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  1.


“I’m so sorry for your loss,” murmured yet another black-clad stranger standing in front of Mattie. She stifled a yawn and resisted the urge to glance at the clock, instead nodding somberly, her face frozen in a plastered-on look of grief. 
This fake funeral had been dragging on for ages. As the mourners moved on to speak to her friend Trevor – who had been her sister’s best friend since they were eight and who at least seemed to know who the hell they were – Mattie finally allowed herself to peek up at the ornate grandfather clock across the room. It had been two hours, and the wake was set to go for one more. 
“We should have done a happy hour thing instead,” she muttered to Ida, who was just sidling up beside her. “At least then I wouldn’t be choking on the smell of all these flowers.”
Ida was one of the few people who knew that Mattie’s identical twin sister, Tillie, was actually still alive. 
“Is a happy hour appropriate for a wake?” Ida raised an iron-grey eyebrow. “Funerals are for being sad, I always say.”
“Well, you know, these days, sometimes you do more of a celebration of the person’s life,” said Mattie, uncertainly. “We could have done that.” She eyed the sad buffet table adorned with a couple of uninspired cheese plates. “With better food, maybe.”
“Too late now, I suppose,” said Ida, cheerfully.
Mattie laughed. Ida was Trevor’s next-door neighbor and while she was every day of eighty, she was still sharp as a tack. 
She was also one of the first mages they had stumbled upon when they had discovered this new world of magic, and she had good reason to want to help them against the Auditors – she’d lost three family members to their scheming herself.
Speaking of which…. Mattie’s eyes narrowed as a new guest entered the funeral home. He wasn’t much to look at. With his sandy blond hair, bland smile, and the same beige suit he always wore – he must have a closet full of them – he blended right into the surroundings. Mattie suspected he cultivated that banality.
Beside her, Ida gasped softly. Mattie and Trevor had told her that they had encountered her nephew, but this would be the first time she’d seen him since he was kidnapped by the Auditors fifteen years ago. 
It was also the first time Mattie had seen him since he’d disappeared after saving their lives in that last mage battle in Seattle. She wondered how he’d known about the funeral and why he’d decided this was an appropriate time to make his appearance. Granted, he knew as well as she did that the funeral was a sham, but it still seemed in poor taste to show up uninvited to a wake.
And she still wasn’t sure she trusted him.
Mattie strode toward the door, grabbing Giovani Garavedi by the arm and hauling him off to the side into a discreet alcove. She pushed him over to a floral-patterned divan.
He sat down and looked up at her, one eyebrow raised, a small smile playing on his lips.
Mattie frowned. What was he looking so amused about? “What are you doing here?” she hissed.
She sensed someone behind her, and she whirled around. It was only Trevor and Ida. Mattie relaxed slightly and stepped aside to make room for them in the tight space. 
Ida still looked shocked. She walked forward slowly, as though in a daze, then knelt in front of her nephew, reaching out one hand as though to touch his face, but stopping just short of doing so, her hand in its black lace glove hovering inches away from him. “Giovani?” she whispered.
“Giovani,” he repeated. His smile had faded and he looked sad. “No one has called me Giovani in years, Auntie Ida.”
Mattie raised her eyebrows. It was odd to hear the childish moniker from an adult, especially from someone she had seen as a spy and a warrior. 
Then again, people were people, and people were complicated.
Ida looked into his eyes, finally cupping his smooth cheek in her gloved hand. “I can’t say that you were ever my favorite, but I was sorry to see you gone, and I’m glad you’re back. You’ve lost your innocence, I suppose. I hope you’ve gained some wisdom.”
A tear rolled down his face, stopped by Ida’s finger. “I think I have, Auntie.”
Mattie felt a nudge and tore her eyes away from the reunion scene to find Trevor gesturing with his head back toward the main party. 
Reluctantly, she followed him.
“I felt sort of intrusive, you know?” he murmured to her once they were away.
“Yeah, but I want to know what’s happening,” she pointed out. “And why he’s here. And what he wants. And what Ida’s saying to him.”
Trevor’s lips twitched. “I’m sure Ida will tell us all about it later. Right now, you’ve got mingling to do. And look sad! We need to be convincing.”
“Fine.” Mattie looked around, hoping for someone else she knew, but the room was full of strangers. The fact was that she and Tillie had had a mainly phone-based relationship for the past eighteen years, ever since their parents had died. 
Mattie had fled, unable to cope, citing better college programs as her reason. Tillie had stayed behind and their lives had gone in very different directions. 
Mattie had never been a part of Tillie’s life in St. Louis, and she’d been giving some serious consideration to sticking around this time. The life she’d built for herself in Portland had tumbled to the ground – she was in the middle of a divorce, had quit her job, lost her apartment. And now, having “inherited” Tillie’s condo, she could start over. 
But she still didn’t know who any of these people were – people who considered themselves close enough to Tillie to mourn her passing.
She glanced back over at Giovani and Ida and was surprised to see that another mourner had joined them. Mattie glanced at Trevor, planning to ask if he knew the man, but her friend was already engrossed in conversation with a beautiful Asian woman in an elegant blue cocktail dress.
Mattie returned her focus to the trio in the alcove near the door. She inched her way along the wall toward them, fingers sliding over the textured wallpaper as she skulked along, curious and hoping to unobtrusively overhear something. Maybe this was another member of the Garaveldi family? 
She peeked around the corner into the alcove and saw the man push his glowing hands forward and Giovani slam back into the wall. 
Probably not a relative, then, or at least not a friendly one. 
She rushed forward into the alcove just in time, as Ida erected a shimmering shield spell in the doorway, hiding them from the rest of the funeral. 
Mattie tackled the newcomer, and the two of them crashed to the ground, narrowly missing Giovani’s feet. 
She pushed herself up on her arms, and as soon as she untangled her limbs from his, Ida and Giovani began throwing magical attacks his way. 
The man threw up a shield of his own and angrily shoved Mattie away. He scrambled to his feet, reaching toward Giovani once again. 
Focusing all her energy, Mattie whispered, “Stumble and bumble, you clumsy oaf.”
Mattie’s hands glowed and the man tripped over a corresponding glow on the floor, tumbling to his knees.
“Where is she?” he shouted up at Giovani. “Where’s Agent Miller, you fucking snake?”
Oh, shit. This was another Auditor, one of Giovani’s former associates and a member of the secret society that had tried to kidnap Tillie. 
Mattie hoped Ida’s spell was sound-proof as well as camouflaging. 
“How would I know?” Giovani raised an eyebrow and calmly settled his jacket back into place, adjusting the cuffs and smoothing down the lapels. “Didn’t she scamper back to HQ like a good little agent after her successful mission?”
Mattie frowned. Agent Miller was dead. What was Giovani talking about? 
Then it dawned on her. She had spelled Agent Miller’s body to look like Tillie. That was the whole reason they were having this sham funeral. 
She glanced involuntarily toward the front of the room, where an urn was displayed, surrounded by gigantic floral arrangements. She couldn’t actually see it through the blur of Ida’s shield, but she knew it was there, and she knew it contained Agent Miller’s ashes, not Tillie’s. 
An odd sound filled the alcove and Mattie glanced back toward the arguing mages. 
The new agent was hissing. Actually hissing. She’d never heard anyone do that before, and she watched with interest as his face turned bright red and he clenched and unclenched his fists.
Finally, he clamped his lips shut and the sound ceased. He inhaled sharply and visibly collected himself, drawing himself back up to his feet.
“This is all very unprofessional,” said Giovani, before the man could speak again. “If I didn’t know better, I would guess that you weren’t sent here. I would wonder, in fact, if you were acting outside of the organization’s instructions.” He paused. “Or even, dare I think it, against their instructions?” He shook his head. “No, of course not. An agent in such good standing as you would never do such a thing.”
The man pursed his lips and stepped back, stumbling against the wall. 
“But then again,” Giovani continued. “You do seem to be alone.” He took a step forward. “Without your partner.” He stepped forward again and leaned toward the man, lowering his voice and speaking directly into his ear.
Mattie strained to hear.
“It all seems very contrary to standard protocol.”
The Auditor slumped. He seemed defeated. “Yes, fine, you bastard. I came alone. I came against orders.” He straightened and narrowed his eyes at Giovani. “But I know you’re behind this. You backslid. You’re an abomination and I know you kidnapped Agent Miller. I will find her and free her and we will come for you and your friends. You can’t hide forever.”
Giovani smiled slightly. “I am an excellent hider, Agent Parker.” He nodded toward Ida, who lowered her shield and pushed a glowing hand toward Agent Parker. 
He lurched as though shoved and spun around toward the funeral home door, lumbering forward until he reached it. It opened of its own accord and he fell through it. Ida slammed it behind him with a flourish and the glow around her hands faded. 
“What an unpleasant person,” she remarked. “Giovani, I hope you’re finished hanging around those Auditors. You can’t be too careful about whose company you keep, I always say.”
He was silent, and Mattie crossed her arms, leveling a stare at him. “You are finished with them, aren’t you?”
Giovani went pale and he wobbled toward a sofa a few paces away, collapsing onto it. 
Mattie frowned, startled again. What was going on here? Giovani had always seemed completely unflappable.
“I’ll get you some tea,” said Ida. She strode away. 
Crouching in front of Giovani, Mattie peered into his face. “It feels like you’re overreacting. What am I missing? You were super calm just a moment ago.”
He nodded. He took in a long, ragged breath before finally speaking. “I’m good under pressure. Once the pressure’s gone, I tend to deflate. You’ve only seen me in the pressure cooker, but if we’re going to work together, you’ll see me like this a lot.”
“Fair enough.” Mattie nodded. “So, you’re okay? Just catch your breath.”
“Here’s the thing, though,” he continued. His breathing was beginning to even out, his voice growing thoughtful. “That was really fucking weird.”
“It didn’t seem that weird to me,” said Mattie. “It seemed like something we should have been prepared for. How did none of us think about the fact that the Auditors would come looking for their missing agent?”
Giovani chuckled weakly, closing his light brown eyes and shaking his head. “That wasn’t ‘the Auditors.’ That was a rogue agent.”
Mattie’s legs began to cramp, so she moved to a seat beside Giovani on the couch. Her brow furrowed in puzzlement. “A rogue agent? Like you?”
“Not like me.” He sighed. “Apparently agents are going rogue in various ways now.”
Ida returned balancing three steaming white mugs on a tray. She set it down on a table beside the couch, edging aside a vase of white silk flowers. “I figured we could all use some tea,” she said.
“Always,” said Mattie, accepting her mug with a smile. She wrapped her hands around it, the warmth comforting and familiar, and breathed in the fragrant steam. 
“Now,” said Ida, briskly. “What was that all about?”
“Apparently the Auditors are all going rogue,” said Mattie. She took a sip. It was some kind of green tea, with a delightful nuttiness to it. 
“No, no,” said Giovani. “Not all of them. Probably. Just me and Parker. The question is why Parker was here.” 
“Wasn’t he looking for Agent Miller?” Ida raised her formidable eyebrows. “Seems pretty simple to me. They were friends, I suppose. Or lovers, maybe.”
Giovani shook his head. “I never heard that they were. Lovers, I mean. I guess they could have been friends, but it still doesn’t explain why he would be looking for her. It’s just not how we – they – do things.”
“Maybe they were secret lovers,” Mattie suggested. “I bet that kind of thing is frowned on, right?
“What kind of thing?” Giovani frowned.
“You know. . . . inter-agent canoodling?”
“On the contrary.” He paused, sipping his tea. “While we didn’t often have time for relationships, reproduction among agents is encouraged. Got to fill the court somehow.”
“The court?” said Mattie. “Like a court of law?”
He shook his head. “More like a royal court.”
“And all the courtiers are the children of Auditors?” 
Giovani rubbed his forehead. “It’s more complicated than that. We’re talking about an ancient society that operates completely outside of regular society, made up of people who are fanatical about protecting it and equally fanatical about their mission to bring balance to the rest of the world.”
Trevor appeared in the doorway. “Mattie! What the hell? I’ve been looking for you. You have to be out here, mingling, mourning, making this look real. I can’t hold up this funeral by myself.”
“Right!” she jumped to her feet. “Let’s just table this whole rogue Auditor situation for now. Maybe we could meet up later and discuss it?”
Ida nodded. “Of course, dear. You’ve got to do your duty by your sister, I suppose. Family first, I always say.”
Reluctantly, Mattie followed Trevor back into the room full of strangers who knew her twin and thought she was dead.






  
  2.


Bored, Tillie tossed aside her magazine with a frustrated sigh. She missed the coffee table, and it landed on the hardwood floor, its glossy pages falling open to a picture of the smiling royal family of some European nation. 
A small ironic smile hovered on her lips as she leaned forward to study their elegant visages. They were irrelevant in these modern times. Like her – dead, but still hanging around. 
She shook her head and snatched up the magazine once again, placing it carefully back on the table where it belonged. She might technically be dead, but she refused to be irrelevant. 
Tillie stood and stretched to her full five feet two inches, lifting her arms over her head. She moved gracefully into a yogic mountain pose, closing her eyes and breathing deeply. She slid her left foot outward, instinctively pivoting as she did so to avoid stubbing her toe on the table. Bending her knee and lowering her arms to stretch to either side, she sank into a warrior two pose. She twisted her head to gaze over her forward hand and held the pose for several breaths before smoothly lifting back up and then folding into a wide-legged downward dog, deftly rolling the coffee table on its castors forward and out of her way. 
Moving through vinyasa after vinyasa, Tillie could feel herself growing calmer and more serene. So what if she was trapped in her condo? Her condo was a haven, one she had spent years perfecting. Each element within this gorgeous space was either hand-picked or a well-loved family piece that she had chosen to preserve. 
And she was a seer. If she had to be trapped, at least her main magical talent lay in seeing the future or scrying to see the outside world. A speller, who could only do spells affecting what was present, or a stitcher, who used gestures to manipulate space and time, would be truly trapped. 
She could go outside anytime she wanted, without actually leaving. She had a scrying bowl, a crystal ball, and a laptop with the Internet. What more could she want? Adventure? Sure. Yes. She definitely wanted adventure.
Tillie felt her tranquility slipping and she deliberately returned her focus to her yoga practice. She moved into tree pose, which required all of her concentration and balance, breathing in. And out. In. And out. Her heart filled with joy as she held the difficult pose for breath after breath. 
She lowered her foot with an exhale. Inhaling, she brought her arms up over her head and then as she exhaled, lowered them to her chest, bringing her other foot up. As she held tree pose again on this side, a scratching sound drifted into her consciousness.  
Her pose wavered as part of her mind tried to discern its source. It wasn’t coming from the direction of Max’s scratching post, and he was usually so good about only scratching that. He better not be destroying anything. 
Tillie realized that the sound was coming from the hallway outside the condo. Not the cat, then – probably just a neighbor going about their business. She returned her focus to her practice and her feeling of rootedness strengthened along with her balance. 
Then her front door opened and she lost her balance completely as an unfamiliar voice behind her said, “What the fuck?”
Bracing herself on the couch behind her, Tillie spun around to find a furious man glaring at her. He was furious? He was the one breaking into her damn condo!
His hands began to glow, and Tillie hastily muttered some Latin words under her breath, erecting a mage shield. 
The man’s anger grew and he stepped toward her, flinging lightning bolts from his luminous fingertips. “Abomination!” he shrieked.
Tillie could feel energy draining from her and she banished the shield spell, switching to seer mode instead so she could simply dodge the man’s attack spells. “Who the hell–” She dodged a lightning bolt. “Are you?”
“You’re supposed to be dead,” he informed her through gritted teeth. 
“It is very rude to ignore someone’s perfectly reasonable question,” she pointed out, landing a bare-footed kick on his belly. Tillie danced back as the speller aimed another bolt at the space she had occupied just a moment before.
“I’m your worst fucking nightmare.” The man changed his tactics, erecting magical barriers around Tillie, leaving only the path between himself and her open. 
Tillie smiled at him. “That’s funny. You don’t look like a giant crocodile who lives in a tower.”
He paused. “That’s your worst nightmare?”
She shrugged. “I used to have that dream when I was a kid. Haven’t really had a nightmare since. The real world is scarier than anything my imagination can come up with.”
“Well, then.” The speller aimed another lightning bolt down the tunnel he’d created between them. “I’m the scariest thing in the real world.”
Tillie ducked before it hit her. No,” she said, softly. “You’re not.” 
She danced toward the speller, renewing her krav maga attacks and forcing him back toward an emerald green chair that once belonged to her mother. She muttered her Latin shield spell again, deflecting his lightning as he collapsed backward into the chair. 
Then, with great effort, she moved her hands in a simple stitching motion, and a ball of yarn from Mattie’s knitting basket beside the chair moved instantly to tie the spellers arms to the chair, wrapping itself around his fists so that he could no longer direct his lightning bolts toward her. 
Her seer senses alerted her that help was on its way, and she beckoned to her neighbor, Scott, as he entered her condo. “Hey, I could use some help keeping this bastard contained.”
Scott shut the door behind him and hurried forward, extending his glowing hands and erecting a series of reflective barriers around the glaring intruder. 
The other speller’s powers dampened and the barriers around Tillie faded away. She took a grateful step back and returned her sight to real-time. “Thanks,” she said.
Scott nodded. “Anytime. What are neighbors for? Glad to see you’re not actually dead. Want to fill me in on what the hell is going on?”
“She’s an abomination,” hissed the intruder from the chair.
Tillie rolled her eyes. Not this again. “You’re a brainwashed goon,” she told him. 
Scott emitted a low whistle. “So, the Auditors really are real and they really were after you.”
“Apparently they still are,” she corrected him. “They don’t like it when mages try to learn new disciplines. I’m a seer who was learning to spell and stitch, and they came after me. We thought faking my death would work, but here we are.” 
“What are we going to do with him?” said Scott. 
“There are a few options,” Tillie observed, cocking her head as she regarded the captive Auditor. “We could let him go. I’m not really inclined toward that one, but of course, we have to examine all possible outcomes. If we were to let you go, what would you do?”
The man scowled at her. “I’d keep coming after you until you were actually dead.”
She tsked. “Not a great answer. Not a compelling argument toward the outcome you probably most want.”
“Fanatics don’t tend to be super logical,” Scott observed. “What’s the next option?”
She paced the room. “We could kill him. I’m not really a fan of that one either, actually. I don’t have a problem killing in combat, but tying someone up and then slitting his throat doesn’t seem very ethical.”
Scott nodded. “Absolutely a last resort.”
“Interrogation has a certain appeal,” Tillie observed. “Find out more about these Auditors, especially since Giovani, the inside man we did have, hasn’t been around for a few days.” She paused. “Then we’d still have the issue of what to do with him afterward.”
She crouched in front of the man and ran her fingers along his chin. “What do you think, Scott?” she said. She looked into the man’s eyes as she addressed her neighbor. “Do you think you could torture someone?”
“Probably,” Scott said, cheerfully. “I’m not that squeamish. Won’t know until we try.”
The speller squirmed, and Tillie suppressed a smile. Scott was playing along nicely. And the crack about not being squeamish was particularly good – she had been called over many times to remove spiders for her gentle neighbor. 
Hopefully, the threat of torture would be enough to make the Auditor sing. She might be less squeamish than Scott, but torture was not in her wheelhouse, and she didn’t intend to add it. But the world of magery was a brutal one, and she knew that a lot of mages wouldn’t even hesitate. 
She was banking on that fact bolstering her bluff.
“I’m not afraid of you,” said the Auditor, but his voice was less steady. 
Tillie’s smile widened. “Not yet,” she said. She stood up and addressed Scott again. “What do you think we’ll need? I have some excellent knives in the kitchen, of course.”
He pursed his lips in thought. “How about a lighter? I think hot knives work best, don’t they?”
“Good point,” she said. “And some salt to rub into the cuts?”
“An excellent start,” he agreed. “Hopefully, since we’re so new at this, we don’t cause any irreparable damage.”
Turning on her heel, Tillie strode into the kitchen, followed closely by Scott. “I’m not too worried about that,” she called over her shoulder. “I mean,  he’s an Auditor. Who cares how damaged he gets?”
Once in the kitchen, she and Scott exchanged grins.
“You are an evil, evil woman,” he murmured, opening her cupboard and pulling out a bag of kale chips. “Is this your idea of snack food?”
“Yes, that’s what evil women eat,” she said, keeping her voice low as well. “Didn’t you know? How long do you think we should let him stew?”
“A couple of minutes at least,” he said. He plunged his hand into the bag and came up with a handful of kale chips.
Tillie wrinkled her nose. “Use a bowl, you barbarian. I don’t know where your hands have been.” She strode across the kitchen and pulled down an ivory ceramic bowl, relieved her neighbor of the bag, and poured him a modest serving. 
Scott nibbled on a crispy leaf. “Hey, these aren’t bad.”
“I’m so pleased you approve.” Tillie grabbed a glass from the cupboard before closing it, and then wandered over to the fridge and poured herself some mineral water from a tall, elegant bottle on the top shelf. 
Leaning against the island in the middle of her kitchen she sipped her slightly fizzy water and moved into seer mode, sorting through the most likely events to take place in the next few minutes. She sighed and pulled herself back into real-time.
“Well?” said Scott, setting aside his empty bowl. 
She frowned at him. “Did you just inhale those? They’re not potato chips. Those are grazing food.”
He shrugged. “They were good. I was snacky. What do you see?”
“It’s about to get complicated. Mattie, Trevor, and two of the Garaveldi mages are on their way up the stairs.” Tillie pursed her lips, thinking furiously. “Maybe you should go and intercept them.” She turned on her seer mode again to scan through the possibilities. “Damn! There are too many variables. I think at the very least, you should go and let them know what the situation is, so they don’t burst in and ruin everything.”
Scott nodded. “I can do that. What do I tell Mr. Secret Agent out there about why I’m leaving?”
“Don’t tell him anything,” Tillie suggested. “Let him wonder.”
“Evil, evil woman.” Scott chuckled and sauntered back out into the living room. 
Tillie peeked around the doorway. “Hurry back!” she called after him.
The Auditor watched Scott go, a wary look on his face. 
Smiling slightly, Tillie sashayed toward her prisoner. “Don’t worry, honey. We’re just gathering a few more supplies. Have you thought at all about what you’d like to tell us? Why you’re here? What the Auditors know about me? Where you all hang out? What happens to the people you kidnap?”
A fanatical light filled the man’s eyes. “We don’t kidnap anyone. We save them.”
“Oh, really?” Tillie cocked her head. “Save them from what, exactly?”
“From themselves,” he said. “Abominations like you, who have no idea what harm you’re doing to yourself, to the world, to the fabric of the Universe! We rescue people like you and save the world at the same time!”
“Interesting.” Tillie sat down on the couch and crossed her legs, leaning toward him slightly, one hand supporting her head, lips slightly parted, a pose calculated and perfected over the years to make men feel heard and to keep them talking. Her old career as an escort had prepared her perfectly for a new career in pretending to torture Auditors, apparently. “Tell me more.”
And apparently, Auditors were no different from any other pathetic ego-driven man. The agent’s chest puffed out with self-importance. He was about to start bragging.
“It’s all about balance, you see. We have to keep the balance of the Universe, and balance is the reason why everyone has their own discipline. When people start dabbling outside of that, it throws everything out of whack.”
“Mmm. You’re so smart. I had no idea. Why do you suppose that is?”
He smirked. “That’s okay. You’ve just never had the right guidance.”
“Of course.” She nodded emphatically. “I’m so glad you’re here. Please tell me exactly what it is about dabbling outside my own discipline that throws off the balance of the Universe.”
“Well, it’s very complicated–” he began.
Great. In Tillie’s experience, when a man backed out of mansplaining by claiming something was too complicated for her pretty little head, that meant he didn’t actually know. Time to move on to a new topic.
“Oh, well, in that case, I probably shouldn’t worry about it,” she interjected. “Complicated things are just no fun at all.”
The man beamed at her. She spared a moment of pride (and a little amusement) that she could sweet-talk any man, even when he was tied to a chair and hemmed in by spells. 
“Tell me about you!” she said with a perky smile. “I want to know everything. Where do you live?”
“Oh, you know, here and there. Wherever the organization sends me.”
“A traveling man! You must be very important. Do you get a lot of missions?” 
He looked very pleased with himself
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