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      For my brother, Kevin. A fellow fan of the uncanny, the supernatural, and all things Sci Fi. Thanks for being my first reader of Rye’s stories.
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      Meet Rye Gannon, a private detective who knows her craft and doesn’t blink, even when coming to terms with magic being real in the world - and her having the ability to find it.

      I’ve written these short stories to explore the Urban Fantasy world that Rye lives in and the friends and frenemies she makes while navigating these mysteries.

      I develop a bit of her back story as an orphan, which will become a much larger story point in a later novel, and explore what magic can do in this world to really mess us up. Who controls magic, and why, will be an overarching story arc.

      I’ve always been curious about how other people live their lives and have daydreamed about being a private detective – mostly so I could snoop without anyone being the wiser. Second best thing? Writing about a private investigator and living vicariously through her.

      And if those peoples’ lives can involve a bit of magic and intrigue, then I’m in book heaven. So, here’s a little taste of what the future will hold for Rye Gannon, professional snoop and newbie magic finder. I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I’ve enjoyed writing them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Empress Josephine’s Opal

          

        

      

    

    
      I first learned that magic exists when I learned that I had the ability to identify magical objects and was offered a high paying job to use it. Where or how I acquired this ability is unknown, but it has proven to be lucrative in my profession as a private investigator.

      My name is Rye Gannon. I’m a PI for hire and my office is in Denver, Colorado, right above a sushi restaurant in an old, red brick building on York Street and Colfax Avenue - a long road of businesses, restaurants and sidewalk hustle that runs through the heart of the City.

      My office looks out over Colfax and the busy streams of cars heading downtown and uptown. The sound of horns honking and the occasional yells of people on the street finds its way through the window glass to my ears.

      That morning when my magical adventures began, I was on hold on the phone while looking out over the traffic and pulling my fingers through my long brown hair in frustration, when my assistant walked in and placed a message on my desk.

      Cam Sharp, - Cam is short for Camellia - is short and petite. And with her pixie length red hair and colorful clothing, she can seem more elfin, than human. That day she was wearing pink tights, a spring green skirt, and a black lace camisole under an open white, denim jacket.

      It would be a mistake to think she was delicate, though. If someone was just talking to her on the phone, her brash voice and tough attitude would make one think they were listening to some cigarette smoking, whiskey soaked grandmother with a Harley Davidson.

      Somehow, she puts up with me and the pittance I can afford to pay her, so we’ve been a team for a couple of years.

      I picked up the message, read it, and looked at Cam, my eyebrows raised in a question, but she just shrugged and walked back to her desk in the reception area.

      ‘Reception area’ makes it sound fancier than it is. It’s just a room with Cam’s desk, an ergonomically designed desk chair, a phone, a laptop, table lamp, a wastepaper basket with a shredder, and two chairs in front of the desk for visitors, in case we get any of those.

      Most of my work comes to me online, or by phone, so the chairs can get dusty if we don’t run a rag over them occasionally. This job could be run from home, but I learned a long time ago that this kind of work and ‘home’ needed to be kept separate from each other. For everyone’s safety.

      My own office looks much the same as Cam’s, with the addition of a couple of filing cabinets against one wall with once-white paint chipping and leaving crumbles of white on the old oak floors, and a small table holding a coffee maker and a couple of ceramic mugs.

      I finally finished my phone call, completing a background check for one of my regular clients, and I walked over to the open door that separates the two rooms.

      “A security job? Did they sound legit?” I asked Cam who was clicking through one of her social media sites on the laptop.

      “I guess so. They sounded posh,” she answered, smacking her gum. “You should call, I could use a raise this year.”

      “Couldn’t we all.” I looked at the note. Cam had written the name Pamela Winthrop and a phone number under the word ‘Security’.

      I walked back to my desk so I could sit down while making the call. The phone rang twice before a woman picked up.

      “Albright Broker and Auctions. This is Monica speaking.”

      “Yes, I’m returning a call for Pamela Winthrop, this is Rye Gannon.”

      “One moment, please.”

      The sound of chamber music filled my ear for a minute while my call was passed through. In the meantime, I was Googling the Albright Brokerage to see what I was dealing with. It seems they brokered sales of high-end antiques, jewelry and artworks. Posh indeed.

      “Hello, Ms. Gannon?” The woman spoke with what I thought was a British accent. Double posh.

      “Yes, hello.”

      “Thank you for returning my call. I have a job that requires someone who can provide some security for a discreet sale, but also blend into the crowd, so to speak.”

      I leaned back in my chair and put my black Doc Martens boots up on the desk, ankles crossed. I was starting to wonder how much I should charge. The word ‘discreet’ usually added a couple hundred bucks.

      “What kind of blending?” I asked.

      “Someone who can look good in an evening gown and heels. Basically, I don’t want you to look like security.”

      “I don’t usually do this kind of work. What made you decide to call me?”

      My advertisements online listed things like background checks, process serving, and surveillance. Also, discreet enquiries. So, there was that. I could be discreet.

      “I saw some photographs of you when we were compiling our list of potential hires. To be honest, your good looks were your main selling point.”

      Photographs? Yuck, I thought. I may do surveillance for a living, but having other people snooping on me gave me the creeps.

      “Why don’t we meet, and I’ll give you the particulars of the job,” she said. “I’ll pay you a ‘meet and greet’ fee for your time.”

      A fee just to discuss the job? The numbers in my head were starting to inch up into the thousands of dollars.

      We decided to meet the next day at 10 a.m. Their offices were located downtown, in one of the storefronts of Writer Square on the Sixteenth Street Mall, a pedestrian mall that stretches for a mile of shops and restaurants and entertainment venues.

      When I got off the phone, I stood up and walked over to the door. “If a raise isn’t possible, there might at least be a bonus if this turns into a big gig.”

      Cam had her headphones on, listening to some video on her cell phone. Her eyes were glued to the screen, but she must have heard me, because she gave me the thumbs-up sign.

      

      I dressed carefully for the interview the next morning. I wore a knee length, brown suede skirt, tall brown boots, and a cream-colored satin blouse. Silk would have been better, but it wasn’t in my budget, nor my closet.

      I picked up some danish and coffees at a coffeeshop near my apartment and brought them into the office. Cam was already in and checking the office email for work and any follow-up needed on previous jobs.

      “Anything?” I asked as I set a coffee drink and pastry for her on the desk.

      “Just junk mail so far. Thanks for this.” She picked up her drink and took a sip, her eyes still on the laptop.

      “I have to head out for that meeting with the Antiques broker. I’m not sure how long I’ll be, but I didn’t have any appointments today. I’ll text you when I know more.”

      “Sure. Fingers crossed and all that.”

      I laughed and headed back out the door.

      

      Writer Square is a mixed-use development downtown on Larimer and Sixteenth, with shops and storefronts on the lower levels, overpriced condominiums and apartments upstairs. The buildings are blond brick, with red tiled roofs, green awning over the windows, and they look like they are pretending to be in a small town in Southern France. All that was missing were some window boxes full of red geraniums.

      Albright Broker and Auctions was conveniently painted on the glass and brass door of one of the shops. I pulled open the door and walked in.

      The reception area was quiet and felt ‘rich’. There was dark wood paneling on three of the walls. The carpet was cream with a deep pile. There were chairs with matching upholstery and dark wooden arms and legs.

      A woman dressed in a charcoal gray suit sat at a table at one end. She had a computer in front of her and there was a brass lamp on the table but nothing else. The table looked heavy and old and had leaves and vines carved into the edges and legs.

      I walked up to her. She looked at me, her waxed eyebrows raised in a question.

      “I have an appointment with Pamela Winthrop.”

      “Your name?”

      “I’m Rye Gannon.”

      “Please take a seat and she’ll be right with you.”

      The woman didn’t call anyone, but she typed something on her keyboard. A text maybe.

      I wasn’t sitting for more than a few minutes when a door opened up out of the paneling of the wall at the side of the room.

      An older woman, graying hair in a chignon and wearing a black turtleneck and black slacks, walked out and toward me. I stood to greet her.

      “Ms. Gannon? I’m Pamela.” She held out her well-manicured hand, red nails gleaming, and I shook it.

      “Please, call me Rye.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Rye. Come with me into my office.”

      I followed her through the paneled door. There were no windows in her office, but there were multiple flat video screens on the walls and several computers, some on mounts, on top of her desk.

      She saw me eyeing her tech.

      “We do a lot of conference calls across multiple time zones. We’re a global operation.”

      “I see.”

      “Have a seat.” She held her hand out to the plush chair next to me and she sat down at her desk.

      “I’m going to get right down to business. We have a high value jewelry item that we will be auctioning off to some very well-to-do clients next week. The auction will take place at a cocktail party at the Brown Palace Hotel. We’re renting out the Churchill Bar for this as a private event.”

      I nodded. The Brown Palace Hotel is a Denver icon where celebrities and presidents have stayed. And the Churchill is a cigar and whiskey bar. Whatever they were auctioning, it really must be worth a lot of money.

      “We have our usual security, of course. But we want to add some extra on to ensure that nothing goes wrong at the party. And we’d prefer to have the extra security be incognito. I’m assuming you have an appropriate cocktail dress you could wear?”

      “I do,” I assured her, though I’d have to ask some friends for help with that. “You’re afraid of theft?”

      “In short, yes. The item is a necklace with a 700-carat black opal that was owned by the Empress Josephine, given to her by Napoleon himself.”

      I whistled. I couldn’t help myself.

      “Why isn’t this in a museum somewhere?”

      “When Josephine died, her daughters from her first marriage inherited her jewelry – her marriage with Napoleon had been annulled because she did not bear him any children- and the Opal was not seen again until many years later. After the first World War, it showed up in Vienna, Austria.”

      She clicked at the computer keyboard of one of her computers and brought up on the wall monitor behind her an image of an old document.

      “The Opal is described in this document. The city of Vienna itself had purchased the Opal.”

      “Huh,” I said. Just to let her know I was listening.

      “However, after the second World War, the Opal disappeared from record. It has only recently been found in the collection of an old Austrian family.”

      “And now they want to sell it.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      I crossed my legs. “I have to say, I’m surprised this auction isn’t being done at Christie’s or Sotheby’s.”

      Pamela gave me a tight-lipped smile.

      “There is a select group of buyers who have a particular interest in this necklace, beyond the historical value. It’s best for the seller and the buyers that this not be held in a public auction.”

      “I see.” I didn’t though. Wouldn’t a public auction bring in a chance for more money?

      “Do you keep the necklace on the premises?” I asked.

      “We have it in our vault. It won’t be moved from here until the event takes place.”

      “Would I be able to see it? I’ll need to know what I’m protecting.”

      Pamela drummed her fingernails on the desk a few times.

      “I don’t see why not. It will be good to get the awe out of the way before you get to the auction.”

      She reached under the lip of her desk and must have pressed a button. There was a hum, and another door appeared in the wall. This time the wall slid back, revealing an elevator, its car lit up and ready for passengers.

      I followed her inside. The walls of the car were mirrored and edged in brass. There was a security camera in the ceiling, and, I imagined, behind the mirrors as well.

      Pamela pushed a button, the door closed, and we rode down. It felt like several levels, possibly even below the tenant underground parking lot.

      When the doors opened, we walked into a room with steel walls, covered with what looked like doors and drawers – each with a keypad to enter a lock code.

      There was also a heavily armed man standing at attention in the center of the room behind a metal table, and another man in the left corner - I assume he was also armed - a computer console in front of him.

      Pamela nodded at the men, then walked to one of the drawers and entered a seven-digit code (I counted the beeps). She opened the door and pulled out a tray that held a metal box. Picking up the box, she walked it over to the table. Then, she pulled out a chain from underneath her turtleneck. Hanging from the chain was a small key. She put this in the lock of the metal box and opened the lid.

      I drew in a deep breath and held it. The necklace lay on top of black velvet. The ‘chain’ of the necklace had links of emeralds and diamonds. They sparkled beautifully. But the showstopper was the giant oval shaped opal that hung as a pendant connected to the chain by a simple clasp.

      Ever since we had entered the room, I had felt a vibration, like a hum, running through my breastbone. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation. I had felt it before -once in a fortune teller’s booth at the fair, and again at a state championship basketball game when I was in high school - but I never knew what the sensation meant. I had assumed it was from low blood sugar.

      But when Pamela opened the lid, I immediately knew that the humming was coming from the Opal. The humming heightened in pitch and then began to sing in my ears. It wasn’t painful, but I felt dizzy and grabbed the edge of the table.

      I knew better than to ask the others in the room if they heard what I was hearing. Those past experiences had proven I was the only one effected. This was the first time that I’d known the sensation was actually coming from something outside of myself.

      I stared at the stone. There were flecks of blue and green against a black background, but the center of the stone was mostly brilliant flares of red light. The stone almost seemed to burn.

      “It’s called The Burning of Troy.”

      “What?” I lifted my head with some effort.

      “The Opal,” Pamela pointed at the stone. “Napoleon had called it The Burning of Troy because the red flares in the opal look like fire, and a stone of this size needed an epic name.”

      I nodded. The stone was still singing to me, but I had adjusted to it, and I could hear Pamela just fine. I reached out to it with my hand.

      Pamela shut the lid before I could touch it.

      “I’m sorry. Very few people can handle this until after the sale.”

      “Of course.” I was a little relieved. I wasn’t sure what the stone would do if I touched it. Now that the lid was shut, the hum resumed being a mere vibration in my breastbone.

      “Let’s head back upstairs,” she said, “and we can go over the contract and particulars.”

      

      After signing the contract and collecting my ‘meet and greet’ fee ($500), I left and went back to my car. Now that I was alone, my hands started to tremble.

      What the hell was that? The stone was amazing. I had never seen the like. But why had it triggered such a physical reaction in me?

      I tried to remember what might have caused the same sensation when I had felt the humming and vibrations in the past. I wasn’t sure, but I knew that I hadn’t been looking at opals.

      I was still clutching the check for my fee in my hand. This was a lot of money just to get me to consider working a job. The promised fee at the end of a successful auction was $10,000. This was also a lot of money for one evening’s work.

      The whole thing felt suspicious. Was I being set up? And how? Well, there was only one way to find out. I was going to have to attend that auction.

      

      When I got back to the office, I told Cam that there was going to be a bonus at the end of the month for sure.

      Her eyes gleamed. “Right on.”

      I gave her the check and told her to get it deposited right away, and I asked her to do some internet research on black opals and the Empress Josephine’s in particular. She could write down the highlights for me.

      “The opal was named ‘The Burning of Troy’,” I said.

      “Good Gawd, why?”

      “Because of all the red in the stone. It looks like it’s on fire.”

      “Cool.”

      I spent my own research time looking into Albright Broker and Auctions and a little background check on Pamela Winthrop.

      There wasn’t that much to find. The company had been in Denver for about ten years, but this was just a branch location for them. They were based in London and had been there since at least 1956.

      Pamela was an English citizen and was here on a work visa. She didn’t have a private phone number listed, but her residence was an address in the Cheesman Park neighborhood, near the Denver Botanic Gardens. This is a pricey area of old homes, many of which have been turned into multi-family apartments, on small city lots and with limited street parking.

      I couldn’t find any criminal complaints against her, nor any lawsuits. Good news I supposed.

      Cam soon brought me a list of facts about the Opal. The stone is believed to have come from Honduras, which was unusual for European collectors at the time. Most opals in Italy and France came from Hungarian opal mines. And today, most black opals come from Australia.

      It is called a black opal because the coloration of the opal – bands of silicone dioxide that found its way into cracks of sandstone – is formed on top of dark, or black stone. The black background causes the colors to really pop.

      White opals are much more common, and therefore less valuable. True black opals are rarer and more costly.

      Opals are believed to be unlucky by the superstitious. The Empress Josephine’s daughter Eugéne, who is believed to have inherited The Burning of Troy, refused to wear opals, which is probably why The Burning of Troy hadn’t been seen for so long after Josephine’s death.

      Hmmm. Interesting, but it didn’t really tell me why Josephine’s stone might be so special apart from its enormous size and beauty.

      “Cam?”

      She came to the door and leaned against the frame. “Were there ever any pictures or drawings done of the Opal and necklace?”

      “Not that I could find. You think this might be a hoax?”

      “No. It’s real enough. You should have seen it. The stone was huge and it looked like it had a crystal fire inside of it.”

      Cam looked me over critically.

      “So, what are you going to wear to this shindig?”

      “That’s a good question. I need a cocktail dress. Where do you think I could find one, on the cheap?”

      She tilted her head in thought. “I might know someone. You’re a size 8, right?”

      “On a good day, yeah.”

      “Alright, I’ll see what I can find over the weekend. You,” she pointed at me, “don’t eat anymore danish or donuts.”

      

      I followed her instructions and kept myself to salads over the weekend and even went out on a couple of runs. I usually hated exercise, but I was finding that the deeper I got into my thirties, the more I needed to exercise to stay in condition.

      The rest of my time I spent in the office doing online record searches for some other jobs we had on the books. Cam had weekends off, as I didn’t need her in the office for the occasional drop-in client, but I usually did some work every day. And why not? I enjoyed my work – and I enjoyed making money – plus I didn’t have any hobbies or family.

      When Monday rolled around, I found that Cam had scored me a beautiful black cocktail dress from one of her cross-dressing friends who sang at a cabaret club. It fit, it was a simple cut without frou-frous, plus there was room to move my arms, if I needed to run or hit someone, and it wasn’t too revealing. It was perfect.

      Cam agreed that it would work. “What shoes are you going to wear?”

      “I have some black heels that will be fine.” The shoes have a thick heel and a solid strap that ran over the top of the insole. They looked like something I would wear to dance Flamenco in.

      They would suffice. It was a personal rule of mine never to wear a shoe that I couldn’t run in. Stilettos were never an option.

      

      The next few days we spent doing our usual routines. When Thursday came, I was excited to see how this evening’s auction would play out. I spent a lot of time preparing my mind to ignore the humming, singing voice of the necklace so that I could be alert during the evening.

      I had emailed my doctor an inquiry about what the sensations might be, and her quick reply was that it might be tinnitus, and I should get my hearing checked.

      That wasn’t it, though. I had felt vibrations in my breastbone, and the sound had filled my head, but it also let me hear other things in the room. As if it wasn’t an actual sound, just a psychic one.

      ‘So, you’re psychic now?’ I chided myself. Maybe I should get my whole head examined.

      When the hour finally arrived, I got dressed and drove to the broker’s office to meet with Pamela and her security entourage, a jeweler, and someone she introduced as the auctioneer. We all drove together in a van to the hotel on Tremont Street and entered the lobby, wheeling the necklace inside of a heavy safe on a dolly.

      I always loved going inside the Brown Palace Hotel. The triangular shaped building is the second oldest hotel in Denver. When inside, the building opens up into an amazing stained-glass atrium that is eight stories high. A piano is often being played, and in the afternoons, there’s high tea served at various seating arrangements in the atrium.

      Our group continued to the Churchill Bar. When we walked in, I could smell old cigar smoke in the room. Leather furniture and wood paneled walls and alcoves around the room made the space intimate and cozy. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it took to reserve the entire bar for the evening. There were usually long wait times to get into the place.

      Pamela opened the safe and brought out the security box that held the necklace. Once the safe was opened, I could feel the humming. At least I knew the right necklace had made it this far.

      Pamela set the box down on the black and white marble bar top. One of the security guards went to the entrance to check guests’ names against the list of invitees. Over the next hour, about thirty people arrived. All of them were dressed in clothes from designers like Dior, Givenchy, etc. In other words, they all looked expensive.

      I felt comfortable in my black dress though. Simple and black, it fit in with the room. When everyone was gathered, Pamela caught everyone’s attention by knocking a spoon against a cut crystal glass on the bar. I saw the bartender wince.

      “Everyone, thank you for coming. It’s time to get a glimpse of what you’ve come to bid on. We’ll call up each guest by name, and you can come look at the necklace.”

      She nodded to one of her security people who opened the box. The singing of the necklace once again filled my head. I glanced around the room, but no one else seemed to notice.

      Pamela had a small lamp with a bright light plugged in at the bar and next to the necklace to illuminate it and emphasize the opal’s brilliance.

      One by one, the guests came up to view the necklace. There was a lot of gasping and small sounds of awe when the glory of the opal was seen against the black velvet cloth. No one was allowed to touch it. I hovered nearby, watching everyone who approached.

      Pamela watched as well. I noticed that she seemed on edge – her right hand fidgeting with something in her pocket and the other hand plucking at her collar. These high dollar events would make anyone nervous, I thought.

      At the end of the queue, an elderly gentleman wearing a tweed suit that seemed more at home in this bar than the other fancily dressed guests, approached us. He glanced at the necklace and nodded to Pamela.

      “Mrs. Winthrop.”

      “Hello, James. As you can see, everything is above board. You’ll be able to interview the highest bidder at the end of the auction.”

      “Very good.”

      The gentleman stepped aside, stood next to me, and the auctioneer of our entourage picked up a portable microphone, walked to the center of the room, and began the bidding.

      For a time, everyone was focused on the auction and the rising and falling of hands as the price of the necklace climbed and climbed. At about ten minutes into the process, I noticed that the sound from the opal had become softened, as if muffled.

      I looked over to the box and the necklace lay there as before, lid up. Pamela hovered over the box. She saw me look and gave me a bright smile. My brow furrowed and when I turned my head to look at the room again, I saw that James, the tweed wearing gentleman was watching me.

      I forced my face to relax and resumed watching the auction.

      Not long after that, the price of the necklace had settled at 25 million dollars. The winning bid went to a young man who looked like an oil sheik with his expensive suit, Rolex watch, and white cloth with a black band covering his head.

      The man came over and picked up the box, carrying it past me and then shook the hand of James. The necklace was right next to me, but the humming was no longer coming from the necklace. It was coming from behind me.

      “Wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “There’s something wrong.”

      The Sheik looked at me in annoyance, but James nodded his head. “Pamela, do we have your jewelry appraiser here?”

      “Yes. Tom Abbott, you’re needed.” Pamela walked up to us. “What seems to be the problem?”
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