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“I look upon death to be
as necessary to our constitution as slccp.
We shall rise refreshed in the morning.”

—Benjamin Franklin

August 21, 1784
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PROLOGUE

Philadelphia, 1790

KRAK-A-KA-BOOM!

A clap of thunder echoed through the dark, damp
basement.

Along the floor, a series of glass jars lined the walls.
They glowed eerily, casting their light on the strange,
casket-shaped box in the center of the room.

The box rested on a stone pedestal, its thick glass
sides framed by gleaming steel. It had been built to last a
very long time. A glowing blue liquid pulsated within, like
a beating heart.

The old man dipped his hand inside, shivered, and
quickly yanked it out. He marveled at the bright fluid
dripping from his fingers. Beneath his skin, his veins
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began to glow—bright, then dim, bright, then dim again.

“The time has come, my faithful friend,” he said,
smiling grimly at the Custodian. “I am an old man, at
death’s door. I have little to lose. But you are young.
The power that we are about to harness is the power of
the heavens themselves. If our calculations are off by
only the slightest degree, the results will be catastrophic
for both of us. Are you certain?”

The Custodian nodded.

The old man stepped into the open casket and lowered
himself halfway into the liquid, which now glowed even
brighter. A charge surged deep within his body. It felt as if
he were made of electricity itself. He shuddered, spilling
liquid over the edge onto the cold floor below.

The Custodian mopped up the mess and wrung it out
into a pail. He leaned the mop against the stone wall.

KRAK-A-BOOM!

“I sleep now under your capable care. God willing, I
shall continue to sleep under the care of your descendants,
until the day comes that one of them must awaken me.
Their sacrifices afford me the chance to serve mankind
once more, as a citizen of the future.”

Two heavy wires hung over the casket from a large
metal orb in the ceiling. The Custodian clipped them to
bolts that had been surgically implanted into each side of
the old man’s neck.

KRAK-A-BOOM!

The orb hummed and a jolt of power shot through
the old man’s veins. He winced and adjusted his high
silk collar. The skin on his neck was still sore from the
operation, but without the bolts, he would die.

He turned to the Custodian. “My friend, are you
absolutely certain? You risk your life.”

The Custodian looked into the old man’s eyes. “Sir,”
he said, “you, of all people, should know. Science is risk.
Without risk, there can be no progress.”

The old man smiled. “Wise words, old friend. Long live
the Modern Order of Prometheus!”

He fit a copper mask over his nose and mouth, and
with a salute, sank into the blue solution.

The Custodian dragged the heavy lid closed, sealing
him inside. He walked to the far end of the room, gripped
a large metal switch, and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

KRAK-KOW-A-TA-TOW!

Thunder crashed and the Custodian threw the
switch. A flash of electricity flooded the room. A loud
hum roared through the cables as the liquid glowed
fierce and bright. The Custodian shielded his eyes.
Sparks exploded from the casket. Test tubes and beakers
shattered on the shelves.

And then—it was done.

The Custodian stepped forward cautiously. He
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studied the body floating in the casket. Was he dead?
No.His chest moved, ever so slightly. He was breathing.
Just enough.
It was time to let the old man sleep.

CONSTRUCTION OF THE HARMONIC LEYDEN JAR
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CHA?TER ONE

Philadelphia, Today

Victor Godwin knew it was going to rain. It didn’t
matter what the weatherman said. The weatherman was
a doofus.

Victor had done the math. He had cross-indexed
satellite imagery with data from the National Weather
Service. By his calculations, there was a 92 percent chance
of a thunderstorm within the next twelve hours.

On TV, the weatherman, Skip Weaver, called for
sunny skies as he danced back and forth in front of the
weather map. Skip Weaver unbuttoned his shirt. He had
painted a big yellow sun with a happy face on his belly
and was making it talk by breathing in and out. The other
newscasters cheered him on. It was a circus.
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This man called himself a meteorologist? A scientist?

Victor dropped his umbrella into his backpack.
As usual, he would be the only one at school who
had thought to pack one. When would people learn?
It was easy to figure out what was going to happen
with the weather—or anything, really—if you just paid
attention.

He arrived at the bus stop ten minutes before the
school bus was scheduled to arrive. Victor had noted
that the driver tended to show up anywhere from six
minutes early to six minutes late. This gave Victor a
buffer of four minutes, which was an acceptable margin
of error.

Fifteen minutes later, Scott Weaver arrived. Scott
missed the bus at least once a week. This never seemed
to bother Scott, but it drove Victor nuts.

“Hey, Victor,” said Scott. His shirt was inside out. “Did
you catch my dad this morning? Pretty funny, huh?”

Victor glanced up at the sky. It was still clear, but
clouds would form soon. “If he were smart,” Victor said,
“your dad would have painted a big lightning bolt on his
stomach instead of a sun.”

Scott grinned. “Yeah, that would have been way cool.
And he could have painted the rest of his skin red, like
the Flash.”

Victor shook his head. “That’s not what [ meant. If he
had just checked—”

“Want to see my science project?” Scott interrupted.
“It’s a potato battery. But I modified it.”

“Modified it?”

“Yeah, with paint and stuff, to make it extra powerful.
Check it out.”

Scott reached down into his backpack and pulled out
a shiny object the size of a softball. He tossed it to Victor.

Victor inspected the potato. Some of the paint came
off on his hands. “This is a potato battery?”

“Well, it’s a potato with batteries inside. Like I said,
I modified it.”

Victor examined the object. It was a huge potato,
covered in a thick coat of silver paint. At one end, Scott
had scooped out a hole and pressed in a handful of 9-volt
batteries. Some of them were leaking a strange gray foam.
Victor held it close and sniffed.

“What’s that smell?”

“Beats me. I think there’s something wrong with the
potato. Or it might be the paint. I found it out in the shed.
But it looks cool, huh? Like an asteroid.”

Victor sighed. “You should always check for chemical
interactions before applying an unidentified paint. That
way, you'll know exactly what will happen.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Scott took the potato
back from Victor. “It feels kind of hot. Think it’s going to
explode?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Victor.
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CoMPARING THE COMMON ASTEROID WITH THE
WEAVER POTATO BATTERY
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CHAPTER TWO

Lightning Strikes

Scott Weaver’s potato exploded in the middle of
science class.

Technically, it was more of a loud pop, followed by a
small, intense fire. It burned a hole straight through the
top of his desk. Angela Willbrant said it was the coolest
thing she had ever seen.

After school, all the kids wanted Scott to make
them an exploding potato. No one wanted to talk
about Victor’s project: a detailed demonstration of the
variable resistance of ceramic insulators. Victor shook
it off. It didn’t matter what the other kids thought. What
mattered was the grade, and his grade was an A. Victor
always got an A, except one time in fourth grade when
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