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  About the Author



In an America controlled by wizards and 100 years behind on women’s rights, Beatrix Harper counts herself among the resistance—the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic. Then Peter Blackwell, the only wizard her town has ever produced, unexpectedly returns home and presses her into service as his assistant.

 

That’s how Subversive begins. This is what happened just before that.


 

 


    Chapter One


 

Twenty-eight days before the events of Subversive

 

 


  The man sounded nervous.


“We can’t accommodate you ladies after all.” The assistant manager of the Calvert Hotel cleared his throat. “Apologies.”

Beatrix adjusted the telephone and stared at the wall with a sinking feeling in her stomach. “But yesterday, you assured us—”

“I was mistaken. We’re booked on that weekend, Miss Harper. There’s no room for your conference.”

Some hotels had claimed from the start that their meeting rooms were full, and maybe it had even been true. But this was now the third time that a hotel had said they had availability, only to reverse course before a contract could be signed.

“Are you actually booked,” Beatrix said, “or did someone in your organization decide that hosting the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic would be bad for business?”

“Um,” the man said. “Uh. We’re—we’re booked.”

“Could you tell me—” 

“I have to run, customer waiting,” he said in a rush, and hung up.

Beatrix tried not to slam the ancient phone into its cradle but did not entirely succeed. That was the last of the suitable hotels in Baltimore. It was almost August, and ninety-six state presidents and vice presidents were coming to town the middle of October. Where could they hold this blasted event?

She did not look forward to telling her sister. But she had only a few seconds to dwell on that before the back door opened and banged shut behind Ella Knight. Ella turned around, pulled the door open again and banged it shut even harder.

“They failed you?” Beatrix guessed.

Ella slammed the door a third time, then said, “However could you tell?”

“I’m so sorry.”

“You warned me, but still …” Ella sank into a chair at the kitchen table. “They wouldn’t even let me take the road test. They said I’d flunked the written exam. And you know I didn’t.”

Beatrix nodded, sighing. She’d failed the driver’s test herself several times, for increasingly senseless reasons, until she finally lucked out with a tester who didn’t think his job required him to protect the world from lady drivers.

“Quick, tell me something good to cheer me up,” Ella said. “Or funny. Funny would work, too.” She glanced up from the table, caught Beatrix’s expression, and said, “Uh oh, what’s wrong?”

“The Calvert Hotel is ‘unavailable.’ ”

“Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes.”

Ella, her fellow county chapter League leader in addition to her best friend, gave a long groan. Her expressive face shifted from frustration to a grimness Beatrix had never seen there before. “I know this sounds melodramatic, but what if—”

“What if wizards are behind this?” Beatrix grimaced as Ella nodded. “I had the same melodramatic thought yesterday and laughed at myself. Now I don’t know.”

She slumped into the chair next to Ella, the corset digging into her a reminder that she was supposed to sit up like a proper lady. She was supposed to do, or not do, a great many things that chafed as much as the corset.

“It doesn’t have to be a conspiracy,” she said, as much to convince herself as Ella. “You don’t need a visit from a wizard for a hotel’s upper management to decide that they don’t want their name associated with us. We’re opposed to the magiocracy and we’re a bunch of women—two strikes.”

Ella raised an eyebrow. “Have any of the previous conferences had these sorts of problems?”

“Not that I’ve heard of, no,” Beatrix admitted.

“The League used to be a joke. It’s not anymore. I think Washington must have started seeing your sister as a threat—and congratulations to her for that,” Ella added, lips twisting into a grin, there and gone, “but it means this is going to be a lot harder.”

Neither of them said anything for a moment. Beatrix, who’d been hoping the conference would soon be squared away because so many tasks got pushed to her, rested her head in her hands. She supported her sister’s aims—of course she did. It was an inspired idea to try to remake the League as a movement to wrest back rights that wizards had taken away, and she hoped Lydia, president of the Maryland chapter and this year’s conference organizer, could do it. But oh, she was tired.

“Let’s say Washington really is trying to stop us from putting on a decent conference, just to discredit Lydia,” she said. “What did they do? Dispatch one wizard to all the hotels, and he got to some of them after we did?”

“That’s one possibility, sure,” Ella said. “Or we might have a spy in our midst.”

Beatrix lifted her head, aghast. “No. No, no, no.” 

“Worth considering.”

“Is there someone you suspect?”

“No, nothing like that—I just think it makes sense to keep an eye out.” Ella shrugged. “Look, it’s entirely possible it’s simply a lone wizard taking his sweet time.”

“Either way,” Beatrix muttered, “this will be miserable, won’t it.”

Ella said nothing for a few long seconds. Then she slung an arm over Beatrix’s shoulder. “There, there, what’s the worst that can happen? Well,” she added, tapping her chin in a mock-thoughtful manner, “besides utterly failing and going to our graves knowing the wizards won, of course. I suppose there’s that.”

Nothing about this black-humor joke should have made Beatrix feel better. It certainly shouldn’t have made her laugh. But it did.


. . . . .


Peter’s heart was pumping too fast. He felt hot, never mind the cooling magic worked into his coat. He pulled a pair of oak leaves from a pocket and cast a spell to cool his office down, the temperature dropping the instant after the leaves went up in smoke.

His deputy, hunched over a notebook full of runes, wasn’t paying attention to any of this. Peter took a calming breath and said, “What’s your opinion of the security here?”

“The security here?” Tim Martinelli muttered in that way he had while deep in thought. He wasn’t listening. He was just latching onto the last words he heard and repeating them back.

“Yes, what do you think of it?”

“Think of it?”

Peter glared at him in fond exasperation. “Martinelli.”

This time the man looked up from his runes. “What?”

“The security—the whole checkpoint process to get in and out. Is it good enough?”

“I mean … I suppose I’ve never given it much thought,” Martinelli said. “Why do you ask?”

Because he intended to steal something, that was why. And if the system turned out to be good enough to catch him, he wanted a chance at wriggling out of it.

What he said was, “Because we can’t afford to have other countries getting their hands on Project 96, obviously.”

“It’s a little big to hide in a coat pocket, boss,” Martinelli said, giving him a lopsided smile.

“The blueprints aren’t.”

“True.” Martinelli bit his lip. “You think we might have a spy here? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea. I’ve just been wondering if there are security holes the Pentagram ought to patch.”

Martinelli went quiet, but now Peter could see he was deep in thought about security rather than runes.

“Well, they do check everyone’s pockets, but I suppose there are ways around that,” Martinelli said.

Peter nodded. “There might be ways around the invisibility-reversal spell, too.”

“You think we should make some recommendations to Mercer?”

“Yes,” Peter said, aiming for casual, “but only after I try to sneak a few things past security.”

Martinelli laughed. Then he caught Peter’s expression and said, “Oh—you’re not kidding.”

“Figured I’d better tell someone before I made the attempt, just to get it on the record.”

“You think my say-so will be enough to get you out of the clink if this goes pear-shaped?” Martinelli gave him a look. “Tell Mercer.”

“The general’s on vacation the next four weeks.”

“Then tell what’s-his-face, the head of security.” 

“Have you met the man? Insanely competitive. He’d definitely tell his security staff to be on high alert, and that would ruin the experiment.”

Martinelli frowned, thinking it over. He undid his queue of thinning hair—long and wizard-silver—and retied it. “Look, I see why you’re concerned. I don’t want this thing in the wrong hands, either. But it seems a touch risky. You know how the Army is.”

Peter swallowed a bitter laugh. Oh, he’d thought he’d known how the Army was. He’d thought he’d known a lot of things.

He opened his mouth to reply, but Martinelli—frown deepening—said, “Boss … are you OK? Really OK?”

“Yes,” he said, recognized that he sounded defensive, and added, “Mostly. I just …”

“You’re worried about it,” Martinelli said, nodding. He didn’t have to specify, “Project 96.” It was the only “it” he could mean.

“Yes,” Peter murmured. 

“Just the idea of it getting stolen, or …?”

“Everything,” he said, the most honest answer he’d given in a conversation full of evasions. “Everything about it.”

Martinelli sighed and nodded again. “Fair enough. You want help designing your security tests?”

For a second, Peter’s throat closed up. The offer was classic Martinelli—and so much more dangerous than he understood.

“No,” he said. “Stay out of it in case I really am taking a foolish risk. But thanks.”

Martinelli leaned over the desk that was technically Peter’s, but which they’d increasingly taken to sharing, and patted his shoulder. Peter realized with another rush of feeling that he would sorely miss this man he’d once been annoyed to be saddled with.

“Now hush,” the annoying man said. “Some of us have misbehaving runes to detangle.”


 

 


    Chapter Two


 

Twenty-seven days beforehand

 

 


   Rosemarie Dane, the first to catch sight of the Key Hotel, gave a low groan.


“No,” she said. “Absolutely not.”

Beatrix, next to her in the driver’s seat, glanced at the old brick building and knew that Rosemarie wasn’t objecting to the hotel so much as the auto-repair shop next to it and the factory across the road. Oh, yes, she could just imagine what some of the League’s high-society old guard would say. They weren’t the ones pressing for more rights. They thought magic was immoral and should be banned—a position Beatrix and everyone else in Lydia’s orbit considered ridiculous—and they liked giving speeches about that in fancy locations to well-dressed women who already agreed with them.

Still: “Can we afford to be picky at this stage?” she asked.

“Let’s try the other options first,” her sister said from the back seat. “Such as they are.”

Beatrix turned the old Studebaker, its gears screeching in complaint, and headed toward Midtown. But four hours and five hotels later, they were back on Key Highway, the unsavory location looming ever larger until they came to a halt in the parking lot.

Rosemarie, Lydia’s vice president and the strategist of their movement, cast a critical eye over the building as they got out of the sedan.

“Let’s hope the inside is an improvement,” she said, using the tone she’d deployed on several generations of students in Ellicott Mills—Beatrix included—when she’d wanted better results in the classroom.

“Let’s hope we don’t get shown the door here, too,” Beatrix muttered.

Meg Wallace, the state chapter treasurer, wrung her hands. “What are we to do if this doesn’t work?”

“Don’t tell the Key where we’re from until we can’t put it off any longer,” Lydia said wearily, “and maybe that will be enough.”

They let out simultaneous sighs of relief as they walked through the doors. The interior was a bit shabby—Beatrix wasn’t judging, as everything she owned was more than a bit so—but it had a definite old-Baltimore grandeur about it. They asked for the manager and got the owner instead, a John Dockett. 

“So,” he said as he took them into the ballroom, shooting them a glance that suggested a dollop of skepticism, “you ladies want it for an event?”

“Yes,” Rosemarie said. “We understand the room is available on October 17th and 18th?”

“Yeah, you’re in luck.”

“It’s been that sort of day,” Rosemarie said dryly. “Could we draw up the contract now?”

He had no objection to that. But then the moment came when Dockett looked at their application and saw the name of the organization. His expression soured.

“Activists, eh,” he said.

“Yes,” Lydia agreed.

Meg shot Beatrix an oh no glance. Beatrix braced for a follow-up comment from him about magic or wizards or “standing in the way of progress,” but what he said was, “Any of you married?”

This time it was Rosemarie who caught her eye, and the look she wore clearly meant hold your tongue. Honestly. What did she take her for?

Well—to be fair, she occasionally did not hold her tongue. But only when nothing important hung in the balance.

“No, we are not married,” Rosemarie said evenly, this time using the tone she reserved for the people (almost always men) they couldn’t afford to antagonize. “But a good deal of our membership—”

“I’ll give you a little free advice,” he said, and Beatrix, who had a solid idea from prior experience what was coming, hoped they would at least get a contract at the end of it. “It’s not too late for you two,” he said, gesturing to Lydia and Meg, both twenty. “Especially you,” he added with a lingering look at Lydia, beautiful as always with her auburn hair and striking features. “Don’t run around with birds who’ve missed their chance, or you’ll end up the same way.”

Beatrix (thirteen years older than Lydia, hair brown, appearance nondescript) knew full well that she was one of the birds he meant. She suppressed a snort.

“I will give your advice a great deal of thought, Mr. Dockett,” Lydia said with a well-practiced bland smile.

“You do that,” he said self-importantly. Then he signed the contract. 

Thank God.

With a huff of laughter, he added: “Funny dates you’ve picked for your little anti-wizard party. That’s Kirkpatrick Day weekend, you know.”

Beatrix could not hold back a snort this time—because he was right, it was funny. Ninety years ago, riding a wave of frustration over the original Great Depression, the Kirkpatrick in question became the country’s first wizard elected president.

She had nothing against the man. The later constitutional amendment ensuring that only wizards could run for president or Congress, on the other hand …

“Very diverting,” she agreed, and extracted the contract from Dockett’s hands before he could change his mind.


. . . . .


Peter pulled out a leaf—red rather than green this time, for teleportation—and jumped from his living room in Georgetown to the New Mexico desert. He stared at the darkening sky, pinpricked with an impossible number of stars. Then he turned and walked into the Army’s squat test-site complex.

He’d showed up to work at enough odd hours that he wasn’t worried his appearance at eight on a Saturday evening would be suspicious. He wasn’t going to do anything tonight, anyway. Just pay attention.

The two guards, one wizard, one typic, were halfway into their shift and seemed alert. They found and inspected the book he’d tucked into an awkward interior pocket of his coat, and the wizard cast the spell that undid invisibility—something not every guard did with employees heading in rather than out.

Not the pair to try, probably. He stayed until half-past eleven to see how they did when they were counting the minutes to quitting time, but got the same results.

Sunday morning, quarter after ten: a different set, this wizard not bothering with the anti-invisibility spell but his typic partner making up for it with a careful search.

“How are you, Blevins?” he asked the wizard, wanting to remember his name, and added to the typic, “And you, Ellison?”

“I’m working security on a Sunday morning,” Blevins said, rolling his eyes. “What could possibly be better?”

Ellison looked as if he was tempted to roll his eyes right back. “Seeing as how you’re working on a Sunday morning, too, Wizard Blackwell, I don’t see how we can complain.”

“His job is important and ours isn’t,” Blevins said. “I will defend my right to complain until the bitter end.”

Peter almost said “your job is very important,” but reminding the young man that he ought to be providing strong security would be counterproductive. “What would you rather be doing?” he asked instead.

“Bellumancy.”

Peter nodded. Blevins seemed the type. They weren’t in a war at the moment—and he earnestly hoped they weren’t barreling toward one—but he could see how a wizard yearning for a job full of explosive spells and battlefield first aid would resent the assignment he’d gotten.

“What about you, Ellison?” he asked. “Is there a job you’d rather be doing?” 

The typic, who looked to be about his age, gave a thin smile. “Isn’t there always something we’d rather be doing, sir?”

“Truer words were never spoken,” Peter murmured.


 

 


    Chapter Three


 

Twenty-five days beforehand

 

 


   Beatrix rushed from the general store at the end of her shift, eager for sunshine and freedom, and nearly bowled into Ella.


“Oh, I thought you had to be in Baltimore today,” Beatrix said.

“Just got back,” Ella said, looking over her shoulder toward the train station at the bottom of the hill. “Walk you home?”

They trekked up Ellicott Mills’ Main Street and hung a left onto an even steeper driveway that Beatrix used as a shortcut home. Beyond the driveway was a lawn that sloped to a forest, the quickest route between downtown (all fifteen businesses of it) and her house.

She was so accustomed to this walk that she hardly ever glanced at the mansion to which the driveway curved around. But Ella, who’d moved to town a year earlier, wanting to be in the midst of League action, hadn’t come this way nearly as often. She stopped to look at the neglected building.

“What’s the story?” she asked. “No, wait—let me guess. Richest man in town built it …”

“Correct so far.”

“Well, that was the easy part.” Ella bit her lip. “Richest man in town built it, then … couldn’t sell because no other rich people wanted to move here.”

“You wound my hometown pride. Anyway, you moved here.”

Ella elbowed her. “I’m not rich, last I checked. So? What really happened?”

“Richest man in town built an even bigger place a mile off and gave this one to the town for housing an omnimancer.”

Ella recoiled in surprise. “Ellicott Mills had an omnimancer? Teeny-tiny Ellicott Mills?”

“We’re the county seat, you know, and this happened decades ago, before the magiocracy stopped assigning them to places like this.”

“How long have you been without one?”

“Five years.”

Ella shook her head. “Never would have guessed.”

She turned to consider the mansion again, and Beatrix gave it her full attention for the first time in a long while. Originally painted blue, the exterior had faded to an unlovely gray that gave it a grim appearance. Two columns rose up from either side of the porch, a bit of Greek Revival flair undercut by peeling plaster.

It looked like a wizard’s house—the sort straight out of a fairy tale rather than real life. The kind of wizard who might lure you in and never let you out.

She shivered in the August sun, then laughed under her breath.

“Shall we?” she said, gesturing to the woods beyond—also a bit of a fairy-tale place, but much more inviting.

“Good thing that omnimancer isn’t here anymore,” Ella muttered as they neared the treeline. “Here I was, wondering if we had a spy in the ranks, never thinking that a few years ago the town had an actual agent of the magiocracy keeping an eye on everyone.”

“He was eighty-five,” Beatrix said, shrugging. “And disinclined to do much work even when he was younger. Granted, if Washington assigns someone now, I’d be worried, but I doubt Omnimancer Graham would have taken an interest.”

She looked around to be sure they were alone, then slipped off her heels, unhooked her stockings and tucked them into her bag. The mossy forest floor was cool and damp.

She let out a blissful sigh. “The best part of the day.”

Ella, whose feet were not as callused, stepped more gingerly into the woods. “No painful shoes, no one giving you things to do …”

For twenty minutes, twice a day—thirty, if she meandered. She sighed again, less blissfully, at how little time that was.

Ella linked an arm in hers. “What would happen if you took a really circuitous route home today?”

Tempting. Very tempting.

“I have so much to do,” she said. The words came out as a lament, not a simple statement of fact.

“Yes,” Ella said, affecting a pompously solemn tone. “And it must be done today. Not tomorrow. If done tomorrow, all will be lost. How dare you even consider such a thing, Miss Harper. All tasks must be done by you, and only you, do you hear me?”

Beatrix looked up into the canopy of trees, biting her lip, not sure whether to laugh or groan. “Are you insinuating something about my character, Miss Knight?”

“Yes. You have this bad habit of saying ‘all right’ when people ask things of you. You need to get some practice with ‘no.’ ”

“All right,” she said, laughing. “No. No, I’m not taking an overly long way home today.”

“Not now. Later—you’re supposed to practice later.”

She glanced at Ella, amused. “I’m not as pliable as you seem to think I am.”

“Well, not with me, anyway.”

Beatrix, who knew what Ella was really talking about, merely smiled and said that schoolteachers persuaded to use the better part of their summer vacation on League activities shouldn’t throw stones.

Later, though, while compiling a list of possible caterers for Lydia’s conference, she paused to wonder when she’d last said no to her sister.

She really couldn’t remember.

. . . . .

“What are you doing here so late, Wizard Blackwell?”

Peter looked up with a start from the file he was reading. The typic leaning against his doorway was an officer whose name he wasn’t close enough to see and couldn’t quite remember—Hall? Hull?

“Looking for inspiration,” Peter said. “What’s keeping you here past”—he glanced at his watch—“midnight?”

“Just got here. On the graveyard shift these days.”

He thought of the key rune he’d tapped for Project 96, the one nicknamed “the grave,” and considered that he was on that shift, too. No matter when he was working.

“I think I’d better go home,” he murmured.

“Yeah, you look dead beat. C’mon, I’ll walk you out.”

He was too tired to argue. He slipped the file into a drawer, locked it with a spell and followed the man (Hull, his nameplate said Hull) through empty corridors.

“So damn quiet around here,” Hull said, shaking his head. “I didn’t count on how lonely it would be. What time did you get in?”

“Seven.”

“Evening?”

“Morning.”

“Cripes!”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Peter said. “I went home and came back.” With strategic trips out—to the Pentagram and back, then again for dinner—he’d managed to try every security shift, two of them twice.

“Well—hope you got a lot accomplished.”

He shrugged. He didn’t have the foggiest idea how to do what needed to be done.

“Come see me whenever you’re here this late!” Hull said with the forced heartiness of a man going stir-crazy, and Peter, taking pity on him, promised he would.

Inside the checkpoint: Blevins, the slipshod security wizard. But not Ellison, the careful typic.

Peter was immediately wide awake.

“Blevins,” he said, managing a smile. “Is this better or worse than a weekend day shift?”

“Worse,” Blevins griped. “Because that was then and this is now.”

The typic, whose nameplate declared him to be Merritt, gave a half-snort, half-guffaw that set them all off. After that, Merritt didn’t find the book in Peter’s hard-to-access pocket. Blevins switched on his can opener—a device that created a temporary hole in the checkpoint shielding—and let him out without casting an invisibility spell.

This was it. The perfect security detail.

“You fellows generally stuck on this shift?” he asked, stepping through.

“Yep,” Merritt said.

“Not me,” Blevins said. “Just filling in. On the graveyard-shift checkpoint at the Pentagram, normally.”

Damn it.


 

 


    Chapter Four


 

Twenty-five days beforehand

 

 


    Beatrix walked past one of Hazelhurst College’s biology laboratories and could barely restrain herself from stopping and pressing her nose against the little glass window in the door.


Once, she’d thought she would earn a degree here. Once, she’d been the child of apparently well-to-do parents, and attending the women’s college a short walk from their house seemed achievable. But what had looked like abundant money was, in reality, mere overspending. Then Lydia was born, her mother died, her distraught father eventually followed and Beatrix’s choices narrowed to one: clerk at the general store her family used to own.

Well, clerk at the general store, and squirrel away money so she could send her very bright sister to Hazelhurst instead.

Beatrix didn’t regret that choice. Visiting the campus, though, was always a bit of a wrench.

“Wait, I’ll get the door for you.” The sound of clicking heels behind her turned into Joan Hamilton, president of the League’s Baltimore chapter.

“Thank you,” Beatrix said, carrying her tray of little sandwiches into the college’s cafeteria. “How’s the world treating you?”

“Oh, you know. The usual indignities.” Joan’s lips curved into a conspiratorial smile. “But League work is going well. My chapter’s up to five thousand members.”

“Wow,” Beatrix said, impressed. “Didn’t you start with just a couple hundred?”

“One hundred seventy-two.”

“That’s amazing. What’s your secret?”

“The usual indignities are a powerful recruiting tool.”

Beatrix laughed, though clearly Joan was underrating her own skills. Of course, so did Joan’s employer, last she heard—speaking of those indignities.

“Let’s get started,” Rosemarie said, clapping her hands to get the attention of all the local leaders of the organization—county presidents, vice presidents and other key members from around the state. With fall semester a couple weeks off, they had the cafeteria to themselves.

“Talk to you later,” Joan murmured, heading to the long table reserved for Baltimore.

Beatrix slipped into a seat at the Howard County table next to Ella, wondering what Joan could accomplish if she didn’t have barriers in her way at every step. Wondering what they all could be doing if those barriers were toppled.

She listened, distracted by that thought, as Rosemarie discussed conference assignments and reminded everyone that the event was just ten weeks away. Then she remembered what Ella had said—that someone in their circle could be a spy—and looked furtively around. Half the crowd was taking notes. Heaven and hell, she wished Ella had never put the thought in her head.

“Thank you, Rosemarie,” Lydia said, taking the floor, and Beatrix forced herself to focus. “I don’t mean to overstate matters, but what we do in these next ten weeks is critical to the future of the organization.”

Heads nodded.

“More importantly, it could set us back on a path to equal rights for women,” Lydia said.

“About time,” said Dot Yamaguchi, a Hazelhurst senior like Lydia, from her seat next to Meg Wallace. “Practically a century overdue.”

“Yes,” Lydia said, gesturing to her. “Dot knows what happened one hundred years ago this month, because I have it on good authority that she wrote a paper about the anniversary.”

Dot laughed. “That’s a very nice way of saying I wouldn’t stop talking about it. A hundred years ago,” she said to the rest of the room, “Tennessee ratified the Nineteenth Amendment. Women finally got the vote.”

“More or less,” Joan put in.

“Often less,” Ella murmured to Beatrix.

“Maryland rejected the amendment, by the way,” Lydia said, beginning to pace.


Head shakes from the leaders. A few choice mutters.

“And I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that this was the height of the women’s rights movement. Since then … well, you know the story.”

More head shakes. Louder mutters.

“Our predecessors in this fight were smart,” Lydia said, fire in her voice now. “We must be smarter.”

“We will be,” Ella called out.



“Our forebears worked hard. We must work harder.”


“You know we will,” Joan said.


“If there’s one thing we’ve learned from decades of thwarted dreams, it’s that we must go about this differently.” Lydia stopped pacing and looked around the room, her voice echoing off the rafters: “Asking for our rights hasn’t worked. Demanding our rights hasn’t worked. We have to focus first on what stands in our way: the magiocracy and their amendment. Pushing for typic rights—that’s how we turn the tide.” 

She paused, all eyes on her. She called out, “Who’s with me?”

Everyone cheered. Beatrix joined in, caught up in the feeling that this was possible, it all was entirely possible.

It was a jolting return to earth when she recollected how long suffragists fought for the Nineteenth.

She looked around the room at the shining faces of women better able to hold on to their optimism. Younger women, almost all of them. Lydia’s classmates, present and former, in many cases.

Of course, she’d managed to send Lydia here on a clerk’s salary. Determination did sometimes win the day.

Not enough. But sometimes.

. . . . .

Peter cast a critical eye over the new blueprints. Would anyone suspect? More specifically: Would Martinelli?

Creating Project 96 required so many layered spells, it would be exceedingly hard to notice if some were different. Impossible, even.

He hoped.

The office door he’d closed to keep people from interrupting him abruptly opened. Martinelli—staring at him with the same look of surprise he probably wore on his own face. “Good grief, boss, why are you here?”

“Oh, you know,” he said, rolling up the blueprints with hands made clumsy by adrenaline, “just trying to figure out how to do what the non-scientists think is possible without any evidence to back them up. The usual.”

“It’s Saturday. Seven in the evening on a Saturday. You should be out gallivanting around, or whatever it is whippersnappers do these days.”

“And you should be home with your wife. Why are you here?”

“Got an idea. Wanted to think it through before I forgot.”

He could have done that in his own living room. Peter, wondering if word of his odd hours had reached the man, gave him a tell-me-another-one look as he stuffed the blueprints into his drawer.

“And Mae’s at a book club meeting,” Martinelli muttered. “House’s too quiet.”

“Well, here we both are, the whippersnapper and the old married man, with nothing better to do on a Saturday night.” Peter put his elbows on the desk. “So: Let’s hear it.”

The idea was to swap one of the secondary runes on Project 96 for a more obscure alternative that Martinelli thought could juice the results. But before he’d fully fleshed it out, he was shaking his head.

“No, no, don’t say it—I know. It’s pointless. Damn it, why is it that my ideas never sound half as good when I’m telling them to you as they do in my own head?”

Peter, who’d found the same held true for him (not that he ever intended to admit it), managed a grin. “Have you had dinner?”

Ten minutes later, they were laughing over sandwiches in the cafeteria. The sickening feeling in his stomach faded as Martinelli distracted him. He supposed he could square one night off with his conscience.

Such as it was.


 

 


    Chapter Five


 

Nineteen days beforehand

 

 


   He was lying in bed, unable to sleep and wondering whether to get up and see how the graveyard-shift security team did at four in the morning, when a thought struck like lightning. Martinelli’s obscure rune. It interacted badly with certain spells.


That wouldn’t solve his security problem. But the other challenge was getting the Army to make a new Project 96, seemingly identical but inferior, and the rune might be the way to do it.

He just needed a stand-in for the transmitter, something that looked the part enough to fool Martinelli at a glance. After several evenings of poking around in the bowels of the complex, he found it: one of their earlier iterations, the same basin-like shape, the same stone material. The Army had stacked it upside down in a room full of odds and ends, like the failure it was.

How he wished he’d stopped at that point.

This transmitter was cracked, but that was only visible from certain angles, so it was all to the good. He spent an evening unwinding the runes, a tetchy operation that Martinelli would have managed much better, and recasting them to look like the current version. Finally he added Martinelli’s unruly rune variant, a melding of sigel and cēn, along the base.

He stood back to give it a critical look. It was all window-dressing, but since it only had to play the part for a few minutes, he thought it would do. He cast an invisibility spell over it and was musing how to get it to the main level without being obvious—the spell that made items hover didn’t work on anything with significant mass—when a voice made him jerk around.

“Blackwell!” Hull, wearing a grin and rubber-soled Army boots that were excellent for sneaking up on a man. “Hey, what happened to ‘of course I’ll come see you when I’m here late?’ ”

“What—what time is it?” Peter said, the only response he could think of.

“One-thirty.”

“I thought it was earlier,” he said, completely truthfully, the edge of the transmitter hard against the back of his legs.

Hull’s brow furrowed. “What are you doing in the junk room?”

“Looking for junk.” With a monumental effort, Peter smiled and delivered the excuse he’d thought up earlier just in case: “I had what is probably a stupid idea about metal as a base rather than stone. Thought I’d start with odds and ends it doesn’t matter if I break.”

“Oh, wrong room. Here, I’ll show you.”

Peter followed him, heart hammering. Three minutes later, arms full of aluminum sheeting, he walked out of the basement behind Hull, hoping no one would trip over the invisible transmitter in the junk room before he could get back.

“Well, there you go,” Hull said, laying down the three-foot-long bar he’d grabbed.

“Thank you.” Partly to divert Hull from going back to the junk room and partly because the man was just trying to be friendly, he added, “Got time for coffee?”

They took their cups to Hull’s office, which was closer to the cafeteria than his. Hull kept up a steady patter of conversation without much help, which Peter appreciated, exhausted and jumpy as he was. All he had to do was answer the occasional question: Yes, he’d be delighted to see photos of Hull’s little boy. No, he wasn’t married. Yes, he lived in Washington.

“Where are you from originally?” Hull asked. “You a transplant, too?”

“Just a short-distance one. Grew up in Maryland.” Peter stifled a yawn. “A little town called Ellicott Mills.”

Hull frowned. “Ellicott Mills—where have I heard that?” Before Peter could come up with anything, the man said, “Oh! I know—it’s where that Harper woman lives.”

Peter blinked, thrown back to his childhood for an instant. “What?”

“Oh, c’mon, you’ve heard of the skirt.” Hull scrounged around behind his desk and came up with a newspaper. “You know—her.”

The story was headlined, “ ‘Typic Rights’ Campaigner Plans National Conference.” Under that was a photograph of a woman who looked very much like his memory of Mrs. Harper, though younger—clearly her daughter. But not the daughter he’d gone to school with until he’d been whisked away twenty years ago for wizardry training.

“Did you grow up with her?” Hull asked.

“No. She must have been born after I left.”

“Maybe you should go back.” Hull grinned in an insinuating fashion. “Choice bit of calico.”

Peter, casting his eye down the first few paragraphs of the story, gave a snort. Hell would need to freeze over, complete with tasteful ice sculptures, before he would get involved with a Harper. Also: “She’s part of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic. Somehow, I don’t think she’d be interested.”

“Get her to fall for you, and she’ll drop out. Problem solved.”

Peter rubbed at his stinging eyes. He really had to go home. But the transmitter …

“Sir?”

He turned. A soldier stood in the doorway, looking apologetic. “Got a mess on our hands, Major Hull. Cleaning crew knocked over some chemicals in Lab 12. Someone left an open container at the edge of a table.”

Hull was on his feet. “Anyone hurt?”

“No, sir. But it’s going to take some doing to fix.”

“Damn magicists will drive me crazy,” Hull muttered, then said, “Er—sorry, Blackwell.”

Peter, seeing his chance to act while Hull was occupied, felt a laugh slip out. “Don’t worry. We magicists drive each other crazy, too.”

. . . . .


Sixteen days beforehand

 


Beatrix stared at Meg. “What do you mean they never arrived?”

Meg gave a helpless shrug. “They just … didn’t. I happened to be talking to the Massachusetts chapter vice president and she said she never got her conference invitation. So I called all the state chapters. That’s how I figured out that ten didn’t make it.”

“Oh, God.”

“It’s all right, I sent off another set immediately.”

“But …” Beatrix struggled to put her fears into words. “First the hotels. Then the caterers—that was far harder than it should have been, too. Now the mail?”

“I know,” Meg murmured, eyes downcast. “I didn’t fully grasp what was happening until we were in the middle of it. But look,” she added, “now we know what they’re doing. We’ll be fine. We’ve got this. You know how men underestimate women.”

“Yes,” Beatrix said quietly. “I do. But what if we’re underestimating the wizards? What then?”

Meg bit her lip. She shook her head, as if to shake the idea right out. “We’ll be fine,” she repeated.


 

 


    Chapter Six


 

Fifteen days beforehand

 

 


   He let off the spell just as Martinelli returned with coffee. An ominous pssst, a tremendous cracking noise and then: BANG. He blinked up at the ceiling, flat on his back.


He heard Martinelli casting a hasty shielding spell. His deputy came into view, looking shaken. “You OK? Tell me you’re OK.”

“I … think so,” he said, sitting up. “Nothing seems to be broken. I mean—other than my sense of superiority.”

“What did you cast?”

“Just a diagnostic, but—”

“I don’t get it,” Martinelli said, gazing at the remains of what appeared to be the current transmitter, now in a variety of pieces. “The regular diagnostic spell? That’s all it was?”

“Well, no, that’s what I was about to tell you.” Peter groaned and lay back down. He hadn’t wanted to stand any farther away than he had, or else it might have been obvious that he’d expected trouble. But he’d cut it a little close. “I gave more thought to your rune and figured it was worth trying, so …”

“Oh, boss, you didn’t. The diagnostic and that rune don’t get along—I thought you knew that!”

Peter groaned again and closed his eyes. “Remembered too late. Boneheaded mistake.”

Martinelli sighed. Peter waited in terrible anticipation: Would he know something was up?

“Let’s go to the flop room,” Martinelli said in a subdued tone. “Here, I’ll help you.”

Peter took his hand and followed him out of the laboratory on wobbly legs. The flop room in question was an unused office with a ratty couch not far from their lab, and Peter gratefully lay down on it. He was sore, not injured. But he was also done in. For days and days, he’d been running on five hours of sleep or four or three.

“I’ll get the doctor on call,” Martinelli said.

“No, I’m OK.”

“What if you gave yourself a concussion?”

“I didn’t. I hit my shoulder, not my head,” he added, gesturing to the complaining body part.

Martinelli pulled out a leaf and cast a cold spell on the area.

“Thanks,” Peter said, still feeling that the real explosion had yet to come.

Neither of them said anything for a moment.

“You know we’re supposed to run spells past each other before we cast them,” Martinelli said. “Basic safety precaution.”

“I know.” He sighed. “Serves me right.”

Martinelli cleared his throat. “Look, I … I don’t quite know how to put this. You haven’t been yourself lately. What’s going on?”

Heart in his throat, Peter shifted on the couch to meet his gaze. “I might need a break.”

“Yeah, no kidding.”

“You think I’m cracking up,” Peter murmured.

“No,” Martinelli said. “I just think you’ve let Mercer—and his demands for more and more—get to you.”

Peter closed his eyes, overwhelmed with relief. “Yeah. Maybe I have.”

“When’s the last time you took a vacation? Not just a few days off, an actual get-away vacation?”

“I …” Peter frowned. “I don’t remember.”

“Well, take one.”

“Yeah. Maybe I should.”

“How about now.”

Peter snorted and poked Martinelli in the arm. “Sure, that would look good. ‘Hey, everyone, sorry I broke the cutting-edge weapon—see you in a week, I’m off to the beach.’ ”

“Fine, whippersnapper, help me with the replacement and then go to the beach. Get the heck out of here.”

He’d be getting the heck out, all right. Just not for a vacation. Where to go, though—he still had no idea. Quitting this job to hole up in his house would strike the Pentagram as odd, surely. Even if they thought he’d unraveled from the stress.

He looked at Martinelli, sitting on his heels, face crinkled with concern. He put a hand on his deputy’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said. “You’re a good friend.”

And I, he thought, am most certainly not.

. . . . .


Fourteen days beforehand

 


Beatrix, coming out of the forest on her way home from work, checked on the chickens in the corner of their yard. Her mind was full of that night’s to-do list as she walked into the house through the back door.


“Happy birthday!”

She grinned, surprised, at Ella and Lydia. They were holding a tray with an iced cake.

“Hurry, sit, I’ve been waiting to try this thing all afternoon,” Ella demanded.

“Cake before dinner?”

“And during, and after.”

Rosemarie, coming into the kitchen, shook her head. “You’re a bad influence, Ella Knight.”

It was a lovely evening. Ella got everyone to play games—even the quietest of Beatrix’s tenants—and had them all in an excellent mood by the time she set off home for her flat on Main Street.

Then Lydia brought up the photo albums from the basement and paged through them with Beatrix, lingering a little on the ones of the mother she’d never known and the father she couldn’t remember, but saving her questions and commentary for later pictures.

“Oh, I’d forgotten about that!” she exclaimed at the sepia-tone version of her, age five, being shadowed by a besotted chicken. “Didn’t she try to follow me to school once?”

“She followed you everywhere. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Lydia laughed, something she did far too little of these days. She was serious, so serious. Perhaps it was armor against the world, but Beatrix increasingly felt cut off, too, less like a sister and more like a foot soldier.

She wasn’t about to ruin this moment by bringing that up. Putting an arm around Lydia, she turned the page.

. . . . .


Eleven days beforehand

 


Martinelli didn’t see a problem with the blueprints. He knew the rune pattern practically by heart but, as Peter had counted on, the layered spellwork was too involved for tweaks to stand out.


They borrowed another R&D magicist to speed the work up. Even so, they were only a tenth of the way into the job at the end of the day. And they were all wiped out from the effort. No burning the candle at both ends while they were doing this work, or he’d blow it. 

“I need a drink,” declared the borrowed wizard, Robbie Thorpe. “You fellows in?”

“Nope, I have somewhere important to be,” Martinelli declared with a gravity that made Peter smile, knowing what was coming.

“Oh?” Thorpe looked at him with interest. “Where?”

“Home. With my wife.”

“Hilarious,” Thorpe said, rolling his eyes. “Blackwell? C’mon, you owe me a whiskey sour. Two, if you want me to come back tomorrow.”

Peter gave an inward groan. Lucky Martinelli.

When they were past security (Ellison and his equally diligent usual partner, Grieg), Thorpe jumped them to Dupont Circle. “My club,” he said, gesturing insouciantly at a building with a white façade and a massive wooden door. “Don’t worry, they’ll let you in.”

Oh, delightful. Peter followed him through, wondering if Thorpe would judge it an insult if he left after thirty minutes.

“Good to see you, sir,” a typic in a tailcoat murmured. “This way, sir.”

It looked like a place for the intergenerationally wealthy, or those who aspired to start. Even dimly lit as it was, the interior oozed the sort of understated affluence that had surrounded him since he’d proved himself a wizard. He hadn’t been the only island in that ocean when he came to the Academy at thirteen, but most of the others were lower-middle-class boys, not flat-out poor.

He ordered Thorpe two whiskey sours, got himself a small glass of brandy and wondered how long it would take before Thorpe would ask—

“So, how many generations are you?”

“First,” he said with no inflection—no edge of what do you mean by that or why must you classify people this way or what’s it to you. It took years before he could manage that completely neutral tone. But he pointedly did not reciprocate the question.

“I’m a fifth,” Thorpe bragged. “Well—probably more, but before we wizards were out in the open, it was harder to track these things, you know. My great-grandfather was part of the first wave. Joined the Army’s wizard contingent during the World War. His father trained him in secret before that.”

“Mm.” Peter hastened to change the subject. “Were you at Arlington or Los Angeles?”

That diverted Thorpe into his halcyon days at the Arlington Wizardry Academy (six years behind Peter, which explained why neither of them remembered the other). Twenty-five minutes later, Thorpe asked, “How fast were you plucked out of the omnimancer track?”

Every wizard-in-training started there—omnimancing was still the most common job in the profession. And the skills you learned in those classes, from medicinal brewing to property repair spells, were good foundations regardless. The people who asked you what generation of wizard you were, Peter had noticed, were also usually keen to know how quickly you got tracked for a higher-prestige position.

“Nine months,” he said.

Thorpe whistled. “Not bad. Took me twelve, though that was still speedier than average, of course.” He sipped his fourth drink—he’d kept ordering—and added with a hint of a sneer, “Can you imagine doing that job? At least we don’t assign omnimancers to completely backwater places anymore, but still …”

“Right,” Peter said slowly, struck by an idea. An awful one.

Ellicott Mills had an omnimancer’s house but no omnimancer, not anymore. If he volunteered …

God, no. He was not going back there.

But if he did … If he did, his abandonment of Project 96 would look like philanthropy for his home town. He’d have people who would notice—and pitch a fit—if he got hauled off. He’d have a big house with plenty of room for R&D.

He’d have precious little time for that R&D around all the omnimancing.

“I mean,” Thorpe said, finishing up the litany of woes he’d heard from an omnimancer he knew personally, “all in all, I think we made a lucky escape.”

Peter tossed back the remainder of his drink and made his escape from Thorpe.


 

 


    Chapter Seven


 

Seven days beforehand

 

 


By Friday morning, they’d finished a little more than half the spellwork. At the rate they were going, they’d have this replacement ready for testing by late the following week.


At the rate they were going, he’d have strangled Thorpe by then.

“Can’t we ask for someone else?” Martinelli muttered while Thorpe was out for a smoke.

“No,” Peter said on a sigh. “I checked. Half the pool’s on vacation and all the rest are tied up.”

Martinelli groaned. “R&D 101: Do not suggest improvements for the product while you’re in the middle of fabricating the damn thing. He’s going to make us miss a step.”

Peter, who’d told Thorpe that, repeatedly, wondered if the man only listened to people with multigenerational wizardry in their bloodlines. (Martinelli was a first, too.) He could see why Thorpe’s supervisor had no trouble parting with him for two weeks.

“He’s a mostly competent spell-layerist,” Peter said, feeling that fairness dictated it.

“He’s a fully competent ass.”

“I thought I was the fully competent ass.”

“I take it back, boss. He makes you seem perfectly acceptable.”

Peter laughed. That phrase was his usual fond insult for Martinelli, and he wasn’t used to having it turned around on him. “He’s younger than me, too. Does that make him the whippersnapper?”

Martinelli elbowed him. “No, that’ll always be you.”

Thorpe swept into the lab, smelling strongly of cigarettes. “I just had an idea about the tertiary runes …”

Martinelli, who unlike Thorpe was an actual runes expert, shot Peter a look before turning around. “Save it, there’s a fellow. Ideas always get better when they steep a bit, don’t you think?”

. . . . .


Six days beforehand

 

Beatrix dropped her sister off at Baltimore’s City Hall, where she was scheduled to put on a presentation with Joan. She let Rosemarie off at the Pratt Free Library, where she needed to look through old legislative records. And she stopped at the Bank of Baltimore for Dot, who had League business to see to as vice-treasurer of the Maryland chapter.

That left her and Ella. Ella had only come along to keep her company, and she had nothing to do until it was time to pick everyone up.

“Well, Miss Chauffeur,” Ella said, sliding into the front seat, “where to?”

She’d planned to wait outside the bank. But when Ella put it that way …

“Let’s find out,” she said, easing into traffic.

They ended up parking at the foot of Federal Hill and walking to the top. The city’s harbor spread out below them, the skyline hazy with black smoke from industrial stacks. Men moved purposefully about, but Beatrix saw no women until she caught sight of a girl Lydia’s age pushing a baby carriage on the path behind them.

“Have you ever felt as if this was all wrong?” she asked, turning back to Ella.

“What, the city?”

“No—everything.”

Ella gave a low laugh. “Constantly.”

“It’s like we’re stuck,” she said. “Caught in the same groove in a record, going round and round.”

“Playing a tune that was bad the first time.”

“ ‘Kiss Me Bobby Benjamin’?”

“Yes.” Ella laughed, this time more like her usual self. “A masterpiece of terribleness.”

“What would the world be like if we’d gotten unstuck years ago?”

Ella’s voice was quiet, her gaze on Key Highway. “As long as we don’t give up, there’s still hope of it, right?”

Beatrix hesitated, wanting to say something bracing but unable to do it.

“What is there for meeee, Bobby,” Ella warbled in a purposefully off-key falsetto.

“Oh, no,” she groaned, inching away.

“If you don’t like meeee, Bobby …”

“Stop.”

“Kiss me, Bobby, Bob-bob-Bobby Benjamin!”

“I’m leaving,” Beatrix warned, starting to run.

“Wait, I haven’t gotten to the part about how my little head is full of thoughts of him! Little thoughts, presumably!”

Beatrix cracked up.

. . . . .


Twenty hours beforehand

 



“Thank God,” Martinelli muttered as they looked at the test readings. Peter was reasonably certain that God would disclaim any responsibility for Project 96—he himself wished he’d had nothing to do with it—but he agreed with the sentiment. The replacement worked. Its range was just what it should be. 

For now.

He hoped his idea that made perfect sense in theory would play out in practice, but he wouldn’t be here to see it happen. If it worked, Project 96 would be less effective. 

If it worked, it would be on his successor’s watch—and that might be Martinelli.

The guilt that had lodged in his stomach for months extended its tendrils upward.

“Have you ever thought about leaving?” he murmured, keeping his eyes on the readings.

Martinelli sneezed. “Leaving what?”

“This place.”

“What? I’m a runes expert—what else am I supposed to do?”

Peter sighed.

“You’d better not be trying to replace me with Thorpe,” Martinelli said.

That got a laugh out of him. “Never. I promise.”

Martinelli sneezed again, and Peter turned to look at him. He had the strained expression of a man trying to pretend to himself that he didn’t have a cold.

“Go home,” Peter said. “Get some rest.”

“I’m fine,” Martinelli said, then undermined this statement by sneezing twice in a row.

Peter raised an eyebrow.

“OK, OK.” Martinelli blew his nose and shuffled out. “Thanks. You get some rest, too.”

Not tonight.

Peter secured the replacement transmitter and tackled the paperwork. He’d just signed his name on the incident report and leaned back with a sigh when a knock sounded on his door.

Thorpe.

“Everything good?” the wizard asked. “Tests all checked out?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“How about drinks? On me, this time.”

“No. But thanks.”

Thorpe seemed thrown by this. Perhaps people were usually begging to be taken to his oh-so-exclusive club.

“I hope you found my skills up to scratch,” he said. “I’d love to join your team permanently.”

For just a second, he looked like a nervous, earnest job applicant. Was all of Thorpe’s bluster and bragging and name-dropping the last two weeks an attempt to impress him?

Even fifths, he supposed, might sometimes find it daunting to get the promotions they wanted.

“I don’t have any open positions to fill, I’m afraid,” he said, trying to deliver the news gently. “What I’d advise—” 

“Well, I do hope you see that I would be an asset, Blackwell.”

Peter tried again. “My advice—”

“And a project-to-project trade would really be in your interest. I’m far more innovative than Tim Martinelli, obviously. So, what do you say?”

“I will keep your proposal in mind,” Peter said tightly. “Good night.”

He sat in his office for a while to ensure he wouldn’t cross paths with Thorpe in the corridors, given his powerful urge to tell him off. Martinelli wasn’t an idea man, it was true—he figured out the logistics, sanded off the edges, pointed out the sinkholes, and he was damn good at that. What really angered Peter about Thorpe’s remark, though, was the echo he heard in it. The reminder of his own initial feelings about Martinelli, back when he thought innovation was everything and didn’t consider the catastrophic danger a bright idea could represent.

If only he’d been more like Martinelli.

With a sigh, he stapled his report and headed out.

His trip took him past the security checkpoint. He glanced in and waved at the usual second shift, a pair too diligent for his needs, before heading on to the classified filing room—a massive space nicknamed the Maw.

“I can file this,” he said, waving his report toward the librarian, whose arms were full of documents. “I need to do some research over there anyway.”

“You’re sure? I—oh, damn,” the librarian muttered as the top two reports in his pile slid to the floor.

“Here,” Peter said, picking them up. “Can I carry these somewhere for you, Wells?”

“No, no, just put ’em back. I’ll use my chin this time.”

The area marked P96 contained roughly forty bankers boxes, stacked on metal shelves ten high. He rolled the nearest ladder over, climbed up and dropped his offering into the box marked “2020—incident reports.” Then he checked all the boxes, for the second time, to make sure he hadn’t missed any problematic references to how the earlier transmitter was made. Everything was in order. He’d already looked through the less-expansive files on Project 96 at the Pentagram—those were fine, too.

But what if something here had been misfiled?

With a sigh, he rolled the ladder over to Project 95’s handful of boxes. Then Project 94, which finished up that side of the row. He worked his way down the other side, and then stopped to consider where else a P96 file could possibly go by accident. Well—P69 or 66, most likely. The former had a single box detailing its short history of failure. The latter’s files were spread across ten.

In the final box, slightly askew, was a report that had nothing whatsoever to do with Project 66.

A report that almost made him fall off the ladder.

He stared at the title in complete disbelief. He read the contents with, if anything, even more astonishment. Could it really be true? How on earth had this been kept secret?

What would the world be like if it hadn’t?

Stop. He had a pretty good idea of what the world would be like if he didn’t fix his Project 96 disaster. That was what he had to focus on.

He looked down at the report in his hands. He glanced around—no one in sight. “Awritan,” he murmured, a leaf going up in smoke. He tucked the report back into its misfiled place and the new copy into his coat, unable to account to himself why he was doing it.

Nobody sat at the front desk; Wells was presumably somewhere deep in the Maw. Out Peter went, heart beating a frantic rhythm.

. . . . .


Twelve hours beforehand

 


He sat in his office for quite a while, trying to come up with a plan that didn’t rely on the two most slipshod security guards being paired together. But he really needed to go home, get some sleep and think about it later. He cast an invisibility spell on the report, unscrewed the grate in his office that led to what was once a disposal chute, and laid the concealed paper on top of the equally obscured transmitter he’d stowed there, secured with several strong enchantments.

Then he headed to the checkpoint.

Blevins was there.

Blevins.

“We must stop running into each other like this,” the sloppiest wizard on the security force said, drawing a guffaw from Merritt, the sloppiest typic. “And we will, because you are looking at the newest bellumancer-in-training, starting tomorrow!”

“Um,” Peter said, breathing unsteadily. “Con—congratulations.”

Blevins beat his chest with the hand that wasn’t holding the can opener to the shield. “Yeah!”

“You coming in or what?” Merritt said, guffawing again.

“I just realized—forgot to do something,” Peter said, backing away, hardly knowing what words were coming out of his mouth. “See you in a bit.”

“Magicists!” he heard Blevins mutter as he dashed off. “Mad, the lot of ’em.”

All the way to his office, second thoughts plagued him. He was exhausted. He could make a stupid mistake. The whole idea was a stupid mistake. What was he doing?

He thought of the moment that had driven him down this path in the first place. Swallowing hard, he pulled the report and transmitter out of the chute.

. . . . .


Eleven hours beforehand

 


“There you are—thought perhaps you’d decided to pull an all-nighter,” Blevins said, his voice muffled through the shielding.

“A magicist’s work is never done,” Peter said. He could hear the shake in his voice.

Blevins walked toward the shield, can opener out. Peter took a deep breath. The moment the doorway opened up, he flicked his fingers, obscured at his side, and sent the transmitter sliding across the floor—its base wrapped in the shirt he’d kept in a drawer for emergencies. This was not the sort of emergency he’d anticipated when he’d stuffed it there two years earlier.

He stepped in and smiled at Blevins. “So—when do you start on explosions?”

“Not for months,” Blevins said. “It’s the very last part of the training!”

“You don’t say.” Merritt rolled his eyes as he patted Peter down. “He’s only griped about that twenty-two times.”

“Will you be learning the brynewelm spell, do you think?” Peter said quickly, noticing Blevins going for a leaf.

Blevins turned, hand no longer in his pocket. “I haven’t heard of that one. What does it do?”

“Small firestorm.”

“Whoa.”

“If you’re not careful, though, it can rebound on you.”

“Still, that spell sounds zip.”

At that moment, Merritt’s hand hit the other side of the hard-to-reach interior pocket and stopped. “What’s this?”

“Scientific journals,” Peter said, managing to keep his voice steady this time. “Hang on.”

He pulled out the binder. Merritt opened it, saw the inside cover with no classified markings, and paged through the contents—two journals with the stolen report sandwiched in the middle, only its cover page with the red TOP SECRET stamp spelled invisible.

“What other spells should I pester them to teach me?” Blevins asked, and Peter, trying not to look like he was overly interested in Merritt’s perusal of the journals, said, “Uh—well—”

“All yours,” Merritt said, handing the binder back. “A little light reading?” 

Peter’s laugh had a frantic edge. “I—”

“C’mon, I’ll bet you know all the good stuff,” Blevins urged, pulling on his arm. “Don’t hold out on me.”

Peter was just about to suggest they discuss it over coffee later—literally at any later point—when a voice broke in.

“Stop badgering the poor man.” It was Hull, standing near the checkpoint and scowling. “Cast your spell and let him go home.”

Peter’s heart made a good attempt at leaping out of his chest. 

“Yes, sir,” Blevins muttered.

And he did it.

There was perhaps a second of terrible silence.

Then: “All right, good,” Hull said. “ ’Night, Wizard Blackwell.”

“Good night, Major Hull,” Peter said, making himself wait a beat before turning around to look.

The chameleon spell he’d cast still held. For now, with the transmitter motionless against the shielding, this backup enchantment worked about as well as the invisibility Blevins had stripped off.

Peter lurched to that side of the checkpoint in his haste to keep Blevins from bumping into the thing.

“Hah, good move,” Merritt said as Peter found the transmitter. “I’d run too if I could get out of here.”

“Blevins,” Peter said to the young man, who looked distinctly sullen as he reached out to open up the shielding, “you might ask about færblæd gréatian. Oh—and make sure they teach you beorgan.”

The wizard’s eyes went wide as his can opener touched the shield. “What do those do?”

“The first creates a windstorm. The second protects you from those ‘zip’ spells you want to cast.”

Blevins laughed. “Yeah, OK.”

“Maybe write those down.” He pulled a pen from a pocket. As he handed it to Blevins with his right hand, he flicked the fingers of his left at the transmitter, praying that the spell he’d cast in his office still held. Project 96 slid out of the checkpoint into the waiting area, the air blurring around it as it moved.

“Got any paper?” he said, needing Blevins to remain distracted for a few more seconds.

“Uh …” Blevins dug in a pocket and came out with a ripped-out coupon for Wiz hair pomade. “What’s the spelling for that fire one?”

Peter teleported out two minutes later. He was so weak with relief that he slumped to his knees as he materialized in his living room, resting his head on the weapon of mass destruction he’d stolen.

He hoped this wasn’t as terrible a mistake as making Project 96 in the first place.

. . . . .


Seven hours beforehand

 



Beatrix jerked awake to a dark room, then lay back on her pillow, heartrate slowing. Just a dream. Something about … a tiny room with no way in or out? She had a fuzzy memory of banging on one of its walls, screaming to be let free. The details were already slipping away like water through her fingers—she could never hold on to a dream for long.

It didn’t take a psychoanalyst to determine what that one had been about.

She got up quietly, not wanting to disturb her sister in the other bed, and slipped out of their room. As long as she was up early, she was going to spend an extra long time in the forest and get something good out of that rude awakening.


 

 


    Chapter Eight


 

Five hours beforehand

 

 


She sat on a stump in her favorite spot, a little clearing halfway between her house and the store, reading a book and breathing in the scent of leaves and moss and earthy soil. For a while, she put everything else out of her mind.

But on the way to Croft’s general store, her thoughts turned inexorably to inescapable traps.

She had so little control over how she spent her time. What she wanted to do and what she could do had the barest amount of overlap—especially at work, but even in her activism with the League. She was the maker of sandwiches, the driver of cars, the handler of myriad small things.

Surely she was capable of more?

She didn’t want to think of her life as a trap. Pressing her lips together, she opened the door and marched into work, determined to find things about the day to enjoy. 

. . . . .


Three hours beforehand

 


First, he had a conversation with the head of security about tightening up procedures, offering a few ideas on how to do it. The man seemed more amenable when Peter noted that he’d had a book in his pocket every day for the past two weeks, and not all the guards had found it.

Next, he put his letter of resignation on the top of Mercer’s inbox.

The last step would have been to tell Martinelli. But Martinelli was home sick. 

Peter sat at his desk and worked on a note that was far harder than the one for the lieutenant general.

He wrote that the job had become too stressful. He explained the for-public-consumption part of what he planned to do next. He put down a couple awkwardly worded sentences about how much he appreciated Martinelli.

He paused, torn.

Even if Martinelli had no intention of leaving the Army, he might be willing to quit this project. Perhaps a carefully crafted warning …

He couldn’t figure out how to do it. After a long while, he wrote, “Come visit me in Ellicott Mills sometime,” signed his name, tucked the letter in an envelope, left it on the desk and made one final trip through the security checkpoint.

Back at his house, he slipped the invisible Project 96 into the trunk of his car. With his stomach in knots, he headed north toward the town he’d thought he’d escaped.

. . . . .


One hour beforehand

 


It wasn’t hard to find things to enjoy when you clerked at Croft’s, it really wasn’t. The smell of the fruit. The satisfaction of neatening up an aisle. The way Sam Croft always asked everyone how they were because he truly cared about the answer.

She reminded herself that she did honest work. She had a kind employer. She earned enough to put food on the table and Lydia through college.

She’d earned enough to put Lydia through college only after sixteen years of saving, and if she tried doing it for herself next, she’d be nearly fifty before she could go. It seemed so pointless.

She sighed. But then old Mr. Freelow hobbled in, looking more stooped than usual, and she got caught up in the simple joy of helping him shop while he burbled cheerfully about rainbows, birds, his bursitis, oatmeal, chalk drawings on sidewalks and how grateful he was for the help, Miss Harper, because his legs just weren’t what they once were, but then, that was life, wasn’t it?

“Appreciate your knees,” he added as he hobbled out with Croft, who always gave him a ride home.

Another item for her things-to-enjoy list: properly functioning joints.

Yes siree, she might not have a college education or any hope for advancement or a quarter of the rights afforded to men (let alone wizards), but she did have very adequate joints.

She started to laugh.

As Mr. Freelow said, that was life, wasn’t it?

. . . . .


Fifteen minutes beforehand

 



First the city had fallen away in his rearview mirror, and then the suburbs around it. The rolling land passing by alternated between farms and tiny towns, none of them familiar because his grandmother had had no automobile to drive them around in—and after her death, he’d had no reason to come back.

But now, as he turned onto Old Columbia Pike, a memory rushed at him: walking along this road at age eight just to see what lay beyond. His shoes had been too small, so he’d gone barefoot.

He slowed his car to a crawl. There, the bungalow he’d dreamed about buying for his grandmother. There, the spot where he’d tripped and skinned his knee trying to outrun boys calling him names. He stopped at the intersection with Main Street and felt momentarily breathless. There—to the right—was the building where he’d lived.

Unsettled, he turned left.

. . . . .


Two minutes beforehand

 



She’d put everything she could on her list. It wasn’t nothing—it was far from nothing.

But it wasn’t enough.

She would go to college—she would. If she had to save until she was seventy, she would go. She absolutely refused to be trapped.

. . . . .


One minute beforehand

 


Everyone on Main Street was staring at him, though only the children were doing it openly. Oh, God, why had he thought this was even close to a smart move? He turned back toward his car for one indecisive moment, thought of what was hidden in the trunk, and reversed course.

He needed to talk to Mayor Croft, get the keys to the house and hide Project 96.

He needed to figure out how to be an omnimancer and an R&D man simultaneously.

He needed to get his hands to stop shaking.

He almost walked right past the storefront, despite the large CROFT’S over the door. For his entire childhood here, the sign had said HARPER’S. What had happened?

No, no, he was not going to get sucked into thoughts about the Harpers. To hell with the Harpers.

He took a fortifying breath and opened the door.

Behind the counter stood a woman with brown hair and the most determined expression he’d ever seen. Setting his jaw to match it, he strode in.







The end (and the beginning)
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Subversive: Chapter One


    Wizards never came to Ellicott Mills anymore. Beatrix stared at the
    contrary specimen striding toward her and had a fleeting thought—more of a
    hope, really—that he simply needed directions to some other place.



    Then the man said, “I must speak with the mayor,” and her heart sank. What
    if this was the town’s new omnimancer? After so long without one, she’d
    assumed that Washington would never appoint a replacement. It did not bode
    well if they thought now was the time.



    “Well?” The wizard leaned into the counter separating them, frowning at
    her. “Don’t gawp at me. Is the mayor here or not? This is his store, isn’t
    it?”



    “I’m afraid he’s at lunch,” she said, aiming for polite but hitting just
    shy of the mark. Gawping, indeed.



    “I’ll wait.” He turned down the nearest aisle, looking at spices.



    He hadn’t introduced himself as a wizard—hadn’t introduced himself at
    all—but his appearance spoke for him. Though he couldn’t have been much
    older than thirty, every hair on his head was silver, pulled into a queue
    that hung halfway down his back. Even Ellicott Mills residents knew what
    that meant.



    Beatrix stared at his profile with disfavor and then surprised recognition.
    Sharp nose, pointed chin, thin mouth: Peter Blackwell, native son.



    She unclenched her teeth. The idea of Blackwell as the omnimancer of any
    place, let alone a small town, was ridiculous. For all that omnimancers
    lorded it over the masses, they were the bottom rung of the wizarding power
    structure. Blackwell had bypassed that rung from the start, and the town
    gossips claimed he did important, hush-hush work for the Department of
    Defense.



    Just a visit home, perhaps. For the first time in twenty years.



    “You don’t have fresh ginger,” he said, returning to the counter.



    “I’m afraid not—no reason to carry it. Our customers who cook with ginger
    use it dried.” She unbent so far as to grin. “And of course we have no
    wizards to brew with it.”



    “Starting today, you do. Order me five pounds. Mature, not young.”



    Beatrix supposed she truly was gawping this time. “You can’t mean
    you’re to be our—our—”



    “Omnimancer? Yes, and as such I need a ready supply of ginger. Also,” he
    said in the tone of a man used to giving commands, “get me fresh
    horseradish, garlic and rosemary. What you have in
    stock is atrocious. Tell your husband not to pinch pennies by leaving items
    on the shelves after they go bad, would you?”



    Perhaps he ended up back in Ellicott Mills by insulting the wrong person.



    “I’m afraid that’s impossible, Wizard Blackwell,” she said.



    “Madam—”



    “Miss. I can’t pass a message to a nonexistent person, you see. I am the
    mayor’s employee, not his wife.”



    He looked at her, really looked, for the first time since setting foot in
    the store. “I do apologize,” he said, not sounding particularly apologetic,
    “if I’ve hit on a sore subject.”



    Honestly. She cleared her throat to cover up laughter. “Not at all—I enjoy
    being in control of my life and finances.”



    “A shopkeeper revolutionist.” His lips curved into an ironic smile. “Equal
    rights for all.”



    Now that was an insult she took more personally. She knew she
    shouldn’t rise to the bait, but she couldn’t help herself.



    “We’ve already had two revolutions over the idea,” she said, stabbing a
    loose hairpin back into her bun. “It ought to be self-evident without
    launching a third that women aren’t meant to be treated differently than
    men.”



    “You see no distinction?”



    “Anyone with sense knows a woman can do anything a man—” She caught
    herself, but it was too late.



    “Except, of course,” Blackwell said, “for magic.”



    The front door opened, bell tinkling. In strolled Sam Croft, part-time
    mayor, full-time general store owner.



    “Your turn for lunch,” he called out. “Weather’s beautiful, so don’t spend
    the whole time with your nose in a—”



    Croft stopped, mouth open, as he caught sight of their visitor. Then he
    offered a “hello” that sounded one part wary and two parts impressed.



    “Mayor Croft, Wizard Blackwell would like to have a word,” Beatrix said,
    trying to avoid sounding as if she wanted to throttle said wizard. “Should
    I handle the counter for you in the meantime?”



    Croft made shooing gestures. “No, no, you go have your lunch.”



    But Blackwell positioned himself where the counter opened, blocking her
    escape. “I don’t believe you introduced yourself. Miss.”



    The old superstition about the power of names, and never telling yours to a
    magic-user, crossed her mind. Not that he didn’t know it already, if he
    bothered to think back to his pre-wizard days.



    Croft cleared his throat. “My assistant, Beatrix Harper.”



    As she left with her lunch pail and book, she heard her boss ask Blackwell
    anxiously, “I trust you were … treated well?”



    Blackwell gave a sharp laugh. The closing door cut off the rest of his
    response.



    She spent her break unable to concentrate on her book, her food or the fine
weather. Had she just gotten herself fired? What had she been    thinking? Not of her responsibilities, that was clear. She put her
    sandwich away half-eaten and resolved to go back and beg.



    The moment she stepped into the shop, Blackwell emerged from an aisle.



    “Ah, Miss Harper,” he said. “I’m in need of a full-time assistant, and I’ve
    chosen you. Come with me.”



    Her heartbeat thudded in her ears.



    “Thank you,” she managed, “but I already have a job.”



    “Not anymore,” he said.



    Croft—half-hiding behind a cereal display—did not contradict this
    statement.



    She found she could not beg in front of Blackwell. She struggled with
    herself for a moment before giving in to recalcitrance. “I will find
    employment elsewhere, then.”



    The wizard shrugged. “I doubt it.”



    She had a mental image of going from shop to shop on Main Street and
    finding all the owners cowering behind displays. For a wild moment she
    thought of getting work in Baltimore—somehow. But the delusion passed. Her
    budget could not accommodate daily train tickets, and her car couldn’t take
    even a month of that commute.



    “I’ll pay you the same rate,” Blackwell added. “I presume you need every
    cent, if you’re covering your sister’s tuition bills.”



    Croft inched further behind the cereal boxes.



    In desperation, Beatrix said, “I’m the last person you want
    assisting you! I’m the county chapter president of the Women’s League for the
    Prohibition of Magic!”



    “Yes. No doubt your membership will ask you to step down.”



    Blackwell walked past her and held the door open. Feeling more powerless
    than ever before, she followed him out of Croft’s Goods—her face hot, her
    hands shaking—and toward the long-empty omnimancer’s mansion.





 

 

Subversive: Chapter Two


    The sprawling Victorian designated as home and office for Ellicott Mills’ omnimancer sat just up the street from Croft’s at the top of the town’s highest hill. Peter spent most of the climb wondering if he would dare do
    what had sprung into his mind when Beatrix Harper coolly took him to task
    for patronizing her. She would either be ideal or a monumental mistake.



    Then they crested the hill and he got a close look at the house, which
    drove every other thought from his head.



    The front porch sagged. The window pane above the door was broken. The wood
    siding proved to be gray not on purpose but because the light-blue paint
    was all but worn away.



    The panic he’d suppressed as he fled D.C. flared up again. “How long have
    you been without an omnimancer?”



    “Five years,” Miss Harper said.



    “Five? This looks like it’s been falling apart for twenty.”



    She said nothing. She probably had no intention of speaking to him unless
    required. Her mouth was set in a tight line, her hands in fists at her
    sides.



    “What idiot preceded me?” he asked.



    “The same one who was here when you left.”



    “Graham?” He couldn’t believe it, he really couldn’t. “Wasn’t he at least
    seventy when we were thirteen?”



    “Yes.”



    Peter ran a hand over his eyes. Then he reached into a coat pocket and
    extracted a maple leaf. “Onirnan,” he murmured, and the leaf
    obligingly crinkled, withered and turned to dust. With a tremendous groan,
    the old door opened.



    The house smelled stale with a hint of decay. As he blinked, eyes adjusting
    to the switch from midday sun to drapery-darkened gloom, something
    skittered over his boot. He used up another maple leaf lighting the front
    hall—the electricity had clearly been shut off—and took a quick inventory.
    Mouse droppings. Peeling wallpaper. Water damage to the wood floor,
    courtesy of the broken pane.


    This did not bode well.



    He rushed down the hallway, looking for the entrance to the cellar and
    finding it cattycorner to the kitchen. A fistful of leaves, a hurried
    spellword, and the cavernous underground level lit up like daylight to
    reveal exactly what he had feared: piles of compost rather than carefully
    preserved magical fuel.



    He said the foulest word in his vocabulary. A soft but unmistakable snort
    issued from behind him.



    “This amuses you, does it?” He rounded on Miss Harper and she fell back a
    step, something he could never make her do when they were children. “I
    ought to have at least a year’s worth of ready leaves here. Instead, I have
    nothing. For five years, did no one in town think to ask
    Washington for an annual walk-through to renew the spells on this wretched
    place?”



    She shot him a look of unadulterated disdain. “Yes. Every year, in fact.
    But Ellicott Mills seems to be near the bottom of the priority list.”



    “So I’m left with perhaps four weeks to harvest everything I’ll need
    through winter.”



    “Can’t you order more?”



    “No,” he said.



    “But Omnimancer Graham—”



    “We cannot count on supplies from Washington.”



    She threw up her hands. “Surely if they’ve sent you here, they’ll give you
    what you need to do the job!”



    This was the moment for an explanation. But he didn’t feel like explaining.
    He felt like snapping, so he did that instead. “Who do you think is more
    familiar with the inner workings of the capital, Miss Harper—you or I?”



    That silenced her.



    “Putting this house to rights with magic is out of the question—we can’t
    waste the fuel.” He slammed the cellar door behind them. “Make some headway
    here while I see to the leaves.”



    “Shouldn’t we both be harvesting until the leaves turn?” she said, no doubt
    seeing that job as the less disgusting of the two.



    He glanced at the high heels peeking out from her ankle-length dress. “Your
    outfit is ill-suited for climbing trees.”



    “Not by choice,” Miss Harper muttered.



    “Clear the ruined leaves out of the cellar—dump them in the back yard. Work
    on the brewing room next, then the hallway, then the receiving room.”



    He left her fuming by the front door. If he took a slight bit of malicious
    satisfaction from the life reversal that left a member of the
    high-and-mighty Harper clan cleaning his house, well—it wasn’t the
    worst thing he’d done. Not by a long shot.



    By the time he returned, his haul of picked and magically preserved leaves
    trailing behind him like a flock of unusually obedient birds, his arms and
    stomach both ached. When had he last eaten? He couldn’t remember.



    The hallway that greeted him when he stepped into the house bore no
    relation to the one he’d left. She’d cleaned the cherrywood floor until it
    shone, covered the rain-ruined area under the broken window pane with a
    throw rug and found something to restick the wallpaper to the walls. He
    fixed the window with two of his new leaves, deposited the rest—perhaps a week’s worth—in a cellar now smelling of
    lemon and thanked his lucky stars that Miss Harper believed any task
    was worth doing well, even if for a wizard.



    He found her in the receiving room, wrestling a substantial chair
    behind the desk that was now his. Large sections of her green dress were
    gray with grime. Wisps of hair had escaped her bun. She looked as
    exhausted as he felt.



    “Thank you,” he said. “I’m impressed.”



    While he had her off-balance with that obviously unexpected courtesy, he
    added, “Come with me to the brewing room so we can take inventory.”



    “But ...” she said to his back as he walked out.



    He knew her hours at Croft’s store were eight to four-thirty, and it was
    now twenty minutes until six. He didn’t have a choice but to work like a
    maniac, and so—by extension—neither did she. At least she would be
    getting paid for it.



    “Do you have anything to write on?” he asked as she trailed into the room,
    wiping her hands on her ruined skirt.



    “No.” She managed to convey quite a bit of emotion in that one syllable.



    He plucked a new oak leaf from his coat and watched for her reaction as he
    cast his spell. His ultimate success or failure depended largely on her
    true opinion of magic remaining unchanged from their childhood, when—he was
    almost certain—she’d disguised herself as a boy to take the magical-ability
    test.



    The leaf disintegrated between his thumb and forefinger, re-emerging as a
    long, parchment-thin piece of paper. Miss Harper’s expression gave nothing
    away.



    With a sigh, he handed her the paper and a pen fished from another pocket.



    “All right,” he said, opening up cabinet doors to reveal the several
    hundred bottles of ingredients an omnimancer needed for brewing requests.
    “It’s alphabetical; that’s a mercy.”



    He made quick work of half the contents. Once fresh, they were now clearly
    ruined, and Miss Harper scribbled furiously to keep up with his rapid-fire
    recitation of items he would need to purchase. But every liquid or dried
    spice—from the anise seed to the zedoary oil—needed to be opened, sniffed,
    held up to the light and in some cases tasted. By the time they finished,
    it was past seven o’clock.



    “I really must go.” There was a strangled quality to her voice, as
    if she were holding back what she really wanted to say. She struck him as
    one provocation away from stabbing him with his own pen. “My sister
    expected me home two hours ago.”



    “Ah, yes, the famous Lydia Harper.” He plucked the list—and the pen—from
    her hands. “I hope she won’t disown you for—how did she put it? ‘Helping to
    oil the gears of the machinery that steamrolls over typics’?”



    “I’m not so much oiling the gears as being ground under them,” she said,
    gesturing at her ruined clothing.



    He pulled a pair of leaves from his pocket, heart accelerating. “Shall
    I fix that for you?”



    “No! Don’t cast magic on me.”



    Well … shit.



    He tucked the leaves back with shaking fingers. He’d miscalculated, then.
    Again. Not as badly as the last time, granted, but the stakes were far too
    high for more errors.



    “Do you have a moral objection, Miss Harper?” He kept his voice steady, as
    if the answer hardly mattered. “I suppose you must, considering the tenets
    of the Women’s League for the Prohibition of Magic. Fire and brimstone
    await me, or so I hear.”



    “You can’t possibly be aware of my sister without also realizing that not
    everyone in our organization has the same concerns,” she said, eyes burning
    with an anger that didn’t match the cool contempt in her voice.



    “And yours are ...?”



    “I object to the idea that only the few who can wield magic are qualified
    to run this country.” The words were quiet. The emotion in them was not. “I
    object to men pointing to magic as a reason to discriminate against women,
    even though ninety-eight percent of them can’t perform a lick of it,
    either.”



    Yes. Yes.



    “And I very much object to being forced to work for you as punishment for
    backtalk,” she said, hands once again clenched into fists.



    He laughed, lightheaded with hope and fatigue. “That’s not why I’m doing
    it.”



    “Oh? Why, then?”



    “Because you’re an excellent employee, Miss Harper. I’ll see you tomorrow
    at eight. And yes,” he added before she could protest, “I am aware
    tomorrow is a Saturday.”
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