
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Fire Eye Chosen

        

        
        
          The Fire Eye, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Samuel Gately

        

        
          Published by Samuel Gately, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FIRE EYE CHOSEN

    

    
      First edition. May 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Samuel Gately.

    

    
    
      Written by Samuel Gately.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Prologue. Running Late 
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Joah Ralis was running late. It didn’t matter. Maric kept him waiting. And that meant Joah had to at least consider the nightclub owner was lingering in his backroom, weighing the option of having Joah knifed in the alley behind the building. It was hard to make bodies disappear in Celest, but Maric would have a way. He definitely had the muscle, and this was his turf. No one inside would interfere, assuming it was the result of an overdue tab or violation of protocol. Joah had no friends here.  

He was meant to meet Ewan for a drink after the midnight changing of the guards, their plan to swap dead ends and commiserate on how fruitless the search for this latest batch of missing had become. But it wasn’t far off midnight when word came to Joah that Maric and his brothers wanted a word with him. So he sauntered into the Lahso Club, ordered a whiskey, and waited, trying his best to ignore the loud music and raucous room. Maric had sent someone out to tell him five minutes twenty minutes ago.

Joah took a sip, putting his back to the bar to scan the room. He didn’t like taking his eyes off the back door, or the bartender for that matter. It was important to remember that in a place like this all the staff worked for someone who wasn’t you. He ran a hand across the back of his neck, still not fully used to the shorter hairstyles that had taken off among the younger Gol. Joah needed to keep abreast of the trends in a way he hadn’t before. At twenty, he was starting to age out of the upper fringes of Celest’s youthful circles. It made his job harder. His soft eyes and his golden skin helped him draw interest when he needed it. But once he’d passed into full adulthood in the eyes of the crowd frequenting clubs like this, once he’d crossed that line, picking up word of the whereabouts of runaways would require a new approach. He’d have to find someone younger, maybe, bring them up the way Kay had brought him up.  

The Lahso Club was one of the only places Joah frequented in Tyrol Basin. This neighborhood had foot traffic, but no hotels. It wasn’t a good place to run to, so it was rarely fertile ground in the hunt for runaways and abductees on behalf of Joah’s fetch boss. This place drew a different set in spades. Especially those on the prowl for crystal shroud, the latest narcotic of choice. 

The club was busy. In addition to the regular weekend crowd, tourism season was picking up, the long run-up to the opening of the Fire Eye just getting rolling. In six weeks Celest’s population would be at its highest as the Fire Eye opened above them. Most of these idiots would be inside, still dancing to the same horrible music, rubbing against each other, and funneling coin into Maric and his brothers’ pockets.  

Kay would be interested in hearing about the Basin. It wasn’t a place she came often. The city of Celest had been home to a population of almost exclusively Gol, distinguished from the Farrow by their golden skin tone and softer features. When Celest had opened its doors to the Farrow refugees, each neighborhood had faced its own complex decision on integration. The Basin had held their line. It was not safe to be Farrow on these streets, and that fact was well known. Even Kay, with her mixed blood, would tread lightly and touch these cobblestones sparingly. Few allies to be found in the Basin. 

“Another one?” the bartender asked from over Joah’s shoulder.

Joah turned and nodded, finding his stool again. There was a mirror above the bar, which let him keep an eye on the space behind him. He was halfway through his third drink when Maric’s man showed up again and led Joah to the back room.  

...

“All right, then, but where did they go?” It was one question too many, and Joah knew it the moment it came out of his mouth.

Maric shared a look with his brother. “You keep pressing but I can’t tell you what I don’t know.” 

“If I believed that, I’d stop asking. You know. You know something.” Joah let the smoke from his cigarette float out of his mouth, then pulled it back in through his nose. He exhaled a second time and leaned back on the sofa. He gestured for the serving girl to refill his glass. These club owner types expected the arrogance. They wanted to see it, because it gave them the freedom to serve it back.

“Joah, the day you know a quarter of what I know...” Maric trailed off, fingers from one hand dancing in the air while he polished off his drink with the other. He dropped the glass heavily on the table rather than signaling for more. His cue for Joah to wrap it up.  

Joah pressed on, ignoring the message. If this interview was going to cost him his relationships and reputation in the Lahso Club circle, he might as well make absolutely sure this was a dead end. “I wouldn’t think much if it were only the Weiss girl who took off,” Joah caught himself at the last second before saying went missing. Missing was the kind of term the establishment used. This crew was under the line of respectability. Missing was okay in their world. Too many drinks and he was getting sloppy. “But now I’ve heard about at least three. The Weiss girl, that pretty minx from the Creshlan House, and the Dedite girl.” 

“What do you care? You ask more questions than my parents.” Maric looked at the empty glass on the table, back to his brother, then finally to one of his security standing behind the sofa. The last quietly turned and left. The loud music from the club’s main room filtered in before the door was shut. 

“If there’s an underground party going on this long without me, I want to know. I had a good thing going with the Creshlan girl.”

“She wanted you along for a ride, she’d have told you,” Maric said. “We’re not in the business of outing people who don’t want to be found.” 

“Are you?” the brother chimed in, gazing distrustfully at Joah through red-lidded eyes.

“No.” Joah purposely spilled some of his fresh drink on his shirt. 

“Then why we fucking talking about it?”

It would be easier if money worked. But Maric had plenty. And he had women, he had connections. Which left a motivation gap. Joah had no levers. He could use his charm to find a spot on this sofa, free drinks coming at him as fast as he could summon them, but he wasn’t getting anywhere close to the information Kay needed. He’d have to let this one go. Another dead end.  

Joah shrugged. “She’s been on my mind, man.” He made his voice morose. “Maybe I’ve had a little too much tonight.”

“Yeah, well, sober the fuck up for a minute. I asked you here, not the other way around.” Maric shared a look with his brother. “We got some interesting news. There’s a contract out on Kay the fetch.”

“Who the fuck is that?”

“Oh, right. I forgot you’re dumb as shit. You’re just some rich kid, always comes with money to spend. Always with a sob story about how he’s looking for some girl stood him up or stole his purse. Always drunk. No threat, just a lost little puppy wandering into our club, lining our pockets. Well, Joah Ralis, the word we got, just earlier this evening in fact, was that there’s a bounty of fifty gold coins on the head of Kay the fetch, who you know perfectly well, because you work for her pretty little wetblood ass.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Weird that you’d come up by name, though, if there’s no connection, is what I said to my brother. And we figure a courtesy heads-up is in order, but that goes two ways. You been using our club as hunting grounds without kicking some rewards up to us, that’s troubling. Lying to us, that’s troubling. Or maybe the report is just garbage and you are just a dumb fucking rich kid who gets lovesick a lot. Not a good start that you come in here rambling about not one but three missing girls, is it?”

Joah held his tongue, waiting for Maric’s proposition to unfold. 

“Bet you wish you could start this conversation over, eh? Might play it a little differently? Have a little more fucking respect.” Maric leaned back. He gave an easy smile as the door opened and additional security strolled in. “Okay, Joah, here’s the deal. You’re either pretending to be a clueless fuck or you are a clueless fuck, and either way you’re gonna say the same thing. So I ask my brother what’s the difference between clueless Joah and a Joah who’s playing us for saps. And, believe it or not, my brother comes up with a pretty good answer. Blades, he says. Little rich boys don’t carry them. Not with the Dynasty restriction. Can’t roll the dice for your standing with the Dynasty, get on one of those lists we’re all so afraid of. Somebody working for a fetch, though, maybe getting in the occasional tight squeeze, I’m guessing he’s carrying. Especially walking the streets of Tyrol. So, here it is. You say you don’t have any blades on you, I have my men search you to verify your good word on that, if that’s that you can walk right out of here with an apology from me and an open tab for the rest of the night.” 

Maric leaned forward, folding his hands over the empty glass on the low table. “But I don’t think that’s the way this is gonna go. Cause we both know what you’ve got on you. You’re gonna put the blades you have on the table. By way of an apology for coming armed to a meeting with me, you’re gonna leave me them and whatever gold you’re carrying. And from now on, you’re gonna pay for information, just like everyone else in this world we live in. We can still be friends, Joah.” He looked around at all the security. “Or it can go a totally different way.”

Joah stared at Maric a long time, then reached into his cloak and pulled out a long knife. He dropped it on the wooden table. Reached in again with the other hand and made it a matching set. 

“Was that so hard—”

Joah leaned forward and pulled a third blade from his boot. This one was thinner, a dirk, for stabbing. He held it several inches above the table for a moment before dropping it, letting it crash loudly into the others. 

“There’s blood on that,” Maric said. 

“This isn’t my first meeting tonight.” 

If Maric was unsettled, he hid it well. “Okay, then, tough guy. These are mine, now.” 

Joah shrugged, finished his drink, and stood. He threw a purse onto the table. “Who set the contract?” 

Maric looked up at him. “Don’t know. But we’re not going after your boss. You can tell her that. Word is the contract comes with some baggage, more than is good for respectable business owners like us. But you can be sure someone else will. Be careful out there, Joah.”

“The owner of a shitty club, probably making more off crystal shroud than drinks, goes after a fetch? The Dynasty weeps at the possibility.” If they came after Kay with this soft muscle around them, ignoring her powerful backers, they’d get buried. 

“If that’s how it is, stay the fuck out of this club.”

“My pleasure. Your music sucks.” 

Joah left, running a brief gauntlet through the back hall security, pressing in from all sides and making him itch for his knives back. The alley was calmer, a chill to the air. Joah was late for his next appointment but Ewan would wait. He always did, patiently, believing lateness to be a privilege of the young. The meeting had taken on a degree of urgency with the news of the contract out on Kay. Ewan may not have any idea who would order a bounty on a fetch or why, but he’d know how to start the search to find out. 

After a long pause in an alley doorway, working his way through a cigarette, Joah proceeded deeper into the late night with confidence he wasn’t being followed.  

...

Abi Yellen was running late. She took the Palace stairs two at a time, cursing her lengthy skirts as she did. She’d been summoned to tea with Rei Kapin, a woman who shared the highest tier of Dynasty status. A cousin of Yostre Melor, Head of the Melor Dynasty, she’d married out of the Melor name but into a high powered tryst with the Kapin family. In the backrooms where such deals were crafted, it was understood that Rei had surrendered none of her influence with her name. If anything, she had ascended in status as a pivotal link between Celest’s ruling family and one of its most powerful industrial players. So not the kind of woman that one answers an invitation from with a late arrival to tea.

In Abi’s race up the stairs, she had no illusions this set-up wasn’t intentional. She’d received the invitation a mere hour ago, close to midnight, and had arrived at the Palace to find no escort, which left her making her own way up to the twenty-sixth floor through social obstacles and late night security checkpoints, each requiring a different tactic to surpass. Rei wanted her late, if at all. A test to open the first hand of the game they were to play.

Abi had secured a date with Hammond Melor, brother to Yostre, and now the Palace crowd had taken notice of a new player in their midst. Rei’s offer of tea was so she could size Abi up, then slip a leash over her head or grind her down under an expensive boot.

“You’ve kept me waiting, child,” Rei said as Abi finally found her on the landing of the twenty-sixth floor. She sat comfortably deep in an armchair near a lit hearth. She already had tea in hand and gestured for Abi to sit. The wind from a nearby balcony carried a chill breeze, at odds with the warmth of the fire.

Abi decided the best tactic was to ignore the comment. She took the seat opposite her. After a glance around to verify there were no servants in the vicinity, Abi poured herself a cup of tea and took a sip. It was cold, another message from the matron and power broker. She suspected it would have been served cold whether she’d arrived on time or not. No doubt the cup in Rei’s hand was appropriately warm for the chill evening.  

Rei gave her a long, considering look. Her hair was pulled back tightly in a bun. No gray had been allowed to show itself, the dark black contrasting with the wrinkles on her face. It was a kindly face, with a small pursed mouth and wide, questing eyes. She wore a loose silk garment of Dynasty reds and the yellows favored by the Kapins. A thick blanket rested on her lap. She made no move to break the silence between them.

Abi, sensing her second test of the evening, held her quiet and glanced out onto the balcony. There were a few lingering socialites, as there always were at the Palace, but no one likely to note this meeting and attach any significance to it. 

Abi’s own hair fell in waves over her shoulders, longer than the conventional Palace styles these days, but she wasn’t here to follow the path of others. Soon, as her influence grew, she would see imitators crop up. And then she might change her look. Soft power could be as strong as the steel wielded by the Dynasty’s guards. A fact Rei understood, Abi thought while sipping her cold tea. Abi was pretty in the classical Gol sense, with a delicate rounded face, everything in perfect proportion. She wore white with a variety of color splashes, subtly showing that her allegiance to any specific family was yet to be displayed. Hammond would expect her to wear red to their date, so instead she would wear the most baffling color she could think of to throw him off his game. Probably green.

“Well,” Rei finally said, “I don’t mind. I understand the ways of the young, flitting around between engagements. It is kind of you to spare some time to meet with an old lady during your busy social calendar.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Abi said. She studied Rei for a moment. “I assume this has to do with Hammond?”

Rei gave a small scowl and placed her teacup on the table beside her. “So we’re to move into it that quickly, are we? Well, at least you don’t waste my time. Any more of it.” She collected herself. “The Dynasty faces far greater concerns and far greater pressures than many people realize. Every decision, every minute of every hour affects our beautiful Celest in myriad ways. I’m afraid the Dynasty simply can’t permit unfocused time and attention. While he is a valued member of the Melor Family, Hammond sometimes allows his attention to wander. Let’s consider this invitation to spend more time with him one of those wanderings and hear no more of it.”

“He said he’d love to have me for dinner. Even provided me with an evening to reserve for the occasion. It’s hard to interpret that as a lack of focus. Seems pretty clear he knows what he wants.”

“And in an occasion where the desires of the Dynasty Family are at odds with an individual—”

“With all respect, that is presumptive. The Dynasty Family, or at least the part I am privileged enough to share tea with this evening, has already determined a harmless dinner to be counter their desires?” 

“Don’t interrupt me again, child. I don’t have time to research and consider every pretty girl Hammond tosses a dinner invitation to.”

“But you have. You’ve looked into it. Looked into me.”

“Yes, I have. And I’ll do you the courtesy of returning your bluntness with bluntness of my own, given the late hour. I see no upside to permitting your access to Hammond. I can prevent it, quite easily, and so I will. Any link you have to Hammond is tenuous at this point and most easily severed now. The consequences of genuinely inconveniencing the Dynasty are far greater than this readily forgotten trifle.”

They were working their way around to price. Abi had known this level of access wouldn’t come free. There were always minders at doors this high. She could feel Rei’s eyes digging deep into her, sizing up the leash and plotting when exactly to lock it into place. She waited. Rei was heavy on the dramatic presentation. The cold tea, the warm fire. She would make her case in more depth if Abi let her. And information was information.

“And what exactly does the Yellen family do? We so rarely see them at the Palace.”

“My parents were merchants, managing a set of five general stores, mostly in the Headwaters. That was before they passed, leaving me with a debt that almost perfectly equaled the value of their assets.” Abi had learned quickly that the habit of disguising and dressing up family names, histories, and financial status only lent power to one’s enemies. They quickly saw past the illusions and used them against you as they could. Lies only sharpened their weapons.

“That must have been hard for you.”

“It was what it was. No bearing on a dinner invitation years later.”

“Darling, in this building, everything bears on everything else.” There was a long pause. “I would ask you more about your past, but as you’ve already surmised, I know what I need to. You made your living working for a fetch, up until a few years ago. An interesting business, one which creates strong linkages to noble families, especially the younger generations, of course not all of them positive. By all accounts, the fetch you worked for was exceptionally talented, but still no titan of industry. A small, forgettable business. Until one digs a little deeper and finds your shop was pivotal in the decision to allow the Farrow citizenship rights in Celest.” 

Abi waited for the hook. For all this scene-setting, Rei wouldn’t have invited her up here if she didn’t want something Abi had. She would have killed the date without ever revealing her hand, leaving Abi none the wiser.

“An even deeper dig,” Rei continued, “the kind few can accomplish, which I will freely say, is a credit to you, darling, reveals that this business was not solely engaged in the fetching of missing children. It was an intelligence outpost for the Farrow, which they leaned upon to sway the policy decisions of the Dynasty regarding the Farrow status as refugees. And rather remarkably, whether through luck or skill, it appears this shop delivered. You and your fetch found a way to insert yourselves into disproportionately impactful discussions. Following that coup, you refused offers to work for the Wrang’s intelligence arm and instead have set yourself up as a socialite on the Palace scene.” She picked up her teacup and took a sip. “But you’ve no doubt heard the saying once a spy, always a spy. Let’s get to the matter at hand, shall we? Who do you work for?”

“With no offense intended, there are many inaccuracies in that summary.”

“You avoid my question. Answer it. Or I could snap my fingers and have you thrown off that balcony. I assure you, my actions would be questioned by none.”

“Not even Hammond? Surely throwing a woman to her death for the crime of accepting a date with him won’t go over well. He may question your actions. I don’t know how quickly your Palace staff could clean up the blood, not that they haven’t had practice.” 

Rei scoffed. “If you are so quick to bargain with your life’s blood, you truly have little to offer.”

Abi closed her eyes. “Perhaps, as I fall, I’ll dream I have grown a pair of wings, as it is rumored Emma Kapin claimed before she threw herself off the balcony of the Baymo Hotel.” 

Rei’s eyes darkened. “You pick at a scab that has long healed. If I cared to quell that ridiculous rumor, I would have done so long ago.”

Still, Abi thought she had scored one there. At least introduced the idea that she may hold information to threaten even the Kapins. Or of potential value to Rei.

“If you are not prepared to tell me who you work for, I’ll make this simple. For your benefit. I will give you a new answer. You work for me now. I’ll allow the dinner with Hammond to proceed. And you will report every word exchanged between the two of you.”

This was starting to look good. Hammond’s status among the Dynasty was always a subject of gossip. It appeared he at least played the game enough to interest Rei, despite her attempts to paint him as a lightweight. “Perhaps,” Abi said noncommittedly. 

“You will do better than perhaps, or we’ll learn if you do in fact have wings.” 

“I fly like an angel, Rei. Thank you for the tea.” Abi stood, waiting for a long time before Rei finally gave her the nod, permitting her to leave. 

As Abi walked down the stairs, she did feel a bit like she was flying. She’d landed the attention of the Dynasty and now the true players were revealing themselves. Kay had fed Abi that piece about Emma Kapin’s growing madness before her suicide. She’d have to send her former boss a bottle of gin.

The next few weeks would require navigation of deeper and darker currents than Abi was used to. But she’d manage. She always did. 

...

Ewan Silas was running late. Joah had set a meet after the midnight changing of the guards at The Harbor Grey, closest bar to Kay’s office. It had been at least an hour since then. 

Ewan cursed his aching knees as he worked his way down the busy street, no one sparing an extra look for an old Farrow with his eyes cast down. He hated to admit his body no longer put up with being dragged all around the city on foot without building in some time for rest. He’d pushed it too far today. 

His instincts had pulled him down to the Goen Square neighborhood, where he’d spent his daylight hours chatting up Farrow washerwoman. They made their morning rounds collecting soiled linens from hotels and crystal dens, brought them back to Goen where the water was cheaper, and scrubbed and gossiped until late in the day. None had seen any of the missing that Kay had set Ewan on, however. His questioning should have been easier given that he had a small painting of one of the missing, the girl Jenna Weiss, but it still bore no fruit. When the darkness fell, he’d transitioned to the neighborhood taverns, slinging his queries first at the bartenders and bouncers, then the workers resting after their long day with tall glasses of beer and whiskey. 

He’d seen more than one former colleague from the defunct Farrow Guard who’d survived the war and made it to Celest. They were eager to talk and those with coin were happy to buy. Ewan held off at first but as the hour grew later and the possibility of finding anything of interest grew dimmer, he gave in. He could handle, even enjoy, the company for a glass, maybe two, but the conversation always landed in the same place. No jobs. The Gol didn’t trust the Farrow for policing or security positions. And the best jobs required carrying a weapon. The Dynasty was stingy with providing licenses for any blades longer than a paring knife. And that left Ewan’s colleagues among the former Farrow Guard bitter and unemployable.  

He’d had one too many of these conversations and he could feel the alcohol seeping into his old body. He’d need to stop and piss at least once during the walk back to The Harbor Grey. And much of it was uphill. No leads, nothing to look forward to. Except, he recalled, he had a job, one he should be grateful for, even if today it hadn’t put its best foot forward. Maybe Joah had found something that would get them all out of this rut. 

Ewan glanced up at the cloudy night sky. The Fire Eye would come in a few weeks. Hopefully they’d have cleared this batch of cases by then and Kay could take the week off. Ewan could use the time to rest, tidy up his small apartment. Maybe even pay a call on one of the neighborhood war widows, always eager to cook for him, making thinly veiled references to the warmth and comfort of their homes. 

He turned onto a deserted street and, after a quick look around, ducked into an alley to piss against a brick wall. One hand rested on his aching back. As the last few drops fell near his feet, Ewan heard the sound of boots farther down the alley. There was a bloom of light from around the corner. The silence didn’t match the numbers, if he wasn’t mistaken about what he was hearing. Who gathered in an alley but didn’t speak? His old cop sensibilities were raised. He looked back at the street. He was already late, and it wasn’t as if Joah hadn’t made him wait before. Ewan let out a quiet sigh and padded his way deeper into the alley. He’d make Joah move to a seat near the hearth even if the youth was already settled at the bar.

As Ewan rounded the corner, readying himself for the harmless, lost old man routine while he got some sense of what exactly this was, his breath caught. He immediately knew he’d stumbled upon something he wasn’t supposed to see. One of them had their backs to him, and as it turned, Ewan got a clear look at what was before him. He had seen darkness and dementia in his long years. But what he saw in the alley awakened a terror he hadn’t felt since he was a child, tremoring in the dark at the thought of something horrible standing at the foot of his bed.

“Are you lost, old one?” it asked. 

Fear had an icy grip on his chest. With all other possibilities eluding him, Ewan fell back on the truth. His fingers fumbled as he reached into his jacket and removed a small, painted image of a girl. He raised it before him. “I’m looking for her.”

“We know her,” it replied. “She is one of ours.” 

Ewan gasped as he felt a blade punch into his back. The second blade burned like fire, and he never felt the third. 

It was hours later that the body was found. The old Farrow lay dead in the alley, facing upwards towards the dark night sky. 
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​Chapter 1. Harsh Words
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The Fire Eye opened over the city of Celest, just as it had every year as far back as anyone could remember. The same day of the year, same time of night, same miraculous celestial event. It began with the slow appearance of what could be mistaken for a chain of stars. These grew steadily brighter to form a jagged line of bright purple in the dark skies. Then, so like an eye drawing open, the line spread into an oval of blazing light, colors trapped somewhere between a rainbow and a flame. Huge, it took over the sky above the city, perched over it as a flower in bloom might stand over a clump of grass. 

Kay, known to many as Kay the fetch, wasn’t outside to see it. Her experience this year was restricted to listening to the excited murmur of the crowd in the streets as they reacted to the Fire Eye’s annual emergence. She was perched uncomfortably at the edge of a chair in the opulent Weiss family manor, her eyes on her lap. A teacup sat untouched on the table. This household had no interest in celebrating. This meeting, one Kay was given no opportunity to avoid, had been scheduled at precisely this time to reinforce that notion.

“It’s been three months and you still have no idea where our daughter is?” Mylor Weiss had the habit of leaning in with his eyes wide as he asked questions. He wore a slightly shocked expression on his face as though in constant disbelief that he even had to voice his concerns. His clothing was expensive and tailored to fit his long and lean frame, but he was unevenly shaved and had heavy bags under his eyes. Kay could see the tightly held decorum in the home was slipping, a consequence of the long and stressful ordeal they had endured. That they continued to endure.  

Mylor’s wife sat prim and upright. Bola’s body language was less aggressive, her questions no less cutting. The distraught parents had reached the end of their patience and they’d chosen this evening as the time to finally unleash their dissatisfaction with Kay.

“No,” Kay said. “I don’t. But we haven’t stopped looking.” Her hands were folded to prevent them from wandering. She would have preferred to pace the room, but the iron gaze of her hosts pinned her in place as surely as any binding. No doubt her steps would have led her to the window, where the Fire Eye would be visible over the tree-lined streets of the Apex. The lanterns would be launching, sending wishes for peace and happiness floating towards the Fire Eye. If Kay had time tonight, she’d launch one of her own, bearing a wish to learn who had killed Ewan Silas and a chance to meet them in a dark alley, not unlike the one in which her friend’s body had been found six weeks ago. 

“I’m aware you haven’t stopped looking. In part because I haven’t stopped paying you, though I’m beginning to question whether that remains worthwhile. You came highly recommended. Now I am forced to wonder whether your reputation is deserved.” He spoke in sharp bursts, voice low for the time being.

Kay gambled on silence. This was less about hearing an explanation from her than giving the Weiss a chance to loose their tensions. She’d sat in this chair before. She’d learned to recognize the boiling points of the many parents she’d help track down their missing loved ones. Nearly every case reached it, especially where the resolve being tested was that of a noble and wealthy family. One unused to delay and dissatisfaction. Kay sometimes marveled how frequently such a tongue-lashing precipitated a break in her cases, though she saw no such luck on this particular horizon. 

She might be tempted to wonder if being scolded actually helped speed her resolution. But not in this case. She’d been working all hours, chasing every possible lead. The trail had gone cold and Kay fought to keep down the image of the Weiss girl being buried in a shallow grave outside the walls.  

“Three months!” Mylor punctuated the statement by pounding his fist on the table. Kay’s teacup, still untouched, rattled in its saucer. 

“Please understand,” Bola broke in with a voice that was anything but understanding, “we’ve placed a great deal of faith in you. Faith which has come at the expense of other avenues we could have explored to effect the return of our daughter. We are fighting to find reason to not regret our decision.” She took a sip of tea, her eyes watching Kay over the rim of the gilded cup. “We think it is time you told us about your competition. If your methods have stalled, perhaps others should take up the case. As you so often say, your interest is in the safe return of our daughter.” 

“I hate to tell you this, but no one would take this case.”

“Why not?”

“Because they would doubt their ability to find her after so much time has passed—”

Mylor cut in, “After so much time has been lost—”

“And,” Kay pressed on, “I’ve already consulted with most of them. They don’t have any leads or suggestions we haven’t already explored more than once.” 

“So we are left with no options but to continue to pay our ineffective fetch to make no progress.” Mylor exchanged a long look with his wife. Kay could see the thin layer of anger rested atop a deep reservoir of pain. 

“Kay,” Bola asked softly, “what would you have us do?” Her eyes were wet. “She is our daughter. Her seventeenth birthday has come and gone. Her room sits empty. Her friends no longer come by to ask after her. The world is moving on, and still we sit here, desperate that every ring of the bell will bear news. Hoping that you will come through for our family. But we wait and wait and...” She trailed off, looking towards the window, holding back tears.  

“Keep your faith alive,” Kay said. “Be patient. I know it is difficult, but we have a network of informants all around the city. We’ve chased down as many avenues for her abduction as possible. If Jenna left voluntarily, she may send word any day. This is around the time any lingering glamour of an escape fades and the harsh realities set in. Her money runs out and everyone around her gets less accommodating.”  

Kay didn’t voice her other hope, much less rational, that the Fire Eye opening would somehow shake something loose. If not something tied to where and how Jenna was held, then something in Kay that would enable her to penetrate the murkiness and bring the girl home. 

“But why would she have run away?”

“They always have a reason, and it’s always both surprising and unsurprising. That’s for you to deal with on her return. And if her departure wasn’t voluntary, if she was taken, this has been a long time for them to avoid any mistakes. We’re hunting just as relentlessly as we did the first day. Time is not working for us, but it isn’t working against us either. We’ll find her.”

“And if she was smuggled out of Celest?”

“That’s the worst case, but I don’t think that’s what’s happened.”

“What do you think?”

Kay searched for the right words to capture the gravity of the situation without further angering the Weiss couple. She was distracted by the sudden appearance of a small face in the window over Mylor’s shoulder. Kay dipped her eyes to her teacup to mask her surprise. When she had her own face under control, she looked back up, focusing on Mylor. She could see Jenna’s little sister Mina watching from the neighboring library, her playful eyes gleaming in a window that linked the two rooms. The child had her finger pressed to her lips. She gave Kay a small, secret smile, then beckoned. Kay lowered her chin then gave a quick nod, slight enough to pass by the parents. 

“I think she’s being held against her will somewhere in the city,” Kay said. She didn’t like the idea of Mina overhearing this conversation but she wasn’t about to expose the eavesdropper, which left Kay with little choice. “I think if she had left voluntarily she would have sent word by now. I think if she were dead we would have found the body. Someone is holding her and I don’t know why. If ransom was their motive, we would have heard long ago.” 

“Prostitution?” It clearly pained Bola to voice the word. It was an undignified word, a word that didn’t belong in a noble household. 

Kay inwardly grimaced at the thought of Mina hearing this. “I think that’s a real possibility, but we’ve got eyes on every known brothel in the city. They usually advertise newcomers, especially pretty and well-cared-for ones. It’s a real advantage that we have such good pictures of Jenna. Every operative I’ve got working for me has seen them. I’ve also shown them to my network of competitors and the Home Guard. Everyone knows good things will come their way if they help turn her up.”

Jenna, the missing daughter of seventeen years old, was a painter. She’d done several recent self-portraits with what her family reported was lifelike accuracy. It was vastly superior to what Kay usually found. Most common was a single family portrait, several years old, done with such an eye for flattery that she rarely recognized a child on recovery. More than once she’d dragged an unwilling teenage girl into a family home only to realize she’d nabbed the wrong runaway.  

“If you are so confident, why hasn’t she turned up? There are only so many places one can hide in Celest.”

“No offense, but you’re showing your class. You’re thinking about your neighborhood, where each house is maintained and watched over. Where everyone is responsible to their family and neighbors. Where people don’t lie, cheat, and steal for fear of tarnishing a family name. We won’t find Jenna in a neighborhood like this. Not after all this time. We’ll find her in the Shallows, the Lagoons, Goen Square. There are thousands of places to hide in those parts of Celest. And I don’t think we’re dealing with an ordinary abduction. I think Ewan stumbled onto something tied to this case. And he’s dead because of it.”

“Ewan?” Mylor asked, exchanging a look with his wife. “He was the Farrow you had working for you?”

Kay’s fists were clenched in her lap. It was always the same with this pair. Whenever she brought up Ewan, they immediately verified that he was a Farrow and then disregarded his import. They had expressed no remorse over his murder. Ewan had worked tirelessly for Kay, reuniting the missing with their families, never once treating any person as lesser than any other, even those who made him wait outside as Kay was allowed in. 

To the Gol’s noble families like the Weiss, all Farrow were the same. Outsiders, lowborn and undeserving of respect. Not to be trusted. Kay was painfully aware she sat only one rung higher in their esteem, and that was largely due to the fact that her golden skin tone masked much of her own foreign heritage. It took a closer look at her sharp features to see her Farrow blood. Wetbloods, as Mylor and Bola undoubtedly referred to her in her absence, may be acceptable as servants under rare conditions. Though Kay imagined she was the first to have been offered tea. Or made it into this family’s sitting room for that matter.  

In her mind she could see the scene again. Joah waiting quietly for Kay with his hands folded, outline framed by the bright light of the street corner. The Home Guard scurrying around the body. Ewan on the ground, looking every bit of his age, which would advance no further. Dried blood on his right hand where his knuckles had split. A dark puddle where his life had spilled, drawn out by a series of knife wounds, most in his back. The Home Guard had counted seven. “Yes, he was a Farrow.”

The Weiss could sense the hostility in her voice and they drew back. But anger flared in Mylor’s eyes. He was not one to be pressed in his own home, by a mixed-blood no less. He spread his hands and leaned forward again. 

Kay cut the interview short by standing. “We are doing everything we can.” 

Mylor rose as well. “And we’re just supposed to take your word for that? And continue funding this farce?”

“Yes,” Kay said, “that’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. That’s what you need to do.” She turned and left the room, ignoring the noises of offense directed to her back by the couple. 

Kay exhaled as she reached the main hall. Her departure may have been rash, but even the brief mention of Ewan’s murder had left her in no mood to placate her clients, no matter how worthy their distress was. No servant materialized to escort her out, to her relief. Dedo, the thick bull of a butler, always spoke respectfully even as he eyed Kay as though he itched for a reason to throw her through a window. He must be tied up elsewhere in the manor. The lack of an escort enabled Kay to head straight to Jenna’s room, where she knew Mina would be waiting for her. 

The child was seated on her older sister’s bed, absently playing with a small porcelain doll. Kay sat beside her. As she gently stroked Mina’s back, Kay looked around the room, marveling as she always did. Every conceivable space held an easel, and every easel held one or more paintings in different states of completion. Kay struggled to imagine and connect with the girl who had created them, filled with such a relentless zeal that she’d flown from painting to painting with the attention span of a three-year-old. Kay herself had never taken to art. It would have been an unimaginable luxury at the orphanage and had never lured her in as an adult. 

Jenna’s style had flare, even Kay could see. She brought vivid color and bright, bold strokes to ordinary life. Skies, trees, buildings, even the routine were mesmerizing when treated by her brush.  

“What’s prostitution?” Mina asked, rubbing the doll’s head as though fixing her painted hair.

Kay’s hand faltered on the child’s back as she fought a wave of almost overbearing sadness. For a moment, the world seemed like a truly awful and unfair place. She wrestled it to the ground and kept her voice calm as she answered. “It’s when people, usually women, exchange their body for money.”

“How does that work?”

“That’s not for any child to know.” 

“Is Jenna doing that?”

“I don’t think so. I hope not. But she is out there, exposed to many dangers.” There was a window above the bed and Kay could see stray lanterns floating by. The night sky was a vibrant orange. “Have you heard from her?” A small shake of the head was the only response Kay got. Mina pulled the doll in close to her chin. “But you’ll tell me the moment you do? Even if she swore you to secrecy?” 

Mina gave a small nod. Kay stood to leave, it would be unwise to be found here by Mina’s parents after the abrupt ending to their meeting, but Mina stalled her by grabbing her hand. “What if you find her and she doesn’t want to come home?”

“It’s happened before,” Kay replied. “My job becomes very difficult then. The most important thing is that I would make sure she is safe.”

“Would you tell me? Even if she said she never wanted to see me again?”

“Yes, darling, I don’t think there’s any way I could hide it from you. But that isn’t the case, and I think you know that.” 

“If you find her, could you give her a message for me?”

“Of course.”

“Remind her that we haven’t finished our special painting.” She gestured with her eyes towards a canvas across the room. “Tell her to come home. We haven’t finished the trees.” 

Kay walked over to it. The painting was of a grove of trees, at least the start of one. Thick lines of a brown so dark it was nearly black crawled up the white canvas, branching off to wrap around the top of the painting. An explosion of color, blues and purples mixed with the more traditional greens and browns of a forest, speckled the landscape. Like many of the other paintings, it was little more than half-finished, which somehow added to the intrigue of the piece.

“You were doing this together?”

“I did the trunks and she was doing the leaves. My part just looked like a little kid painting before she started in on it, but she seemed excited about how the pieces were coming together.” Mina’s face fell. “She said I had talent.”

“You do, kid,” Kay said, looking at the painting. She gave Mina’s arm a squeeze before heading to the door. “I’ll give her your message when I find her.”  

Kay made her way through the quiet house to the servants’ entrance. Before she stepped outside into the dimly lit alley, she checked to the left and right. She’d been exercising more caution since learning someone put out a contract on her head, though she’d yet to receive any credible threats. Halfway down the alley, she saw a man waiting for her, making no attempt to hide. His back was towards her, the lights of the streets framing him. For a moment, she recalled Joah’s stance as he waited patiently to show her Ewan’s body. But this was not Joah. Taller, wearing a fine cloak of deep brown. It was Yamar.

Yamar Advoco worked for the Wrang, the elite guard of the Dynasty which ruled Celest. Kay had first met him as they’d worked together defending one of the Melor Dynasty’s youngest from a threat on his life four years ago. She’d grown to know Yamar well in the intervening years. Kay had fallen into a role as a liaison for the Farrow, the refugees from her home country which had been destroyed by war, and the Dynasty, uncontested rulers of Celest. Yamar had fallen into the other side of that role, creating a chain through which information could be exchanged without the Dynasty stooping to direct engagements with their newly initiated lower class. 

He turned slightly at her approach, a smile in his dark eyes, and Kay could see he held two unlit paper lanterns before him. “You missed the Opening.”

“What have I done to earn a visit from the Wrang?” 

“Lanterns first.” Yamar used a match to light the candles and gently shook each of the lanterns, spreading the heat through them. “What will you wish for?” He handed her one. 

Kay didn’t answer. This was not a good spot to observe the Opening. The high houses blocked the view and the branches from a row of trees stretched out over the alley. She could see the Fire Eye through the branches, but it brought no calm. Not this year. She slowly released her lantern. Yamar did the same beside her. His quickly caught on the branches. Hers made it through and continued climbing, until an unexpected cold wind rose and tossed it to the side and out of their view. She shivered, not certain if it was due to the night’s chill or something else.  

“Are you here on a case?” Yamar asked.

“Yes. The Weiss girl has been missing for three months.” She was staring at Yamar’s lantern, still struggling to free itself from the branches. 

“Three months and you’re still working it?”

“This is the one Ewan was on.”

Yamar nodded. “I haven’t heard anything from the Home Guard. I remind them that his case is of interest to the Dynasty whenever I cross paths with them.”

“Appreciated.” She still had her eyes up. The wind was whipping a blur of lanterns across the sky above the alley. “The Weiss girl is only one of four open cases. And that’s not counting another three I dropped. Something’s not right.” She turned to Yamar. “So why are you here?”

“I’m here to take you to the fight.”

Kay stared at him uncomprehendingly for a moment, then groaned. “That’s tonight?”

“Of course it’s tonight. It’s always been tonight. In each of the ten invitations he’s sent you and the three personal calls he’s had me make to your office, it’s been tonight.”

“I just told you, I have four open cases.”
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