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lead them to the Firekind’s haven where � om could heal from 
his wounds, she would train and hone her Firekind-aether 
abilities, and they would join the � ght against the nephyl. 
Together, they would conquer this darkness, and she and 
� om would have their happily-ever-after.

Poppy almost snorted. � e Caelithian sun must bestow 
magical powers of optimism, or boldness. But she’d never 
before had the favor of an ancient elemental with powers that 
would make Mount Vesuvius blush. Her kinship with the 
Firekind was a game-changer. She’d always been the odd one 
out. But here, she belonged, imperfections, quirks, and all.

Poppy sipped from the canteen and sloshed the water 
around her mouth, washing away the burnt taste on her tongue. 
� om’s chest expanded with a breath, hitching midway. Lines 
of pain wrinkled his forehead, creasing the skin around his 
mouth. His eyes opened, the same gray-green-copper of the 
moors around the outpost, possibly her new favorite color.

Glimpsing at her, a smile tugged at his mouth.
She grinned. “Nice of you to join me, sleepy head.”
“How…,” his voice went hoarse, and he cleared his throat. 

“How are you, Poppy?”
She kissed his cracked lips. “You’re alive, and I’m not the 

captive of an angry � re god. I feel like I could � y this morning.”
His grin outshone the sun, and he returned the kiss. Poppy 

thought, not for the � rst time, that � om knew oceans more 
about kissing than she did.

He winced, and she withdrew and placed the canteen against 
his chest. � ey would have plenty of time for kissing later.
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Smiling like she’d just struck gold, Poppy wound her � ngers 
through his. “How are you feeling?” � e purple venom shiners 
around his eyes looked akin to death’s � ngerprints.

Half-shrugging, he drank and closed the canteen. “I’ll live.” 
He scanned the moors. “Quiet night?”

She nodded. “You were right about the � re keeping away 
the nephyl. I’m glad you slept.”

“Me too. What about you?” His voice rasped and he took 
another sip.

“I caught a few winks.” She squeezed his hand. “But I’m 
good. Really good.”

“You’re breathtaking.”
She laughed. “� at’s the last thing I expected to hear after 

spending a freezing, smoky night in the wilderness of Caelith, 
but I’ll take it.”

� e wind blew her hair in her face, and he brushed it out 
of her eyes, his gaze lingering on her, before scanning the sky. 
“No word from Ryness?”

“Nothing yet.” � e weight of the relic, the Firekind stone 
Ryness had given her, felt warm and solid against her leg. 
She slid it out of her pocket, and it glittered with blue and 
orange sparks. “I hope Caldys was saved. And the Firekind 
are…okay.”

Last night she’d lost her rif friends. She didn’t want to lose 
anyone else. Ryness would appear. Any moment now.

“If Caldys had been destroyed the southern horizon would 
be black with smoke.” His throat moved with a swallow. “I 
don’t think Ryn will ever know how grateful I am. Every 
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time I think about the Grens sweeping across the moors…” 
He rubbed his neck.

“You’re right.” She stood, almost bouncing with impatience. 
“So, where is he?”

� om dragged himself up on one knee.
Poppy o� ered her hand. Taking it, he unfolded, his joints 

popping as he stood and stretched.
A sickly blot of clouds dimmed the sunlight and a burst 

of chilly wind stirred her hair. She pulled her coat tighter 
around her neck. His brow furrowing, � om studied the sky, 
his shoulders hunched like his bones hurt. Abruptly, his back 
went rigid with alarm, his � ngers � exing.

“What is it, � om?”
“We’re going to have company.” He slapped the cydern o�  

his wrist.
He didn’t have to tell her it wasn’t Ryness. “Who?”
“Multiple Orysi scouts.”
“Grens?” She clutched the stone. � e wind moaned, and 

the back of her neck prickled.
“I’m not sure. But I don’t think so. � eir strategy indicates 

O� ysfyn training.” He guided her back into the shelter of 
the trees. “Investigating the � re at the outpost would’ve been 
a priority. � ey would’ve seen the glow last night.” His eye-
brows lowered. “But Ryn should’ve shown up long before the 
O� ysfyn. I don’t know what that means.”

Ryn. She pressed the stone against her palm. Where are you?
Within the cover of the trees, she crouched. Cryptic 

shadows � itted across the sky, like imprints on her retinas. 



A N G E L A  W R E N

17

� e wind whistled in the branches. � om’s knuckles went 
white on his cydern.

“Have they spotted us?” she whispered.
� e ferns and heather of the rocky incline rustled around 

them, and her hair blew in her eyes. His body went coil-spring 
tense and he clutched her arm. Slender, diaphanous forms 
emerged from the shadows, surrounding them, rendered in 
fog. Spinning, she pressed her back to � om, the stone glim-
mering in her palm. � om shielded her with his cydern.

� e Orysi tightened the circle, moving them away from the 
cover of the trees. � eir skin resembled eggshells, except for 
a dark band of gray across their eyes, which were the color 
of night. � ey towered over � om, their � ngers twice the 
length of his, fading to wisps at the ends, their palms as dark 
as the hue around their eyes, the e� ect dirty and sinister. 
Spare leather armor the color of the sky covered their fore-
arms, chests, hips, shins, and the tops of their long bare feet. 
� e O� ysfyn compass star was tooled on the breastplate. One 
of them, her hair sheered close to her head, stepped forward.

“Lay down your weapons.” Her voice was clear at � rst, 
but faded into a whisper as it hung in the air, dampened and 
menacing.

Poppy shuddered, remembering the cold arms of the Orys 
who’d snatched her in Wyoming. � at Orys had been sorry. 
She clasped the relic. About now would be a good time to show 
up, Ryness!

“As an O� ysfyn o�  cer, I have the right to know what your 
orders are…” � om’s voice rasped, and the hand holding his 
cydern shook. “� e reason we’re being detained?”
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“Lay down your weapons. Now.”
“Why are we being detained?” � om repeated, in his done-

taking-shit voice.
Poppy’s elemental senses bristled. � e Orysi were coordi-

nating an attack. And � om wasn’t in a condition to put up 
a � ght. It was up to her…

Like it was made of � re, the stone burst into life, tendrils 
of multi-colored � ame spreading up her wrists, her arms. � e 
Orysi squinted, shielding their eyes. “� e last Orys who crossed 
me regretted it,” she said. “You will too.”

In the blink of an eye, an Orys thrust an arm around � om’s 
neck. Another grabbed his cydern with a gust of wind. “Attack 
us and this cym-slag traitor won’t live long enough to stand 
trial before the Utherling-Steward.”

“He is not a traitor!”
� e Orysi slipped in and out of her vision like � sh in water, 

complicating a plan of attack. � om’s face blotched, the speck-
led bruises around his eyes deepening as he gasped for air. He 
tried to shake his head, but the Orys tightened her hold. Grit-
ting his teeth, he shut his eyes, his face paling. Poppy’s body 
went cold. � e Orys would snap his neck before her � ames 
could even touch one of them.

“What do you want?” she said.
“You will surrender the relic and accompany us.” � e Orys

cocked her head, as though hoping Poppy wouldn’t.
“Who gives this order?” At the very least she could wring 

the information out of them.
“I am Asha-Cenq.”
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“I don’t care who you are. By whose authority do you do 
this?”

Asha sighed. A powerful grip crushed Poppy’s wrists from 
behind, extracting the stone from her � ngers as quick as light-
ning. Arms tightened around her waist and she thrashed. “You 
have no right!” Tendrils of blue � re sizzled at her � ngers, her 
shoulders, her temples.

“None of that.” Asha squeezed � om, cutting o�  his airway. 
“Poppy Paquin will be calm and come with us now. My orders 
are to bring both of you alive. But the Steward will not mourn 
this one’s loss.”

� e Steward? � eir orders were from Felix Paquin? � e impli-
cation shot through her like poison. � om still had a target 
on his back. But wasn’t her father in Greya?

� om’s face went paper-white.
“Release him.” Poppy’s bones rattled as she fought to 

dampen the Firekind-aether power within her. She wasn’t 
used to the feeling, and it was di�  cult to control, especially 
without the stone against her skin. “You’re killing him!”

Asha raised an eyebrow. “Do as I ask.”
Losing consciousness, � om slumped.
“Okay, okay. Let go of him!” Going limp, she held up her 

hands. � e � ame-spark coursing through her body � zzled.
Asha’s hold loosened, and � om slumped to the Orys’s feet. 

Poppy sprang toward him, but an Orys restrained her from 
behind. Two others bound � om’s arms to his legs and tied a 
blindfold over his eyes. Lifting him like a sack of grain, the 
Orys sprang into the air. Poppy’s breath wheezed out of her 
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lungs. To have escaped so much, and now to be caught! Anger 
sizzled in her ribcage.

Cold hands slapped a blindfold across her eyes, and she 
punched, kicked, scratched. Her boot thudded into Orysi � esh, 
and a hollow curse rang in her right ear. She spun as a kick 
went awry and she landed hard on her knees. Pain hammered 
her shins, but she scrambled to her feet, swinging for a target.

“Restrain her!” One growled.
“But…” the Orys hesitated.
A damp voice snapped. “If it’s for her own safety, he’ll 

understand.”
“No! No restraints!” Panic bubbled up inside her. But long 

Orys � ngers pinned her arms behind her back, yanking her, 
so she lost her balance. She braced for impact, but landed in 
a cushiony, immobilizing grip, and her wrists were lashed 
together. Her ears popped as they zoomed away from the 
ground. � e force of the acceleration pummeled her body in 
a way she hadn’t been calibrated for, and her consciousness 
� ickered like a candle. Icy wind bu� eted her cheeks, ripped 
at her hair. Even bearing her weight, her Orys captor moved 
through the air as graceful as an eagle.

She was as powerless as a child in a kidnapper’s van. � e 
Firekind didn’t know where she was. � e stone had been stolen 
with barely a � ght, and she had no idea where the Orysi were 
taking them.

She tried to ask, but the wind stole the sounds o�  her 
tongue, and her mouth went as dry as sand. Her lips cracked, 
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and through ice crystals, she tasted blood. � e cold seeped 
into her skin, freezing her bones.

Poppy strained her elemental senses until they felt as thin 
and fragile as spun glass. Ryness! Where are you? Help us!

No answer. Only the howl of the wind, and the crackle of 
her body freezing from the inside out.
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