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  1.


Mattie prowled the area around the old Auditor HQ, trying very hard not to look like she was prowling. She sat on a bench under a streetlight – the sun wasn’t quite high enough yet for the lights to turn off – and opened up the newspaper she had been carrying under her arm, feeling completely ridiculous and conspicuous. 
She hated guard duty, but everyone had agreed that it was necessary to intercept any Auditor agents who were trying to report in. “Why does that mean I have to dress like an Auditor, though?” she muttered. “And act like I’m in a bad spy movie?” 
Did anyone around her actually believe that someone would really be sitting on a bench, reading an actual freaking newspaper, in a crappy neighborhood, at four in the morning, in the twenty-first century, dressed in leather armor? But that’s what Sister Margaret had told her to do. And Sister Margaret carried a lot of weapons and seemed like the kind of person who would know how to do reconnaissance. 
And the fact remained that, despite the constant presence of police, firefighters, and reporters in the area, no one seemed at all suspicious of her. No one had so much as looked at her askance since she’d started doing this a few days ago, even in broad daylight. 
Plus, they had caught four agents who were loyal to the Pontiff and brought in three other agents who were loyal to their rebellion but hadn’t been able to get transferred for the battle. So she couldn’t argue with efficacy. 
And Mattie needed this to work. Even as she disliked what she was doing, she knew she had to do it, that she would do whatever it took to bring down the Auditors – these bastards who hurt her friends, and who had tried to hurt her sister. 
She wriggled a little bit on the bench, trying to get the weird leather straps that wrapped across her chest to sit flat. Why would anyone choose to wear this? Mattie longed for a pair of jeans and a cotton t-shirt, preferably one with a band logo or some kind of nerdy quip.
A clanging sound, like a can being kicked, intruded upon her reverie and she turned her head sharply, suddenly laser-focused.
As she scanned the area, Mattie caught a glimpse of a furtive figure skulking in the shadow of a nearby brewery’s front patio. The brewpub was closed at this early hour, although she had seen a couple of staff members arrive about thirty minutes ago.
That meant the building was occupied, so she’d have to be careful about window angles as she intercepted the guy. 
Mattie turned the page of her newspaper as she surreptitiously studied the crouching man, who was dressed in garb similar to her own and wouldn’t look out of place at a renaissance fair. 
He looked extremely out of place where he was, however, and was making no effort to fit in as he continued to hide behind a table, staring in shock at the burnt building he’d clearly been heading toward. 
The man didn’t seem to have noticed her sitting there. Usually, if they saw her outfit, they would assume she was with the organization and approach her.
The Auditor field agents always moved in pairs, which meant that either there was another one around here somewhere, or his partner had been killed in action. Or he wasn’t a field agent, but so far no admin agents had shown up with transfer papers – just kidnappers fresh from a job. 
Mattie waited a few more moments to see if another agent would show. 
The guy didn’t seem to be expecting anyone else to turn up, and no one did, so she moved forward with her capture.
Since he wasn’t moving anyway, Mattie formed the words of a spell in her mind. Her hands glowed as he froze in place. She folded her newspaper, fighting with the rustling pages in the wind. 
Finally, it acquiesced, flattening out, and she carefully hid one hand in its creases and shoved the other into her pocket so no passersby would see them. 
Her hands would continue to glow until she released the spell. 
She waited a moment to see if anything happened. 
If he was a speller, he would still be able to use magic, since spelling was mostly mental and didn’t require movement. If he was a stitcher, he wouldn’t, since his hands were paralyzed. And if he was a seer, he wouldn’t be here, because he would have looked ahead into the future and avoided the place altogether.
After a moment, Mattie rose from her bench and strolled casually toward the patio, deliberately stumbling slightly when she reached the man. She knelt and pretended to tie her shoe as she spoke. “I’m going to release your head from my spell. You won’t be able to move your hands, so don’t bother trying to stitch. If you try to scream, I’ll spell you back to frozen before you get enough out for anyone to notice. Got it?”
Mattie altered the spell and the man nodded. “Who are you?” he asked. “What happened to the HQ?”
“My name is Mattie.” She watched his eyes widen. He’d assumed she was an Auditor, of course, and they all went by Agent Whatever-Their-Last-Name-Was. 
“Who are you?” he repeated, his voice warier than it had been. 
“Where’s your partner?” she countered, wanting to make sure he was alone before she went too much further.
The stricken expression on his face was all the answer she needed. 
Mattie was torn. On the one hand, if his partner was gone, that was one less agent for her and her allies to deal with. 
But she wasn’t yet so hardened that she didn’t regret the loss of life. After all, technically all of the agents were also victims of the Auditors as a whole.
She hoped that at least whoever they’d been trying to capture had gotten away after killing this guy’s partner. If not, then the poor bastard was on a train right now, terrified and confused, on their way to a randomly picked HQ that wasn’t this one, to be brainwashed and trained up as another new agent. 
“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said softly.
His eyes filled with defiance and he straightened his neck as best he could with the rest of his body still held in stasis. “Who. Are. You,” he said.
Mattie nodded. Fair enough. “I’m here to offer you a choice. Do you know anyone named Agent Miller?” She kept her voice neutral as she mentioned the name of the former leader of the splinter group whose rebellion she had aided.
The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, his head moving into a wary tilt, but he kept his voice measured. “I know three Agent Millers. Which are you talking about?”
“Sure. It’s a common name. But I’m pretty sure by the hostility in your voice that you know exactly which Miller I’m talking about.”
He turned his head and spat on the ground beside Mattie. “Yeah, we’ve all heard of her. Her goons approached me once. I told them where that traitor could stick it. Did she do this?”
Mattie grimaced. She stood up and moved away from the gob of spittle, sitting on a bench on one side of a picnic table. She looked around for observers and, seeing none, carefully altered the spell again in her mind, moving the Auditor’s limbs into a sitting position and levitating him onto the other bench.
He glared at her. “Answer the question. Is Miller responsible for this and are you with her or with us?”
“Agent Miller is dead,” said Mattie bluntly. “Most of the court is also dead. Including the Pontiff. So you can kiss your precious organization as a whole goodbye. We’re just mopping up now.”
The Auditor’s expression froze for a moment before he took a deep, measured breath and arranged his features into careful neutrality. “You’re lying.”
“I’m not lying, actually. I was there – epic battle, Pontiff beheaded, building exploded, all that jazz. Agent Miller’s group has a new leader. They’ve renounced all ties to the organization and are actively working to destroy what’s left of it. As someone who is still part of the organization, that leaves you with two options. Personally, I would suggest the renounce-it-yourself-and-join-us option.”
“What’s the other one? Die at your hand?” he sneered.
“No. The other is to be taken captive. We’ll do our best to reverse your whole brainwashing situation and if we manage it, we might even let you go someday. Meanwhile, you won’t be mistreated at all, but you also won’t be free.”
“I haven’t been free in years,” he said. “I gave up my freedom willingly to the organization.”
“I mean, I don’t know that I’d describe being kidnapped and brainwashed as ‘willing.’” Mattie raised an eyebrow. “But you are now free to choose. Continue in captivity or help our cause.”
“I’d rather die.”
Mattie rolled her eyes. These people were always so dramatic. “Well, that’s not one of the options available right now. Maybe someday we’ll work it into the curriculum.”
She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and texted Sister Margaret, letting her know she had a new prisoner for the convent jail. 
“Who are you contacting?” the new prisoner demanded. “Where will I be taken?”
“Yeah, I’m not gonna tell you that,” said Mattie. She settled in for an awkward wait. It generally took about ten minutes for the nuns to send someone over with their van, and she had to guard the prisoner the whole time and make sure that no one passing by got suspicious. “What’s your name?”
“I’m not gonna tell you that,” he mocked.
Mattie shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She studied his face. “You look like a Steve. I’ll just call you Steve.”
“You look like an Abomination,” he snapped.
“Oh, I am,” Mattie agreed. The organization considered anyone an Abomination – capital A every time – who used more than one discipline of magery. “Big time. I haven’t figured out the knack for the whole seer-eyes thing, but I’m a natural speller, and I’ve been stitching for a couple of weeks now, and it’s awesome.”
Steve stared at her in outrage. “How dare you?” he hissed. 
“You used to do it too, right?” Mattie pointed out. “If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself kidnapped—”
“Rightfully brought in for re-education,” he corrected.
“Potato, potahto,” she said. “The point is that you used to morph and it’s pretty hypocritical of you to be all judgy at me about it.”
“I saw the error of my ways,” he said.
“That’s one way to look at it.” Mattie smiled sadly. “The other way is that a power-hungry group of assholes decided centuries ago to hoard all the power for themselves. And their descendants, who are still going, brainwashed you into doing their dirty work for them. You got any kids?”
Steve’s brow furrowed at the sudden change in topic. “No,” he answered automatically. “No kids. Why?”
“Well.” Mattie leaned forward, catching his eyes in hers. “Did you know that they taught all the kids of the court how to morph?”
“What do you mean by ‘morph?’” His frown deepened.
Mattie propped her chin up on her hand. “Morphing is what the court calls their sanctioned use of multiple disciplines. We rescued all of the kids from the court when we attacked—”
“Rescued? You mean kidnapped,” said Steve.
“Funny how you interchange those so easily,” said Mattie. “We rescued the kids. And every single one of them over the age of eight was being trained to use all three magical disciplines.”
“You’re lying again,” said Steve.
“Nope, I’m really not,” said Mattie. “Still feeling super loyal to those court assholes?”
He didn’t answer, turning his head away from her instead, looking toward the burnt building across and down the street.
Mattie picked up her phone again, giving Steve some time with his thoughts, letting doubts sink into his mind. Already, two of the agents they’d taken captive were starting to show signs of switching their allegiance. Maybe Steve could see the light too.
She idly scrolled through her email, pausing at one from her ex-husband. Their divorce court date was coming up soon. Craig’s email was titled simply, “Fuck You.” 
That seemed about right. Mattie decided her day was going to be long and stressful enough without dealing with him. 
She kept scrolling. Funny how all of the emails were from her old life – the vice principal of the school she used to teach at in Portland. 
The property management company she used to rent from, giving her formal notice that she was officially evicted. 
Ah, yes, another one from Craig. Upon reflection, the angry title of his most recent email might have been a reaction to all of these other emails going unanswered. 
Whatever. She had more important shit to do.
An unmarked white van pulled up beside them, and Mattie closed out the app and slipped the phone back into her pocket. She stood and grinned at the driver, who gave her a jaunty wave.
The door opened and Sister Margaret hopped out, engine still running. 
If anyone had told Mattie a month before that she was shortly going to meet a nun who would quickly become one of her best friends, she would have assumed they were on drugs or had her confused with someone else. But Sister Margaret wasn’t your stereotypical nun. 
She was dressed a lot like Mattie, but she moved comfortably in her leather, somehow managing to look graceful and athletic as she buckled on a belt with two swords hanging from it while she jumped out of the van, her long black braid swinging over her shoulder. 
“Hola, chica! You nabbed another one, huh? Well done!” Sister Margaret lifted her hand, and Mattie high-fived her with a resounding smack. “He got a name?”
“I’m calling him Steve,” said Mattie.
Sister Margaret raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “A first name? I thought you said he was loyal to the organization.”
Mattie shrugged. “He wouldn’t tell me his real name.”
The nun cackled. “He does look like a Steve.” She paused and her eyes went totally white as she turned on her seer sight to look into the future. “There’s a cop coming around the corner. How about a sight shield?”
The glow around Mattie’s hands pulsed as she added another spell, this one hiding the three of them from any passersby. It was a tricky spell, and she felt the strain as she held it alongside the paralysis spell she already had going. 
“Hurry, please,” she said, gritting her teeth. 
Sister Margaret nodded and leaned across the front seat of the van to pull a handful of zip ties out of the center console. 
Mattie glanced around as the police car rounded the corner, just as Sister Margaret had predicted. 
The car drove slowly up the street, the officer inside scanning the area in a lackadaisical manner. 
Turning her attention back to the task at hand, Mattie watched Sister Margaret quickly and expertly wrap the ties around the captive’s left hand, forcing the fingers together so he couldn’t make the arcane gestures needed to stitch. 
Suddenly, Sister Margaret’s head snapped back as Steve punched his hands upward. “What the fuck?” yelled Sister Margaret as she stumbled backward, drawing her twin swords as she quickly regained her balance.
Mattie stared at the prisoner, frozen in place, her eyes wide. 
Her spell hadn’t been broken – the Auditor shouldn’t have been able to move. 
“A little help here, Mattie?” called Sister Margaret as she ducked Steve’s punches and kicks. She had reverted her eyes to normal sight for some reason, which seemed like an odd choice in the middle of a fight.
“Yes! Sorry!” Mattie charged toward the fight, tackling the Auditor and wrestling him to the ground, for once glad of the leather armor she wore, as her hands scraped against the concrete, but her arms and legs were protected. 
Mattie managed to get herself on top of him, pinning him to the ground. 
Then she caught sight of his eyes and reeled backward – they were filled with an inky blackness, the opposite of how a seer’s eyes looked when they used their mage powers. 
While she was distracted, Steve managed to wriggle one arm out from Mattie’s grasp and she instinctively bucked her head downward as he rose, smashing her forehead into him. As dumb luck would have it, he had been turning his head slightly, and she hit his temple instead of smacking forehead-to-forehead.
He went limp, his disturbingly black eyes closing. 
Mattie sat back, clutching her head with both hands. “Why the fuck did I do that?” she yelled. 
Sister Margaret grinned, sheathing her swords. “Oh, you’ll be fine. It’s one of those things that hurts like a bitch for a few minutes and then starts to ebb. Like stubbing your toe.”
Mattie glared at the warrior nun. “What the hell happened back there?”
“Honestly?” Sister Margaret reached down and Mattie grasped her calloused hand gratefully, pulling herself to her feet. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
“My spell just stopped working!” Speaking of which… Mattie dropped the immobilization spell that she was still holding over Steve. No point in wasting energy.
Sister Margaret nodded. “So did my sight,” she said grimly. “It looked like he was just frozen in time. That has never happened before. And it only applied to him. Everything else was moving normally in seer mode.” She gestured toward the police car, which had circled back around and was driving by again, its bright light pointed right at them as it passed by. “Your sight shield seems to be holding, so at least something’s going right. Did you see his eyes?”
Mattie shuddered. “It was so creepy. What causes that?”
“I don’t know,” said Sister Margaret. She quickly, almost convulsively, drew her right hand in the sign of the cross, touching her forehead, chest, and each shoulder in succession. “I’ve been a mage since I was a little girl and a warrior for over a decade. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Mattie opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, Sister Margaret’s eyes widened, fixing on something behind Mattie. 
The warrior nun drew her twin swords again, shoving Mattie out of the way with an elbow as she charged forward. “We’ve got another one!” she called out.

      ***Tillie, Mattie’s identical twin sister, was also awake, despite the early hour. She wandered around her condo in her skimpy blue silk nightie, loathe to acknowledge that it was now technically morning and that if she was actually “up” she should really change into her workout clothes and get her day started. 
She’d been awake for a couple of hours at this point, first waking at the sound of a slamming door in another condo, then tossing and turning for about an hour, before getting up to pee and never going back to bed. 
She had just been pacing between the kitchen and her bedroom, lost in thought and constantly glancing into the now-empty guest room that lived between. 
Until three days ago, Mattie had been staying in that room. Then she had moved into a small house with two of the rebel Auditor agents, and the condo, which had formerly been Tillie’s sanctuary, her haven of solitude, had become somehow both echoingly empty and terrifyingly populated by monsters around every corner at the same time.
She drifted into the living room and touched a discreet button on her entertainment center. The doors of the cabinet slid open with a small whooshing sound, revealing the hidden television set.
Tillie sank down onto the couch, leaning forward to open the drawer of her distressed-wood coffee table and grab the remote. She hit power and the TV turned on to reveal an anchorwoman seated behind a desk. A familiar scene floated in a square image just above the reporter’s left shoulder. 
Tillie turned up the volume to better hear the news.
“—city police are still looking for any information on the bizarre events of last Friday night, when a midtown building was destroyed by a mysterious fire, killing several hundred people who were gathered in a large banquet hall. Police have identified the building as being owned by a Belgium-based accountancy corporation called Magi Auditing. Police say that the fire was likely started on purpose. 
“A spokesperson from the company says that the building was their local corporate headquarters and was used for office space and as temporary living quarters for visiting staff. She has expressed bafflement that anyone would target the building, and has said that their own internal security is also investigating. KFYP’s own Stacy Polk is on location. Stacy?”
The screen changed to show the ash-streaked stone façade of the Auditor building. Tillie’s breath caught, and she forced herself to breathe evenly. She barely heard the reporter as she began to speak, vaguely hearing her speculating about what kind of gathering had been going on, and the odd way the victims were dressed. 
Tillie found herself transfixed instead by the empty gap where the grand wooden double doors had been in the front of the building and the smoke stains on the grey stone around it.
She jumped to her feet again and strode to the antique desk in the corner of the room, sitting down on the padded wooden seat and pulling a notebook toward her. She grabbed a pencil.
If a spokesperson from this Belgian company – which had to be a front for the Auditor organization – was involved, that meant there was still some kind of core leadership left, and it meant that the leadership was aware of what had happened in St. Louis. 
The buffer of time they’d thought they had for regrouping and planning their next move had just disappeared. 
Tillie began writing down the facts of the situation. As a natural seer, she tended to live more in the future and plan things out. It always helped her to have the past and present details written down so she didn’t have to constantly remember them.
The facts were grim. They’d started out with around three hundred rebel Auditors. Forty-six of those had fallen in battle, a number that was etched into the minds of all the survivors. In theory, that left around two hundred and fifty. But a good half of those had elected to return to their former lives as soon as the battle was over.
Tillie couldn’t blame them. They had never chosen the life of an agent. If she’d been kidnapped and brainwashed, she’d probably want to go back to normalcy as soon as she could too. 
And many of the ones who’d gone had children among the court. They’d reclaimed them and taken them home to begin the process of introducing them into a normal life in the real world. 
It was still frustrating to be without those agents. 
Of the seventy-five who initially pledged themselves to the cause of completely eliminating the Auditor organization, twelve more had already backed out. They were losing good agents daily.
Again, Tillie couldn’t blame them. 
Nicole had sent eight more away, despite their wish to remain and help, because they were too emotionally fragile. 
That left them with just over fifty agents, to take down an ancient, powerful, international secret society. 
Oh, but there were also the Catholics. Sister Catherine and her band of nuns were nothing to sneeze at, and they seemed to think there was a possibility that the Vatican would send more fighters to help out. 
Tillie flipped to a new page, recording the strengths of the convent of the Sisters of Saint Joan. 
Of course, the nuns were constrained by the red tape of the Church, and there was always the possibility that Rome would tell them to back off instead. 
Even now, Sister Catherine was waiting for orders from the Vatican on what to do with the court prisoners taken in last week’s battle, who were still languishing in the dungeons below their convent and school.
And the children taken from the court after the battle. Most of their parents were still agents of the Auditor organization. Some of them had been children of courtiers. All of them were confused and traumatized and were taking up a lot of the convent’s time and resources as they waited for someone from the Church to come and deal with them.
And, of course, the nuns still had their regular duties to deal with, running a girls’ high school, the same one that Ida Garveldi – another staunch ally and one who couldn’t be discounted either –  had attended as a teen. Granted, the school’s summer vacation had just started, but Tillie understood that there was still lots to do during the off-season. 
As far as Tillie could see, Sister Margaret’s only duty was slaying evil, but the rest of the convent had other things to do, which seriously hampered their ability to help.
They’d had some local mages helping too, members of the Garaveldi family, mobilized by Ida and her nephew Giovani, the mage who had started all of this for Tillie by warning her that the Auditors were coming for her. 
Once the battle was over, most of the Garaveldi mages went back to their regular lives. Giovani, of course, as the ringleader of their movement, was still involved, and nothing could keep Ida out of it, but the rest of them had basically just told them to call if things got sticky again. 
A knock sounded on the door, sharply interrupting Tillie’s train of thought. 
She jumped up, spinning around to stare at the door, a hand pressed to her chest for a second before shaking herself back to reality. 
She turned on her seer sight and then smiled with relief to see that it was Giovani standing out in the hall, fidgeting with his light brown tie. 
Her eyes went from white back to their typical bright blue as she turned her seer sight off and she walked briskly toward the door and opened it.
“Hi,” said Giovani. 
Tillie stepped back as he drifted into the living room. “Is everything okay?” she asked, remembering what time it was.
Giovani paused in the middle of the room and adjusted the cuffs of his perfectly tailored beige suit, which he wore like a uniform. He must have had a closet full of them. 
“Hi,” he said again. 
Despite his well-groomed appearance, Tillie could see signs of wear and tear on him – his ragged thumbnails in contrast to the manicured fingernails; an ever-so-slight shadow on his cheeks and chin; the minute tapping of his left foot as he stood awkwardly in front of her.
She closed the door and gave him a gentle smile. “Hi, Giovani. Why don’t you sit down? I’ll make some tea.”
“Yes. Tea. Great. Thanks.” Giovani wandered over to the couch, plopping down and closing his eyes.
Glad to have something to do, Tillie hurried into the kitchen to fill her electric kettle. She selected a soothing mint-flavored green tea, setting the temperature on the kettle accordingly. As she went about the familiar ritual of measuring out tea leaves and arranging a tray with honey, hand-thrown clay mugs, and some coconut macaroons, she wondered whether Giovani was going to be okay in the long run. 
Tillie herself was no stranger to post-traumatic stress disorder and she recognized the signs in him, as well as in the rest of the former Auditor agents. As far as she was concerned, her own past
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