
[image: Cover: The Incorruptibles, by Lauren Magaziner.]



[image: ]


Praise for THE INCORRUPTIBLES



[image: Emoji: Star.] “A lightning blast of a futuristic fantasy.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS, starred review

“The Incorruptibles is an epic story of good versus evil that is both familiar and wonderfully unique. You will be fully invested in this inclusive cast of characters as they fight against a broken, tyrannical world. This book will inspire future heroes.”

—ERIN ENTRADA KELLY, Newbery Medal–winning author of Hello, Universe and The First State of Being

“A fabulous adventure that’s as full of heart, fire, and compassion as its extraordinary heroine. Lauren Magaziner has created a timeless and timely epic of fellowship and self-discovery in the face of overwhelming odds. Teeming with action and intrigue from beginning to end, The Incorruptibles is deft, suspenseful, and thrilling.”

—JONATHAN STROUD, bestselling author of the Lockwood & Co. series

“The Incorruptibles is a joy-packed thrill ride teeming with both tons of action and endless laughs. Fiora’s adventure is perfect for readers searching for an exciting story with a sprinkling of first romance and a whole lot of heart.”

—AMANDA FOODY, New York Times bestselling author of the Wilderlore series

“All I can say is: read this book!! With a suspenseful plot, fascinating world-building, and characters to die for, this book is a triumph.”

—TAE KELLER, Newbery Medal–winning author of When You Trap a Tiger







[image: The Incorruptibles, by Lauren Magaziner. #1. Aladdin. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]





To Carter Rogers and Anne McGrath—here’s to the home we shared, the adventures we’ve had, and the stories we love. Our squad is the best squad!





[image: ]



CHAPTER ONE


Fiora was sewing brass buttons onto a new robe for a customer arriving tomorrow. That part was ordinary.

The unusual bit was her uncle pacing behind her, dissecting her every move and yelping at periodic intervals.

What was so important about this robe? Uncle Randal had been in tatters about it ever since the parcel of glittery rainbow fabric had arrived last week. The cloth was like nothing Fiora had ever touched before: soft like velvet, shiny like satin, and durable like polyester. It was sparkly, too, catching sunbeams from every direction. The fabric never seemed to settle on any one hue for long; it was a changing kaleidoscope of colors, depending on the light.

Uncle Randal had started working on the robe right away, and whenever Fiora had glanced at his work in progress, she’d had to fight the urge to try it on. And she’d never felt that way about the thousands of robes Uncle Randal had made for thousands of customers in the Temperates. Ordinarily she just wasn’t that interested in fashion. Fiora had learned the family business out of necessity, and she’d had no say in the matter.

But she had the talent for sewing. Like it or not, she and her uncle were cut from the same cloth.

“I should do this part,” Uncle Randal said, biting his nails as he watched her thread a button. “Let me. Move aside.”

When she didn’t budge, he leaned forward to reclaim the garment, but Fiora moved it out of his reach. She glanced at him curiously. “But I always do the buttons.”

“Not tonight. This is too critical to leave in an apprentice’s hands.”

Fiora wrinkled her nose at her uncle and continued to work. There was a reason why she did the buttons. First, her hands were smaller and her eyes were better. Second, Uncle Randal was the one who had taught her everything she knew anyway. He had been training her from the very moment she’d arrived at his house at six years old. It had taken her forever to master the basics. But a year later, after Fiora had finished her third embroidery, Uncle Randal had regarded her with a satisfied look that had made her heart swell with pride.

“No one in the family has sewn anything finer,” he’d said simply.

She’d been chasing that feeling ever since, but she knew she wasn’t going to get it tonight. Squinting, Fiora poked the needle through the fabric.

“Careful!” he snapped, his mustache bristling.

“Fine,” she said to her uncle. “You really want to do it?”

He blanched and looked down at his shaking hands. He gulped. “No, no—I simply cannot. I am far too busy!” And yet he continued to pace behind her.

He’s more tightly wound than a spool of thread, Fiora thought as the late-afternoon sun warmed the old wooden store. Her uncle’s shop was small, hot, and cluttered.

Organization would never triumph here. The storefront housed two mannequins, an explosion of textiles, a fitting area for customers, three worktables, and the old sewing machine that Fiora called Snapper Turtle, due to the hundreds of needles she’d snapped on it and because of how sluggish it was.

The cash register sat on a wooden table that also doubled as a kitchen countertop, since Fiora and Uncle Randal lived in the back of the shop, behind the curtain.

Sometimes Fiora wished she could work behind the curtain (where it was cooler) and sleep in the front of the shop (where it was warmer). The shop was especially sweltering today. Sweat slid down her forehead—

“You’ll drip on the robe!” her uncle warned.

Fiora stabbed the needle into a pincushion. “I swear to gods, if you don’t let me work in peace…”

She didn’t finish the threat. She didn’t need to.

Uncle Randal simply frowned and fled to his bedroom behind the curtain in the back of the shop. Several different locks clicked, each bolt and latch snicking into place. In the seven years she’d lived with her uncle, Fiora had never been inside his room. It was completely off-limits.

The forbidden room often haunted her thoughts. Fiora had caught glimpses inside her uncle’s room from the hallway, but it didn’t look that remarkable. It had a bed, a dresser, a filing cabinet full of client paperwork, a nightstand, and a closet. Ordinarily boring….

Except for one thing: the locks on the door. Uncle Randal’s system of locks became more intricate with each passing year. It had started as a standard lock in his doorknob. But in time he’d added a dead bolt, which he locked using a key, which he hid in a drawer, which he then locked with another key, which he then hid in a wall safe, its combination a secret.

With each new lock installation Fiora’s curiosity had grown… until she’d simply burned with it. Why the locks? Why did her uncle take such painstaking care to keep her out? What in dominion did a simple tailor have to hide?

After Fiora had finished attaching two buttons, Uncle Randal emerged again, locking the door behind him. He slipped the key into his puckered pocket. All the while he was muttering to himself. “Running out of time. Attach the buttons, fix the wonky hem in the back, press the label. So much work left.”

“Did you just check the customer’s file, Uncle Randal?”

He nodded.

“And,” she continued, “did we meet all their requests?”

He ignored her question. “Are you almost finished? I need it back.”

“Is it a new customer or old?” Fiora asked.

“Ah, ah, ah. The rules!”

Fiora exhaled heavily. She knew it was against her uncle’s rules to ask about the clients, but this delicate, bold, beautiful cloak was too exceptional.

What type of person would wear something this dazzling, especially when there were sorcerers out and about? Who would dare risk catching their attention?

Fiora hummed thoughtfully. “It has to be a new customer—”

“We’re not discussing this.”

“Because I’ve never seen you this tense,” she finished.

“I am not tense,” he refuted. She rolled her eyes. “I am perfectly composed— FIORA, WATCH YOUR STITCH!”

She jolted, and a button popped off the shimmering fabric and flew out the open window.

“YOU RUINED IT!” her uncle bellowed.

“Only because you startled me!”

He glared.

“It’s really not a big deal,” Fiora said carefully. She knew the best way to deal with her uncle when his mood started to curdle: keep things emotionless. He responded well to facts and logic. Fiora suspected that over the years, she’d learned to adapt to him far more than the other way around. “It’s not lost forever,” Fiora added with a shrug. “It’s just in the mulch outside.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting that this cloak smell like fertilizer!”

“I’ll wash the button.” Fiora stood to go retrieve the button. Her uncle held up a hand to stop her.

“No, no. That simply will not do. Perhaps you do not understand….” He paced across the shop, nearly knocking Snapper Turtle off its table. Floorboards creaked beneath his weight. “My reputation is on the line. This robe must be perfect. Perfect. But perhaps this was for the best. These buttons are entirely incorrect. With rainbow fabric like that, the glimmer ratio of robe to button requires something shinier…. What in Barrows’ name was I thinking?”

A hundred questions bubbled inside her, threatening to erupt like red sauce in a heated pot. But her uncle’s mention of the Barrows made Fiora hold her tongue.

Only rarely did her uncle evoke the name of the Barrows—the dreadful, bullish sorcerers who possessed their town. He spoke of them mostly when cursing or when Fiora was in trouble. (Oftentimes that was one and the same.)

Otherwise Fiora and Uncle Randal very much liked to pretend that the sorcerers did not exist. Even though their presence was a constant thumbprint on their lives.

Fiora knew that she and her uncle shared an unspoken hatred of sorcerers. Whenever they were out and about together and the sorcerers were nearby, Uncle Randal would clutch her shoulder, and she’d always look up at him to see his lips pursed, his expression taut, and his eyes shimmering with loathing.

It was actually one of the ways she felt most connected to her uncle.

Uncle Randal took the robe in his hands. “This garment,” he mumbled, “will never be good enough. These buttons will be the death of me.” Gingerly he cut out the other button she’d just sewn in. “Fiora, can you get me buttons?”

Fiora nodded and slipped behind the curtain that separated the storefront from their living area.

Back here the temperature dropped palpably and the lights barely worked because they barely mattered. Uncle Randal frequently told Fiora he’d never waste a cent on fixing anything behind the curtain. Not even the heat, the lights, or the leaky showerhead. Not even when Fiora had begged for a modest renovation. “If the clients don’t see it,” he’d said, “then who cares?”

Fiora paused at her room. Out of habit she looked out her one clouded window, but the neighbor’s shade was down. Again. For the thousandth day in a row. She continued walking down the hall.

There was no companionship in Barrowburgh, no friendly neighborly conversations. Everyone kept each other at arm’s length. Even the kids around town rarely spoke with one another.

It was safer that way.

Connection and conversations attracted attention. Attention attracted sorcerers. And by that point it would be too late. To the Barrows, community meant mutiny, and so they’d torment the humans who stepped out of line… or devise even worse punishments. Keeping your head down and minding your own business was the best way to stay invisible.

But some humans—cowards, in Fiora’s opinion—tried to stay in the sorcerers’ good graces by groveling before their power. To bend the knee, to kiss the ring—it was repulsive. Fiora hated these humans more than she hated the sorcerers.

For all Uncle Randal’s faults, not once had he ever licked their boots, not even when the Barrows had been harassing humans in the town square. Fiora admired the way her uncle lay low. It felt sneaky—almost defiant—for him to have a budding business without any fawning whatsoever.

At the end of the hallway, Fiora bent over the chest and pulled out the top drawer. She brought the whole thing back to her uncle. She set the drawer on the table and peeked over his shoulder as he rifled through its contents.

“No, definitely not. This one is lovely, but it has no match. Oh, none of these buttons will do.” He smoothed his mustache. “Fiora, I need you to get me buttons.”

She was confused. “But these are all the buttons we have.”

“Yes, and I need you to get me more. From the store. Now.”

Fiora drew a breath. “But—but the sun’s going down! Curfew’s starting soon, and the sorcerers come out at night! The Barrows!”

Her uncle’s expression was unreadable.

Surely—surely—this was some sort of joke. It had to be a joke, even though her uncle wasn’t the humorous type. But there was no way he’d send her out at the cusp of curfew. “You’re coming with me, right?”

“I need to work on the hem right now, Fiora. I’m running out of time on this cloak. It’ll take you thirty minutes, tops.” Her uncle frowned. “They won’t bother you. Trust me.”

Trust him? The Barrows were cruel. They wouldn’t take pity on her because it was her first time breaking curfew… or because she was young… if that’s what her uncle was thinking.

What was he thinking?

She tried to make eye contact, but he avoided her gaze.

“Of course the Barrows will bother me,” she said at last.

Fiora had artfully avoided the Barrows, but her neighbor Griffith hadn’t been so lucky. He’d had his voice stolen for a week, before the Barrow sorcerer had decided to oh-so-graciously give it back.

Of course, when Griffith had finally been able to talk about the incident, he’d refused.

“Did you hear me?” Fiora asked. Her uncle said nothing. He merely moved to grab her cloak off the coatrack. “Griffith said they stole his voice.”

“Who is Griffith?” Uncle Randal asked. He plucked her cloak from the bunch, and then he suddenly remembered. “Oh, that little butcher’s boy? What are you doing talking with him?”

“I see him delivering meat sometimes when I’m shopping for you.”

He snorted. “I do not like you talking to neighbors, especially those who are liars.”

“Griffith has no reason to lie.”

Her uncle scoffed. “That kid also said he saw an Incorruptible in town.”

Fiora inhaled sharply; she couldn’t help it. Could it possibly be true? Had Griffith really seen an Incorruptible? But no, of course Griffith hadn’t seen one. Incorruptibles weren’t real. A group of resistance fighters trying to take down sorcerers in a sorcerer-ruled world? A laughable idea! Fighting sorcerers was just as futile as trying to lick your elbow—it just couldn’t be done. “What would make Griffith say that?”

“He wanted attention, probably,” Uncle Randal said. “We both know no one is coming to save us from sorcerers.” He tossed her outdoor cloak at her.

Fiora didn’t catch it, letting it hit the worn wooden floor. “You’re punishing me? For popping off a button?”

He shook his head. “This is not a punishment. I am a tailor. You are a tailor’s apprentice. When I need something, you get it. Since I feed you and clothe you and shelter you, it’s the least you can do.”

“This isn’t fair!”

“Life rarely is. You should know that better than anyone.”

She did indeed. Fiora’s eyes drifted up past her uncle’s head, to the painting behind the register, a portrait of her father as a young man. Fiora had inherited his warm brown eyes, tall and plump body shape, and riotously curly hair that was either honeyed or toffeed, depending on the light.

She wished she’d inherited more time with him instead.

Uncle Randal followed her gaze. He frowned. “We both wish things were different. But here we are. Stuck with one another. We are not perfect, you and I. But we are all the family we’ve got left.”

“You’re right,” she said. “So please don’t send your only family outside after curfew. I could die out there.”

“I will not dignify your dramatic hysteria with a response,” Uncle Randal replied.

Slowly, reluctantly, Fiora fastened her gray cloak. Her eyes welled with tears. He’d raised her to fear and avoid sorcerers, and now he was throwing her out into the dark?

“Why are you doing this to me?” And why do you value buttons more than my safety? she wanted to ask. But it was a thought too emotional for her uncle, so she didn’t dare say it out loud.

He rubbed his temples. “Fiora, if the cloak isn’t perfect tomorrow…” He sighed heavily, letting his hand fall away from his round, flushed face. “There’s a lot riding on this robe. The buttons are critical. And I promise, the Barrows won’t harm you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he said.

“No, you don’t,” Fiora insisted. She was so confused that her mind was reeling. Was this truly not a reprimand? Uncle Randal usually administered his punishments like he was giving an interview—lots of questions, measured discussion, eye contact, and even a handshake to seal the verdict.

There was no discussion here. His hands were now fidgety in his pockets. And strangely enough, his brown eyes would not meet hers. And if this wasn’t a punishment, and he really did need emergency buttons…

There’s a lot riding on this robe, he’d said.

“Uncle,” Fiora said, “what exactly is riding on—”

“The sun is still in the sky, you know,” he interrupted, shifting uncomfortably. “If you hurry, you can make it back before curfew even begins.” He held the door open for her. “Three different kinds of silver buttons please, Fiora. Give me something to work with here.”

Fiora shivered as she stepped outside. She drew her cloak around her.

Before gently closing the door, her uncle said, “It will be okay.”

Fiora wasn’t sure if that was supposed to reassure her or himself.
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CHAPTER TWO


With every stomp down the cobblestone roads of Barrowburgh, Fiora cursed Uncle Randal under her breath. She hadn’t asked to be his apprentice. She’d chosen nothing about her life—because even though she’d been supposed to stay with Uncle Randal for only two weeks, her parents had never come back. She’d asked Uncle Randal about it, after living with him for a month.

“Your parents met their demise,” he’d said stiffly, not even looking up from the pants he’d been hemming, “due to sorcerers. You’ll be staying with me from now on. I’m sorry.”

Every detail about that moment was seared into her memory—the cloying smell of the flickering candle, the sweltering heat from the fireplace, the floor that crumbled beneath her.

Focus, she told herself now. She had to hurry. The sun already hung low in the sky.

The cottages were quaint at the bottom of Barrowburgh’s hill, each home attached to the ones next to it. The higher the elevation, the fancier the property—and the more likely a sorcerer (or human toady) would live there. Panting, Fiora spared a glance at the looming mansion that housed the Barrows themselves, descendants of the sorcerer for whom the town had been renamed a hundred years before.

Even with their reign of bullying, the Barrows were minor sorcerers. Or, at least, their great-grandfather had been a minor sorcerer. The bigger sorcerers had conquered the bigger towns or small cities. And the biggest sorcerers had captured the biggest cities.

And the only sorcerers bigger than that were the Radiance. They had no cities, and yet they had all cities. Because they ruled over all other sorcerers. They were a nameless, faceless group of nomads who wandered through the realm. They were legendary. They were infamous. They were murderous.

Focus, Fiora repeated to herself. The Barrows were enough to worry about.

Especially after dark.

At last she made it to the crafter’s workshop, with the sun miraculously still hovering in the sky. There were no other customers in the store, no one else foolish enough to be out this late.

The only one inside was Edith, the shopkeeper’s daughter, a girl two years older than Fiora, with a face full of freckles and a smile that made Fiora turn as red as Edith’s hair. Fiora always found herself taking twice as long to complete her chore whenever she was in Edith’s presence, just for an excuse to linger.

But not tonight. In record time Fiora paid for three different types of silver buttons. She was halfway down the road again when she heard the tinkle of the shopkeeper’s bell behind her.

“Fiora, come back!” cried Edith. “I forgot to give you the fabrics your uncle ordered. They just came in yesterday! Here!”

“Keep them!” Fiora shouted up the street.

“Meet me in the middle!” Edith said, flashing her irresistible smile.

Curses—that smile! Fiora sighed and hastened up the street. She stood in front of Edith, who glanced around nervously.

“Look, do you want to stay over until curfew breaks?” Edith asked.

Fiora’s heart sank. On any other night this would have been a dream come true. “My uncle needs these buttons tonight,” she said glumly.

“Okay, well, be careful getting home,” Edith whispered, pressing the bundle into Fiora’s hands before fleeing to the safety of her own house.

Fiora rushed off. The sun seemed to sink faster now, like an egg dropping to the floor, cracking on the horizon, and spilling its colorful yolk all across the sky.

The hues faded to dusk. Shadows descended onto the streets. Every human in every house Fiora scurried by was pulling down the shades. Her heart hammered wildly.

Something was following her. She whipped around.

Nothing was there.

Goose bumps rose on her arms and the back of her neck. The streets were too empty, too quiet. Fiora held the fabrics and the button box tighter to her chest. The moonlight barely illuminated her path. She tripped over a cobblestone—and luckily caught herself before she and the fabrics took a tumble. Her blood pulsed.

Calm down, she thought, pulling herself against a stony wall, hiding in its shadow as she waited for her lungs and heart and brain to stop racing. Uncle Randal said the Barrows won’t hurt me.

Except…

She didn’t believe him.

There was only one way to be safe guaranteed. And that was to stay indoors.

In the darkness Fiora wrestled with a dilemma. If she sprinted, she could reach the safety of Uncle Randal’s shop faster, but the sorcerers might notice her more easily. If she crept quietly, she could avoid attention, but she’d be on these dangerous streets for far longer.

Boom!

A noise exploded like a firecracker two alleys away. A burst of violent light. And a smell lingered after, like burnt toast.

Lightning tore through that nearby alley… but it couldn’t possibly have been real lightning. The sky was clear, and the evening cool. No, it was magic—she was sure of it.

A sorcerer scuffle? These sorts of things happened after curfew, which meant she had to get away.

All she could do now was stay out of sight. As quiet as a breath, Fiora stuck to the shadows. Think of Mom and Dad. Be brave. She walked down the sloped street, keeping an eye behind her as her shoulder brushed the stone walls.

“Where do you think you’re going?” asked a loud, mocking voice.

Fiora jumped. Two kids blocked the end of the alley, a gangly girl, stretched tall and thin as if from a recent growth spurt, and a boy about her age, short and mean-faced. She recognized them immediately, from the mandatory town meetings and public punishment ceremonies.

They were both Barrows.

“My brother asked you a question,” said the girl Barrow.

Fiora’s hands were shaking in terror. “I—I’m going home,” she whispered.

“What’s that you got there, and is it valuable?” Boy Barrow said. He squinted at the bundle in her arms. “Wait, is that the tailor’s kid?” A look of uncertainty crossed his face. “Maybe we shouldn’t be messing with her.”

“You know, I think it is her! It’s okay,” Girl Barrow said to Fiora in a gentler voice now. “Can I see your fabrics?” She came in close and put a hand on Fiora’s arm. Fiora flinched. “Let me— Ah, yes! What a pretty color. I love lilac.”

Girl Barrow pulled the top fabric off the bundle and fanned it out for her brother to see. Her fingers stroked the silk. “Look at how pretty this is, Vick! It really is lovely.”

“Thank you,” Fiora said, straining to keep her voice even. “Can I have it back now?”

“Sure,” Girl Barrow said. “Here.”

Fiora reached out, and the fabric burst into flames. “No!” Fiora cried, jerking her hand back. The whole cloth was engulfed and turned to ash before her very eyes.

Girl Barrow sneered.

Tears prickled as Fiora hugged the remaining fabrics close to her chest. The Barrows won’t harm you.

“Aw, look, Aristeia,” Boy Barrow said gleefully. “You made her cry!”

True enough, Fiora was crying. But not from sadness, or in fear.

These were tears of fury.

“How dare you!” Fiora said, her cheeks hot. “I wasn’t bothering you. I was minding my own business—”

“After hours,” Boy Barrow grunted.

“You don’t own the nighttime, and you don’t own the dark!” Fiora shot back.

Girl Barrow smiled smugly. “We own anything we want.”

Fiora drew a sharp breath, feeling years of pent-up anger swell within her. “You think you’re special because you sold your soul? You’re nothing. My parents were something. And you—you’re the reason my parents…” Her throat was suddenly tight. “Th-they were killed by sorcerers like you.”

“Oh, look,” Girl Barrow said with a mock yawn. “She’s going to lecture us to death.”

“I don’t want to lecture you. I just want to get home. Let me pass,” Fiora demanded.

“No, I don’t think we will,” Girl Barrow said. “It’s well within our right to punish you for being outside. Our town, our curfew.”

They seemed like they wanted to brawl. Fiora glanced behind the Barrows. Could she make a break for it? Even if she did somehow make it past them, they’d catch up to her instantly. She wasn’t a particularly strong runner. But if she threw a punch, maybe they’d be distracted enough that she could lose them in the dark alleys.

It was a feeble plan, but it was the only one she had.

Fiora thought quickly. All sorcerers had a power. She couldn’t let Girl Barrow touch her. Not with her fire hands. As for Boy Barrow, she didn’t know what his power was. She thought back to her neighbor Griffith, who’d had his voice stolen by a young Barrow. Could it have been this boy?

No, Fiora decided. If this Barrow was the one who could steal voices, hers would have been long gone by now.

Fighting a sorcerer with an unknown power was reckless, and bringing fists to a magic fight was foolish. Even so, Fiora slid the button box into her cloak pocket, tucked the remaining fabrics under her armpit, and raised a fist. This was a fight she could not win. But she didn’t have to win. She just needed a window to escape.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Boy Barrow said, bouncing on his toes.

Fiora ran toward Boy Barrow, swinging her punch. He easily dodged her fist, then struck back with the palm of his hand, slapping her hard across the cheek. Next, Girl Barrow charged.

Fire hands! Fiora thought in panic, and she ducked to the ground to avoid them.

Boy Barrow pressed his shoe onto her back and pinned her there, wriggling beneath his foot. She couldn’t get free. His weight on her was too much; her chest was tight. Her left cheek was still stinging from the slap. But she played possum perfectly, refusing to react to her crushing lungs or her smarting cheek. She couldn’t let the Barrows have the satisfaction.

“Like the dirt, human?” Boy Barrow laughed.

Girl Barrow squealed in delight.

Fiora stared straight into the dirty fabrics. She reached out. Her fingers brushed the blue cotton….

She rolled it up in her hands. Slowly Fiora looped the cotton around Boy Barrow’s ankle as she pretended to cry for his amusement. She would distract him, and then—when the moment was right—spring to her feet and trip him. Again, it wasn’t the best plan, but it was something.

“Please stop, I’m so weak and defenseless,” Fiora said, flailing just enough to get the end of the fabric to loop back to her.

Boy Barrow pressed his shoe so hard into her back that she gasped. “You’re like a little bug, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Fiora said flatly.

“Touch her, Vick. Give her a taste of your magic.”

Boy Barrow leaned over, and just as his grubby hand was about to touch her, she yanked the fabric.

He tripped into her, his hands making contact with her back. And as Fiora tried to stand, she felt something lurch in her navel. An invisible hand seemed to pluck her off the ground and dangle her upside down ten feet in the air.

But she dragged Boy Barrow with her, the fabrics looped around his ankle tethering him to her. Below her Boy Barrow thrashed and flailed and scraped his fingernails desperately on the ground, but the makeshift rope held him ensnared.

“Help!” he cried. “Help, Aristeia!”

But his sister only doubled over with laughter. “You got bested,” she crowed, “by a lowly human!”

“You’ll pay for this!” Boy Barrow whined.

Crack!

Lightning tore down the cobblestone street, whipping by Fiora and Boy Barrow. It headed straight for Girl Barrow.

The laughter stopped.

“Come on, Vick!” she said sharply.

“But—”

“I’d listen to her,” said a voice down the alley.

Fiora felt sick. Who was this bigger, badder sorcerer? Were nights after curfew always full of showdowns and power trips?

Boy Barrow writhed until he could touch Fiora again, and she felt herself descending from the sky. But if this lightning sorcerer was enough to scare the two of them away, Fiora wasn’t sure what she could do to defend herself. All she had were dirty fabrics and a box of buttons.

Boy Barrow crumpled to the ground and immediately scrambled to his feet. “This isn’t over, human!” he shouted, grabbing his sister and tearing down the alleyway.

The stranger walked closer.

“Stay away!” Fiora shouted. “I—I have powers. Big, bad powers.”

What was she saying?! The words flew out before she could stop them.

“You do, huh?” said the stranger. “And you didn’t use them before because…”

“I was saving them! For you! Now, you—you’d better leave me alone.” Fiora gathered the dirty fabrics in her arms, dreading the tongue lashing she’d receive from Uncle Randal.

The stranger stepped closer, and Fiora’s skin prickled.

“Can I give you this?” the stranger asked, pulling down the hood of her cobalt-blue cloak. Now that the stranger was closer, Fiora could see her better. She was younger than Fiora had expected… at least, younger than Uncle Randal. Older than a teen but not old. She had light skin. Her long, ombre hair was pulled tight into a high pony, blond at the roots transitioning to bright purple. Her expression was quizzical, bemused.

“Here.” She held out what looked like a long metal tube. “It’s a gift. A lightning blaster.”

Fiora didn’t move. Could she run? Would she be able to get away before being electrocuted?

“Look, I’m impressed,” said the stranger. “You have guts and think quick on your feet. But none of that is enough. You need the right tech. Now take it.”

Fiora was not touching that thing. For all she knew, it was some sorcerer trick. “Get away from me! Before I use my mighty magic powers on you!”

“Kid, if I even remotely believed you were a sorcerer, you would’ve been crisped ten minutes ago. Do you want to defend yourself against these monsters or not? Last chance; take it. It’ll help you.”

“I… You… You’re not a sorcerer?”

“Don’t insult me.”

“Then… who are you?”

“You know.”

Fiora realized she did know. This cool, mysterious stranger had to be an Incorruptible. They were real. And they were in Barrowburgh.

Fiora looked at the lightning blaster in the stranger’s hand. “Is it dangerous?”

The stranger grinned. “Absolutely.”

Fiora took the tool.

The Incorruptible touched her earpiece. “Got it, June. On my way.” Without a second glance at Fiora, the Incorruptible launched herself at the stone wall and scaled the nearest building with unimaginable speed. “Good luck, kid. Don’t die.”

“Wait!” Fiora cried. But it was too late. The mysterious stranger was gone.
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CHAPTER THREE


Fiora hid the Incorruptible’s weapon under her shirt, and she sprinted the rest of the way home. That one souvenir—the cold of the metal against her tummy—was the pinch she needed to know she hadn’t just dreamed the stranger.

By the time Fiora slipped into the tailor shop, it had been nearly an hour since she’d left.

“That took a long time,” her uncle said, not even looking up from the glittery rainbow cloak.

In response Fiora dumped the dirty fabrics and slightly smushed button box onto an empty worktable. “Delivery.”

At last her uncle glanced at her. “What happened to you?”

“The Barrows got me!” Fiora cried. “Just like I knew they would.”

Uncle Randal’s brow furrowed. “No, no, you must be mistaken. They would never!”

“Well, they did,” Fiora said, throwing her cloak onto the rack. “There was a boy and a girl.”

“The kids?” Uncle Randal groaned. “Those buffoons! They know not to…”

“Really? Because it seems to me they think they can get away with anything!”

Uncle Randal rushed to her, looking very much like he wanted to hug her or examine her or maybe toss her out a window. Fiora wasn’t sure which. He cleared his throat. “Are you physically hurt?”

“I’m fine,” Fiora said.

He patted her on the head. Just once. “Good, then wash up and you can come do the buttons.”

“Goody,” she said sarcastically.

She hastened to her room, stashed the weapon under her pillow, and quickly slipped into her pajamas. When she returned to the storefront, Uncle Randal was examining the glittering, iridescent cloak, which was now hanging on a mannequin.

The cloth looked even more vibrant on the dummy. It caught the light in all the right ways and shimmered ceaselessly. Fiora wished it were her robe. Of course, that was impossible. If she wore the garment for even one second outside, she’d be Barrow bait. Especially now.

But she knew who wouldn’t care about being noticed by sorcerers. The Incorruptible. The Incorruptible and the new customer had to be the same person.

“Uncle Randal, when does the customer arrive?”

“Dawn.”

She grinned. So much was riding on this robe after all! Fiora understood suddenly why he had been so anxious all week. This was a huge opportunity. If he impressed this Incorruptible, then perhaps he’d make cloaks for the entire organization. Or maybe his nerves stemmed from the danger before him. If any of the Barrows found out he was sewing for the resistance, they’d punish him severely.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Uncle Randal said.

“No reason!” But she couldn’t help smiling. She felt a swell of pride toward her uncle. And a rush of excitement for tomorrow morning, when she would be reunited once more with that purple-haired stranger in the cobalt cape. “Do you want me to do the buttons, Uncle?”

He moved aside, giving her access to the cloak.

She worked meticulously, sewing the silver buttons that her uncle liked best. When she looked back at the clock, it was after midnight.

Her uncle beamed at the cloak. “Yes. Now just a few last-minute adjustments.”

As her uncle worked late into the night, Fiora fell asleep twice at her stool. There was a house rule that as long as Uncle Randal was working, Fiora would stay awake too. Her uncle claimed it was because he needed someone to fetch materials for him, but Fiora suspected it was because he was deeply lonely, more than he would ever admit.

“That’s it!” Uncle Randal said at last, gesturing to the mannequin like a fisherman showing off a big bass. “What do you think?”

Fiora suppressed a yawn and said, “I think it’s your best work yet.” She said it every time, but this time she meant it. The iridescent robe was floor length and hooded. It was somehow both soft and bold, with almost an impossible amount of shine, like she and her uncle had stitched together starlight.

And her uncle was right; shiny silver buttons were the right call. She wasn’t as mad about the errand, not now that she knew who would be picking up the cloak.

“Goodbye forever, cloak,” Fiora said. “You were pretty while you lasted.”

Uncle Randal looked at her with a gleam in his eye. “Fiora, after the customer leaves, how about we celebrate with a fresh cinnamon loaf from the bakery?”

“Really? A whole loaf, not a roll?”

He grinned. “We deserve a special treat for our hard work. I do appreciate the buttons. And all your help. You’re a good apprentice.”

It was her turn to grin. It was just the praise she’d been looking for.

“All right, that’s enough,” Uncle Randal said brusquely, never one for sentimental moments. “Off to bed, Fiora.”

She obeyed. But how he could possibly expect her to sleep was beyond her. She hugged the Incorruptible weapon tight, thinking only of the next morning.

It was one of those nights when she stirred herself awake to check the clock every few hours, deeply afraid she’d sleep through the new customer’s arrival. Three o’clock, four thirty, five o’clock, six forty-five. Fiora had never been happier about a terrible night’s sleep.



The morning was harried. Uncle Randal woke Fiora early to clean. Cleaning was not her forte. When Uncle Randal wasn’t looking, Fiora haphazardly threw things into drawers, cabinets, closets.

Some of her uncle’s fabrics even ended up in the fridge, squished between a half-eaten watermelon and a glazed turkey. The likelihood of that fabric coming out sticky was, Fiora figured, 100 percent. But that was a problem for future Fiora.

“The storefront is looking much better,” Uncle Randal said, clucking his tongue approvingly. Then he checked his watch. “It’s almost time.”

Fiora’s heart leapt into her throat. She would ask the Incorruptible all the things she’d wanted to ask yesterday… before the stranger had gotten away.

“Fiora, are you listening to me?”

“What?”

“I said I need you to go to your room,” Uncle Randal said, pointing to the curtain.

If she were in her room, she’d miss everything! She folded her arms. “No!”

“Yes.” Uncle Randal looked nervously at his watch again. “You must. This is for your own protection.”

“I don’t need to be protected!”

“You know the rules,” he said firmly. “When I say a customer visit isn’t for you, I mean it.”

“I never agreed to that! Please, I want to meet the customer!”

“I won’t tell you again,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the front door.

It didn’t make any sense, how her uncle could be so kind sometimes and so unreasonable other times. In one breath he offered her praise and a cinnamon loaf, and in the next he banished her from the best part. He had to know she wanted to meet the Incorruptible too!

Fiora glared into Uncle Randal’s brown eyes. She wasn’t going to move. He’d have to drag her to her room if he wanted her to leave.

“Hurry now!” Uncle Randal snapped. “Or the cinnamon loaf is off the table. Stale crackers only. Don’t test me.”

Fiora stomped out of the shop and into the living quarters.

The moment she reached her room, a bell chimed. Someone had come into the shop.

Her heart thundered. If she went into her room without even checking to see who the customer actually was, she’d never forgive herself. And besides, her uncle had said Go to your room, and she had done that. He hadn’t said anything about staying in her room.

She crept back to the curtain and held a breath as she peeked through the crack. She saw her uncle prancing around the client.

“It looks marvelous on you,” her uncle crooned. “Oh, indeed, you look luminous. I’ve tailored it as per your unique instructions—”

“I can see that with my own eyes,” said a male voice. He sounded annoyed.

Her uncle moved aside, and Fiora had a clear view of the rainbow cloak… on a man. Not the Incorruptible from the night before.

This person before her was middle-aged, short, and snobby-looking. He had a thin, wispy mustache, long brown hair, and an upturned nose. He seemed to Fiora like someone who’d want a more subdued cloak, not a glittery one.

Then Fiora noticed the woman beside him. She was young, with spiky blue hair and bright blue eyes—and she had an almost transparent quality about her, like light could pass through her.

“I used the special fabric and thread we talked about,” her uncle said to the cloak wearer, “from the weaver you found, sir.”

The man in the cloak flashed a dangerous smile. “Not today.”

“Excuse me?” Uncle Randal said.

The young woman stepped forward. “I got this,” she said to the cloak wearer. Fiora thought the woman seemed a little smug as she pointed to her friend’s hands. “She’s ma’am right now. See that glove on her left hand? Glove on the right hand would mean he’s sir. No glove, gender neutral. Got it?”

Uncle Randal stood frozen.

Annoyed, the cloak wearer sighed and flexed the hand wearing the fingerless glove. “Just call me Ringer.”

“Yes, as you wish, Ringer. Absolutely, Ringer,” Uncle Randal said. He bowed and fussed and cooed.

If Fiora hadn’t been looking straight at her uncle, she would not have recognized him at all. Who was this simpering man? She’d never seen her uncle behave like this. Did he act this way with all the clients she wasn’t allowed to see? Was this why he sent her away sometimes when certain customers came to pick the clothes up? Why would he debase himself so much? He was an expert tailor. He should have some dignity!

“And might I say,” her uncle continued, “it looks quite spectacular, the way the fabric catches the sunli—”

“Shut up,” Ringer said.

Uncle Randal obeyed.

Ringer gleefully twirled the cloak, and the glitter rippled. It was beautiful handiwork, really.

“What do you think, Swift?” Ringer asked her companion.

“Nice,” the young woman named Swift replied, folding her arms and leaning casually against the frame of the fitting mirror. “But can it do what it’s supposed to do?”

“If it does, then I’ve promised the tailor five thousand paper kips.”

Five. Thousand. Paper. Kips.

Fiora’s jaw nearly dropped. Her uncle was good, but he’d never made anything worth that much. That was ten times the market value of even his best cloak.

“The garment will work as intended, I assure you,” Uncle Randal said quickly.

“A shrill little fellow,” Swift said, nodding at Uncle Randal.

Ringer smiled, showing off a row of big horsey teeth. “I heard this shrill little fellow was the best tailor in all of Sorcerer Dominion. Well? Are you?”

“I am,” Fiora’s uncle squeaked.

“What’s its name?” Swift asked.

It?! Fiora thought furiously. Who did this Swift person think she was?

“Um… Randal Barrowling,” her uncle said weakly, using his sorcerer-given name, the name that basically tells others you’re owned by sorcerers. Fiora didn’t understand. She and her uncle never claimed the name Barrowling voluntarily. Not unless they were forced to—in public, for taxes, on government forms.

Ringer looked down at Uncle Randal and sniffed. “And look at that. I’ve already forgotten.”

“Randal Barro—”

“That was not an invitation to speak,” Ringer interrupted, running a hand through her long brown hair. “I wish it would go away.”

“It is flitting around you like a giant gnat,” Swift agreed.

“Not giving me a moment to hear my own thoughts. And if I don’t hear my own thoughts, I get angry. And if I get angry, I start to feel—”

“Homicidal?” Swift teased.

Ringer smirked. “I was going to say ‘destructive.’ ”

Fiora’s heart pounded. She sensed that her uncle was in terrible danger, maybe even mortal peril. But she couldn’t fathom why or how. Was this out of the ordinary, or did other customers treat her uncle like a doormat?

Uncle Randal’s skin resembled a glazed doughnut. He bowed and backed away from Ringer and Swift.

Ringer rubbed a silver button between two fingers. She twirled on the crate in front of the mirror.

Then, suddenly, Ringer’s neck began to lengthen. Her long brown hair shrank into her skull and turned a deep red. The wispy mustache receded. Her limbs seemed to grow by more than a foot, and when she turned around, grinning madly, she was wearing the face of a girl thirty years younger. Now she was only a teenager—tall, round-cheeked, and rosy.

Fiora stumbled backward, away from the curtain. This adult—teen?—was a sorcerer.

Her uncle wasn’t sewing for the resistance. He was bending the knee and kissing the ring. Just like those cowardly humans she’d always detested. Her street fight with the Barrows flooded back to her.

Wait, is that the tailor’s kid? Maybe we shouldn’t be messing with her.

How had she not found it odd that they—the sorcerers from the top of the hill—had known an obscure, ordinary tailor at the bottom?

No wonder Uncle Randal had so many rules regarding the customers. No wonder he always talked about protecting her. No wonder he wouldn’t let her go into the room where he kept the paperwork—a room he deemed so forbidden that he locked the door, then locked the key to the door, then locked the key to the drawer. At last she understood what he was hiding from her.

He was tailoring for the enemy.

The respect she’d felt for her uncle instantly soured.

Everything Fiora had thought she knew was a lie. Which made her wonder, what else had she not noticed?

Fiora took a deep breath to steel herself before peeking through the crack between the curtain and the wall again.

“—can’t believe they captured her,” Swift was saying. “Echo became our main defensive player after they slayed that Bastion guy, right? Now what? We only have aggressors left.”

Ringer turned angrily to Swift, the cloak swooshing. “Is that all you can think about, Swift?” Ringer snapped. “They kidnapped our friend. And who even knows what they’re doing to her? Torture, maybe! Or worse.”

Swift sighed. “They’re getting bolder, that’s for sure.”

“It’s more than bold,” Ringer said. “They’re starting a war. They—” She changed into someone with a scowling, pointy face. “They can’t get away with this.”

Fiora frowned. Who were Ringer and Swift talking about? Not that it mattered. At this point the only thing on her mind was her two-faced uncle. She craned her neck and saw Uncle Randal by the window, nervously wringing his hands like a housefly.

How had he even gotten himself into this situation? And more importantly, how were the two of them supposed to get out of it?

“There’s nothing we can do until Reaper does his part,” Swift said. “How long will it take him?”

“How should I know that?” Ringer retorted.

“He’s your brother.”

Fiora was trying her best to understand what was going on here—the relationship between Ringer, Swift, this Reaper person, and her uncle for that matter. And why were Ringer and Swift talking so openly in front of Uncle Randal? Were they—her stomach flipped at the thought—planning to dispose of him? Or were they talking so freely because they thought of him as nothing more than wallpaper?

Ringer pulled her shoulder-length red hair into a messy bun and nodded approvingly at her reflection. “Reaper says that their defenses are completely impenetrable.”

“So it’s hopeless.”

Ringer grinned. “I’m not worried. We’ll break it down. We’ll get Echo back—and everyone else, too. Then nothing like this will happen to us ever again.” Ringer changed into a heavyset woman about Uncle Randal’s age, and then into a tiny child of no more than five. And then more bodies, one right after another, of all shapes and heights and sizes. And from her hiding spot Fiora marveled at the cloak that continued to grow and shrink with Ringer, so that it always fit perfectly. “I’m so tired of having a coat around my kneecaps when I’m tall, or one dragging on the floor when I’m short. And it looks good, doesn’t it?” She morphed into an old lady with a curved back before snapping at Uncle Randal. “You there.”

“Me?” Uncle Randal squeaked.

“I’m taking the cloak. And I will wear it out of the store.”

Fiora let out a breath of relief. She couldn’t be happier to see Ringer and Swift go.

“Of—of course,” Uncle Randal said, bowing again. “Very good. If you follow me to the register, I can ring you up. Unless there’s something else you would like to purchase? A smart hat perhaps?”

“Well, about that,” Ringer said, a ghost of a smirk haunting her face. She changed into someone with rippling muscles. “I don’t have the five thousand paper kips with me. I admit, I doubted you could do it. So… I will be taking this robe, and I’ll pay you what I owe when I pass through the Temperates again. Next month.”

Next month! Fiora thought in disbelief. No, she wouldn’t dare!

Customers didn’t leave without paying. This wasn’t a tab business. Her uncle couldn’t afford to be giving out clothes for free. She glanced at Uncle Randal, whose knees were trembling, and Fiora could tell he was thinking the same thing.

Uncle Randal began to stammer, “Ah—er—I’m very sorry, R-Ringer, but I simply can’t allow that. It’s, uh, a matter of p-policy. I don’t let anything leave the store until it’s, um, paid for.”

A cold trickle of sweat slid down Fiora’s neck as she saw the expression on the sorcerers’ faces. Swift leaned back, like she was about to enjoy the show. And Ringer’s smile grew wider, which was—somehow—more frightening. “I’m in a rotten mood. Be careful.”

“I… um—”

“If the next words out of your mouth aren’t ‘Yes, Ringer,’ then you’ll wish they had been.”

Yes, this is what sorcerers are like. This is why we should never do business with them, Fiora thought. Entitled and powerful were the world’s worst combination.

Her uncle trembled, and Fiora could see him wrestling with his response. He was going to say something that would get himself killed, and all his faults aside, he was still her family.

She had to rescue him.

Fiora fled to her room. She threw her pillow off the bed and grabbed the gift from the very unexpected stranger.

Fiora couldn’t fight fire with fire, but she could fight it with lightning.

She strapped the metal tube to her arm and slipped the finger glove onto her pointer, so that a flexing motion would pull the trigger of the blaster. Furiously she tore the curtain open and shouted, “Put the money on the table or take the cloak off. Now.”

Uncle Randal paled. “Fiora, what are you doing here? Go to your room!”

“No!” Fiora said, aiming her blaster at the sorcerers.

“Fiora,” Uncle Randal pleaded. He was gasping, desperate. “Please, please!”

Swift’s cold eyes narrowed on her. “You dare point that thing at us?”

Ringer, meanwhile, seemed to find it hysterical. “You have no idea who we are, do you?”

“You’re sorcerers!” Fiora said. “And thieves.”

The sorcerers smirked at each other. The shop was silent, save for the rapid breaths that Uncle Randal was trying (and failing) to subdue.

“I’m going to give you to the count of three,” Fiora said, pointing the blaster at Ringer, “to leave the cloak, exit the shop, and never show your face in my town again.”

“Your town, huh?” Swift said as she casually checked the dirt beneath her nails. “That’s a pretty traitorous statement for someone who lives in Sorcerer Dominion.”

Ringer transformed into a rugged man with bushy facial hair and a deep, growling voice. “Fire your blaster, and we’ll have no choice but to inflict torture upon you.”

“I don’t care!” Fiora snapped. She sounded braver than she felt.

“You don’t care?” Ringer repeated, surprised. “You’re not going to cower? Or beg?”

“Shove it up your—”

“Fiora!” her uncle yelped.

Ringer laughed. A deep, hearty laugh. “You’ve got guts. I’ll give you that. This is the first time a human has demanded my attention in quite some time. Usually they’re very… slobbery and snivelly.” Ringer looked at Uncle Randal with considerable contempt. With three quick strides Ringer closed the gap between herself and Uncle Randal, and she shoved Uncle Randal to the ground. Then as Uncle Randal scrambled to get up, Ringer put her boot on his neck. As the sorcerer pinned him to the floor, Uncle Randal gasped in pain.

Fiora couldn’t make any rash moves. What if the sorcerer killed her uncle? On the other hand, if she didn’t do something, Uncle Randal was going to suffocate anyway.

“This girl’s got a natural cheekiness, doesn’t she, Swift? She’d get on great with the others. Have you thought about it, kid?”

“Thought—thought about what?”

“About sorcery.”

Fiora stared at Ringer, entirely bewildered. Had the sorcerer just said what Fiora thought she’d said? Had she really just offered Fiora a Dark Deal? “What are you talking about?” Fiora asked.

“Ringer,” Swift said warningly.

Ringer morphed into a girl about Fiora’s age, someone with a trustworthy face and freckles that reminded her of Edith’s. She spoke quietly but confidently. “You could have power beyond your wildest dreams. You could have a world that kneels before you. You could have everything you’ve ever wanted. Doesn’t that sound appealing, girl?”

Fiora’s head was still spinning. “You… you’re asking me to become a sorcerer?”

“Lightmare isn’t going to want her. She’s a nobody,” Swift said.

“Swift, dearest, you have no imagination.” Ringer kicked Uncle Randal, who wheezed like a deflated balloon, but at least her foot was off his throat. Then Ringer strode toward Fiora. “With my help she could be a somebody, and I could show her how. After all, Reaper has his little trainee, so why can’t I have mine?”

“No!” Uncle Randal gasped. “Please! Not Fiora!”

Ringer squinted at Fiora. “Anyone can be a sorcerer, Fiora. But only few can be powerful. All it takes is a strong will.”

“And you think I have that?” Fiora asked.

Ringer nodded. “I know you do.”

Fiora paused. Her uncle was looking at her like he didn’t recognize her at all, and Ringer was staring hungrily. But then Fiora’s gaze caught the painting above the register; her father was smiling down from his portrait on the wall, forever imprisoned in paint.

Ringer didn’t seem to notice. The two sorcerers exchanged a significant glance. Swift shook her head, but Ringer ignored her friend and changed form, taking the shape of an old, wizened man with a long white beard. “I don’t offer this to just anyone, you know,” Ringer said in her new croaking voice. “Let me make your dreams come true.”

Her dream. All Fiora had ever wanted was to reunite with her parents. Something the sorcerers had taken away from her. “My dream is impossible. So my next-best dream,” Fiora said, pointing the lightning blaster at Ringer, “is to take down every last sorcerer scum in the entire dominion.”

Ringer hissed. She morphed into a middle-aged woman with angular bone structure. “If you fire that at me, I promise that will be the last thing you ever—”

Fiora pulled the trigger. A loud crack echoed. Lightning jumped across her uncle’s shop. Uncle Randal curled into a fetal position. The lightning hit the wall just behind Ringer and exploded into a firework of broken brick, splintered wood, and tiny fires.

Half the shop had been blown away.

Swift glowed blue—a dazzling light that was almost too bright for Fiora’s eyes. Fiora had to squint as she recocked the trigger.

“You just made the biggest mistake of your life, Fiora.” Ringer said her name like she was spitting out a bug that had flown into her mouth. And then Ringer began to change. Her tall limbs shrank. Her back became long and straight. Her face became furry. Her hands changed into paws. And Fiora was suddenly staring into the eyes of a ferocious white tiger, teeth bared and in pounce position. Still wearing the astonishing cloak.

The blaster on Fiora’s arm made a clicking sound, and somehow she knew it was ready again. This time she couldn’t miss.

The tiger lunged toward her. Fiora pointed the blaster, and—crack! A direct hit in the tiger’s face. It left a deep and nasty gash. Blood dripped from the cut.

Ringer howled, bared her teeth, and sprang toward Fiora, who closed her eyes instinctively. And when the tiger didn’t immediately mangle her, Fiora opened her eyes again—to find the tiger in a net, swiping and snarling and snapping its jaws.

And behind the tiger, in the doorway of the shop (or what was left of the doorway), stood Fiora’s Incorruptible, high ponytail flapping in the draft from the lightning’s fire, a whole array of weapons on her tool belt. And despite the two sorcerers in front of her, the Incorruptible was just as cool, just as unflappable, as she’d been the night before.

“You came!” Fiora cried.

“You used the lightning blaster inside?” the Incorruptible said. “It’s an outdoor tool!”

“You didn’t give me instructions!” Fiora shouted at her.

The stranger leapt into the smoldering shop. “That tech has enough pent-up power to knock down a house!”

“Yes, I can see that,” Fiora grumbled as the Incorruptible crouched readily in front of Swift and Ringer, her hands inside the pocket of her tool belt.

“Swift,” the Incorruptible said in greeting.

“Quinn,” Swift replied coldly.

The tiger roared. Blood dripped from Ringer’s furry cheek. She panted as she tried to rip the net, but it was stronger than it looked.

The Incorruptible—Quinn—pounced with something that looked like handcuffs, but they slipped right through Swift’s wrists.

“Come quietly, Swift.”

“Die painfully, Quinn.”

Quinn pulled two knives from her tool belt and began to slash at Swift, who seemed to have no corporeal body whatsoever. They were dancing, the two of them, in a series of quick, sharp moves.

“Transform already!” Swift yelled at Ringer.

“I can’t!” the tiger growled.

“New nets,” Quinn said smugly. “Like ’em?”

“Swift! Get me out of here!”

“Gods, Ringer, you’re such a burden,” Swift said. Swift embraced the tiger. A blinding glow pulsed from the center of the room.

And as the sorcerers began to blaze starlight bright, the tiger growled in a deep, guttural voice. “You’ll regret this moment, Fiora of Barrowburgh. I will kill you. Consider yourself marked.”

And then the two sorcerers grew transparent, until they disappeared entirely. And there was no one left in the shop except Fiora, her uncle, and the Incorruptible.

Fiora ran to her uncle.

He coughed repeatedly as he crawled on the floor. He was covered in soot and debris, and he looked to be in a state of shock, but he was alive. His eyes glistened, and for a moment Fiora thought he was going to embrace her, but instead he began to scold her. “I told you to go to your room! What did you do?!”

“Me?!” Fiora cried, raising her voice to the highest volume she had ever used with her uncle. “I saved you!”

“My shop,” he groaned.

“Did you invite the sorcerers in?” Quinn asked Uncle Randal. “That’s not especially wise.”

“And who are you?” Uncle Randal cried. “What are you doing in my shop?”

“I’m Quinn,” the Incorruptible said simply.

“Get out!” Uncle Randal howled. In despair he lay on the floor, his cheek pressed against the wood. “What are we going to do now? We’re dead!”

“On the contrary,” Quinn said. “Thanks to me, you have the gift of a head start. So pick yourself up off the floor— No, don’t sob into your fabrics. You need to get up!”

“It will be hard for him to get up,” Fiora said, “without a spine.”

Quinn raised her eyebrows.

Uncle Randal looked as though Fiora had slapped him. He opened and closed his mouth wordlessly. And his cheeks went crimson. He spluttered back his response, “Without a— What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’ve been making garments for sorcerers!” Fiora cried. She heard gasps and realized that a few neighbors had crowded around their exploded house.

“Quiet! Fiora, compose yourself!” her uncle hissed. “You’ll ruin my reputation!”

“You ruined your own reputation!” Fiora shouted. “You were helping the very people who hurt us! And worst of all, you lied to me about it. You betrayed me!”

Her uncle’s face became the color of a radish. “Well, that’s not for you to— It really has nothing to do with— You shouldn’t judge me so harshly— We all have to make a living somehow!”

“Well,” Quinn said, “neither of you will be living at all if we don’t get out of here.” She picked up a piece of rubble and tossed it into the street, dispersing the small crowd of rubbernecking neighbors. “Go home. Lock your doors,” she called after the scattering onlookers. Then she turned back to Fiora and Uncle Randal. “Hurry. Pack your things. Ringer is quite nasty, but you do not want to stick around to meet their brother, Reaper.”

“If I’m not scared of Ringer,” Fiora said stubbornly, “then why should I be scared of their brother?”

Quinn groaned. “You foolish, foolish, brave, foolish girl. Do you know who you fired your weapon at?”

“Sorcerers? I thought you told me to!”

“You fired on the Radiance.”

Fiora swayed on her feet. The Radiance, the most powerful sorcerers in the world. And she’d shot first! She’d drawn blood! Declined their offer! Wounded their pride! Insulted them multiple times!

Uncle Randal was very quiet. He couldn’t meet Fiora’s eyes.

“I see you both understand the gravity of the situation here,” Quinn said sagely. “I’ve never known the Radiance to forgive or forget.”

“What do we do?” Fiora asked.

“What can you do?” Quinn said, pacing in front of a small fire of burning wreckage. “I can take you somewhere safe—a city that’s guarded by Incorruptibles. But we have to hurry.”

“Incorruptibles?” Uncle Randal choked. “But you’re not one… You couldn’t be. Are you?”

“In the flesh,” Quinn said with a nod.

“That’s impossible,” Uncle Randal murmured. “They don’t exist.”

Quinn shrugged. “We really don’t have time for this emotional journey. Believe me or not, but we have to go.”

Uncle Randal grimaced as he dusted himself off. “But… I built a business here. And a home. I can’t just leave.”

The corner of Quinn’s mouth twitched. “Then I hope you enjoy dying in a slow and excruciatingly painful way. Sounds like it’ll be a blast.”

Uncle Randal’s surrender was nothing more than a hiccup.
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