building. My head is pounding full of thoughts as my anger melts away and fear replaces it. Vehicles are beginning to move out of the way of the onslaught of the tin wrecker and me, its victim.

One would think the Transportation Council would have gotten wind of the mess being made on their precious pavement by now. I need help. However, it doesn’t appear that any is coming. I’m on my own.

My shadowy nemesis, whom I’m trying to evade—not very successfully for a while now, I might add—is gaining on me. I keep changing gears smoothly, countersteering, and leaning in, all to prevent capture and to escape from surfing the pavement.

I come upon large delivery movers, no doubt transporting supplies to the many restaurants, clubs, and businesses that call the fast-moving city of Fulcrum their home. I hit the berm and speed along the rail beside one of the trucks. I cut the big truck off, forcing a little brake action on the driver, which allows me to hop in between the commuters and slow down my unknown assailant.

The Zenith is keen on speed and handling—a real dream—and I zip past the on and off ramps along the spiraled city streets toward my destination. The motors slow as the commuters navigate their exits. Lane splitting now, I’m free and clear, leaving the bulldozer behind delivery vehicles too large for it to bully.

I’m free!

I exit off onto the feeder road leading to the C-shaped avenue that makes up the center of Fulcrum. The building I head for is made of steel and glass, with large brass lettering on the face of the roof line: Fulcrum Legere Legalis Headquarters. Long, centered stairs at the front of the ten-storied building lead up to its entrance. Rails running up the middle and flanking each end of the marble steps lead to tall brightly polished nickel-plated, glass-framed doors.

I pull my slightly battered and tired Zenith to the curb of the brick walkway that fronts all the council buildings. I pop down the cycle’s kickstand and dismount, standing still for a moment to catch my breath and slow my two pounding hearts. Once I’m a bit calmer, I slide my goggles to the top of my head and watch for the hoods and their black ride. I survey the surrounding area in search of any sign of the threat. Nothing. Not a mark of them around. Breathing a sigh of relief, I eye my baby for the damages resulting from the chase.

The usually even, smooth rocker covers that taper down toward the rear axle show stress from the constant barrage. The rear mudguard is dented in, as I suspected, and now touches the black silver-spoked tire.

I sigh. “Definitely needs a bit of bodywork.”

I turn my attention to the building behind me. Littering the front walk and the steps are all manner of beings: coppers, fly boys, some high hats, and a few other eggs. The bailed-out hoods and dolls with fellas beat it quickly, not wanting to stick around the joint.

I start up the marble steps, not sure anymore what I’m even doing here.

“Problem, sweetheart?” asks a deep voice.

A deep voice belonging to a tall, broad-shouldered hunk of handsome.
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Chapter Five
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I hate being called sweetheart.

He stands near one of the outside handrails, a young well-dressed man standing next to him.

“You lookin’ for some help, sweetheart? You look a bit confused. Lost, maybe?” He smirks.

“And you are?” I ask with as much attitude as I can muster.

“Inspector Chance Greyson at your service, sweetheart.”

With a tilt of my head and a raised eyebrow, I study the inspector. He’s certainly a looker: tall with a chiseled jaw. His hair, topped by a fedora, is short but shaggy, in need of a cut, and the color of dirt scattered with strands of gold. Eyes the color of pure blue celestite seem just as capable of chasing away nightmares as the magical crystals themselves. His build seems muscular under his slightly wrinkled three-piece suit and overcoat.

What am I going to say? Some unknown person possibly sabotaged my bike and, when that didn’t work, tried to run me down? And if I am the target, is it because of my work? I’m unable to divulge the nature of my experiments to anyone outside of my father or brother.

“This is Deputy Second Inspector Flynn,” the inspector introduces. The younger man stands not quite as tall as the inspector, and his hair, the color of gritty sand, is tipped a deep mazarine blue that matches his eyes perfectly. He tips his gray felt fedora and smiles at me, revealing some very white teeth and dimples that complement his roseate complexion.

I nod my head in acknowledgment of the young DSI.

“What can we do you for?” the inspector asks.

A stupid grin covers my face as I change my mind. I turn and head back down the steps toward the Zenith.

“Hey!” the inspector calls after me.

I wave and hop on the Zenith. I slip the goggles back down over my eyes and start the cycle up. The inspector has followed me down the stairs, leaving his DSI. I have no time for questions I can’t answer. I smile and can it, leaving the inspector in a little of my dust, standing on the walkway with a very sour face.

I head out of the city center and back onto the thoroughfare, keeping my goggled eyes peeled for my attackers as I drive back out of Fulcrum and onto the junction that will lead me home. So far, so good; no sign of trouble. I travel along River Junction from Fulcrum toward Rivulet Allotment, which is filled with single-family homes, doubles, and four-unit apartment buildings. On one side of the junction between Fulcrum and Rivulet is the Rivulet Mall of Shops. On the other side of the junction is a large green with a park, a lake, and a waterfall that generates power.

I live in one of the four-unit apartment buildings along the riverside. I have a coveted view of the Fyrest River from my second-floor unit. Rivulet Allotment is an upper-class allotment directly across the river from the exclusive Seaside Village, in which I grew up and in which my parents still live.

I pull the Zenith into the ground-floor garage of my building and enter the main lobby from there. The front lobby, decorated formally with rich shades of ruby and bright, ornate steel, contains a tall counter that faces the front entry doors and is staffed by a doorman.

I greet the doorman as I enter the building through the double doors leading from the parking garage on the first floor. “Good evening, Carston.”

“Evening, Dr. Harcrow,” replies the doorman. “And it’s Carlton. Hope you had a good turn.”

“Any correspondences arrive for me today, Carpton?”

“Carlton,” he mumbles before checking behind the counter with a frown. “And no, ma’am. Not today.”

“Thank you and have a good night, Carlton.”

“Thank you, ma’am! And you have a nice evening as well.” Oddly, he sounds quite chipper after I thank him.

I head up the curved staircase from the lobby to my suite. I reside in the top left apartment of the building, a large one-bedroom unit. I adore it, especially the view. I have not only a view of the river from the bay window of my breakfast nook but also a large balcony off my boudoir that faces the river as well. The apartment also includes a front tiered terrace and a shared rooftop garden that I rarely use.

I don’t require a key to my place. One of my many talents is the ability of telekinesis. Telekinesis is a very misunderstood gift. A person cannot go around moving and lifting things all willy-nilly. It takes diligent practice, knowledge of the subject, patience, and tons of time. When I unlock my door, I am moving a physical system of tumblers and mechanisms. I literally had to take the lock apart to study it and learn how it functioned, as well as practice moving the mechanisms, to be able to lock and unlock the door. It took time to master my door lock. However, now I can lock and unlock my door with a wave of my hand.

I’m happy to be home. Grabbing the goggles and skullcap off my head, I pick up my wireless and make the connection.

“Ephron?” I ask.

“Zelda, what’s up? Are you okay?”

“We’ve gotta talk,” I say without answering the question.

“Tick told me about the Zenith. I gather it got you home okay.”

“Yeah, I made it home. Barely.” I fill him in on the details of my exciting yet life-threatening ride home. “I left the Legere without spilling. I figured I’d best talk to you first.”

“Thank the stars you’re not pavement meat, Zelda. I’m still at the office; I’ll talk to Father.” I can hear the worry in his voice.

“Is there any more news on the explosion in my lab?”

Ephron clears his throat. “Have you finished the specs on imitation silk?”

I cross my eyes and stick my tongue out every third word as I answer him. “I assure you that the completed project is with Father for review and not lost with my demolished lab.”

“This could be a boon for the economy. A manufactured imitation silk would be more affordable than the natural spider silk produced and spun by Abalone spiders in Elione. And stop it; I know you’re sticking your tongue out at me.”

“Can you have Tick send someone to pick up the Zenith for some engine and bodywork?”

“I’ll let him know.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” he adds.

“Ephron, I have a doorman, a wireless, and the anger over my Zenith. Believe me; no one is going to bother me tonight.”

He surrenders. “I’m just uncomfortable with you being there alone.”

“I love you too.”

I disconnect with Ephron and head for a long soak in the bath.
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Chapter Six
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My apartment is very simple and a bit sparse. I spend so much time in my lab that I’m almost never home. The main living area’s furniture sits on a snow-white substantially plush round area rug covering the stained hardwood floors. The curved stark-white sofa, matching curved armless chair, and curved partial-backed lounger sit around a dusty crackled-glass cocktail table. My walls are adorned with modern pieces of art created by local Tesla artists.

I need a stiff drink. I drag myself over to the cocktail cabinet. Opening the inlayed wood front cabinet panel reveals bottles of a variety of fermented and aged liquors on a mirrored shelf and crystal glasses in holders on the shelf below. My drink of choice is a sweet fermented flower-and-fruit drink called ruby vinum.

I sip on a glass as I walk through the arch into my kitchen. I don’t cook: I never have time. Plus things have a way of exploding in my lab, so it is a smart idea not to even put forth the effort in the kitchen. My mother, Ave, read my cards once and was convinced I would starve to death, so she has her house chef put together meals for me that I can heat up later. I’m not going to argue about having gourmet food brought to my doorstep. The food will warm while I soak in the tub.

My bathing room is located between the kitchen and my boudoir. The room is narrow but more than spacious enough for the necessities. One such necessity is my inclined high-back white porcelain tub that sits next to a large window overlooking the river. I open the silver spigot to allow the steamy clear water to fill up the tub. I peel off the rest of my clothing as I enter the boudoir through a second door connecting the two.

I finish the last gulp of my vinum and set the glass down on one of the mirrored nightstands flanking my comfy bed. Gazing out the boudoir balcony window, I reflect for a moment on my turn. I run my hands through my hair, shaking myself back to the present and head in for my bath. My robe drops to the floor, and I step into the overly warm bath, which I have filled with perfumed oils of geranium, lavender, and bergamot to help me relax and destress me. A little aromatherapy is in order after the turn I have had.

The star that holds Gaia in orbit has just finished setting beneath the horizon. The shadows that have been cast over the river melt into the darkness of night. I sit in the bath, peering out the large one-way window into the blackness. I can’t help but think of what has happened.

I imagine I should find out how and why my lab blew up and with me not in it. Was the object to kill me or just to damage the lab? Why sabotage the Zenith? Was the damage done to my Zenith before or after the explosion?

I squint and speak aloud. “What about that road business? Were they trying to scare me or kill me?” I splash the water with a slap of my hand. “It’s all dark, just like the sky.” I close my eyes and sink beneath the water in defeat.

I look at my pruney hand and notice that the water has cooled down quite a bit. I’ve lost all track of time. I emerge from the water and wrap my tired muscles in a fluffy body towel. A waft of burning animal flesh hits my nostrils then, and I rush into my boudoir to slip on my lounging pajamas. Jumping up and down as if I were on a pogo stick, I pull up my bottoms and hustle to the oven. I successfully retrieved my dinner with minimal burning of food or fingers.

Against the far wall of my living room sits a thin crystal screen—a Visual Entertainment Receiver. It stands upright on a tripod and receives transmissions of news, weather, educational programs, music, visual plays, human interest stories, and council updates. After turning the dials this way and that, I find a music channel streaming with sweet, soothing tunes. The music fills the apartment with blues notes, improvisation, polyrhythms, and syncopation, soothing my frayed nerves. The next song has vocals, and I find I’m feeling more settled now. The singer has a deep raspy alto voice, and the way she sings is so melodic and melancholy.

Lazing back on the sofa, I begin eating my stew. I must remember to thank the chef the next time I’m over at my parents’. Unfortunately, the ruby vinum is not a great complement to this dish; a dryer and more delicate vinum would have been more appropriate.

“Hmm . . .”

I jolt upright at the intrusion of a constant buzz.

Striding over to the intercom on the wall, I pick up the handset. “Yes, Carpon?”

“This is Carlton.” He doesn’t sound as happy as he did earlier. “Sorry to disturb you, Doctor, but there are two gentlemen here to see you.”

I’m not expecting anyone. “Carol, tell the gentlemen that the hour is late and not appropriate for callers.” Being a modern girl, I really don’t care what time a man comes or goes; I’m just too tired to see anyone right now.

“Ma’am, they’re from the Legalis.” Then he adds, “And it’s Carlton.”

“Yes, I recognize your voice, Carston, but I’m not dressed for callers. Can they come by tomorrow?” I have no idea if my brother sent them or if they came on their own, and I frankly don’t care. I’m done for the turn and not up for it.

“Carlton,” the doorman whined before disconnecting.

A very forceful knock on my door made me jump.

“Maybe they’ll just go away,” I
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