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      When a blind psychic warns of a dark fate awaiting seven homeless teens, PI Cam Sharp and her flamboyant partner, Juju, infiltrate a high-society fundraiser called the "Night of Misrule." They soon discover the party is a cover for a sinister magical ritual. To save the kids and stop the chaos, they must snatch a powerful enchanted artifact from a newly crowned king before everyone becomes a permanent pawn in a terrifying game.

      I wrote this short story to flesh out Rye’s partners in the detective agency, Gannon Investigations, and to bring them into their larger role as Rye’s found family.

      It is through Cam’s eyes that this short story is told. Her backstory is a powerful narrative of overcoming trauma and poverty to forge her own identity and who will become a powerful ally for Rye.

      This is also Juju Baker’s first real introduction to the supernatural world that Rye inhabits.

      The themes of this story are appearance vs. reality; vulnerability and exploitation; and reclaiming power and identity.

      I hope you enjoy this further exploration of the personalities in Rye Gannon’s life and work.
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      The woman’s head bobbed around in tiny movements as she looked over the reception area. She wore rags as faded as her ash-brown skin, and the snow-caked sneakers on her feet had ragged holes on the sides and squeaked as she walked into the office. Her eyes, milky gray with cataracts, and the motions of her head mimicked the pigeons whose gray feathers she wore in the dreadlocks of her coarse, graying-black hair.

      Cam stood in the doorway of her small office and watched the woman who had walked into Gannon Investigations. She had seen a lot of quirky characters come and go since she had started working here, first as an apprentice, and now as a fully licensed investigator here in Denver, Colorado. But this one seemed quirkier than most.

      “Can I help you?”

      The woman’s head whipped around to face Cam even though the woman’s eyes never quite landed on her. Blind? Cam wondered.

      “Where’s Juju?” Following her question, the woman resumed her jerky head movements, as if Juju occupied a ceiling corner, or was under the desk.

      “I’m right here, Delphine.”

      Juju Baker, the office receptionist, stood at the hall door. He, and yes, he insisted his pronouns were he/him/his, had one hand on the hip of his yellow bellbottom jeans. A white blouse with ruffles and pearl buttons down the front was tucked into the pants, and a fluffy pink cardigan hung over his shoulders. All the pastels accentuated the dark creaminess of his skin and the black waves of his hair. The bathroom, shared by the offices on this second floor of a three-story building, was just down the hall, and Cam guessed that was where Juju was coming from.

      “Ah, I just knew you were here somewhere.”

      Juju nodded to Cam and drew Delphine to the guest chair in front of the desk where the woman sat down with a sigh after trailing watery tracks across the wood floor.

      Cam thought the woman might be around seventy years old, but living on the streets can age a person, as Cam knew, and she could just as well be forty.

      Juju seemed to have things in hand, so Cam returned to her desk. Her office was more of a glorified closet, but it was her own space with a desk, a chair, a computer, landline phone, and two doors–one that opened onto the hallway and the one that opened into the reception area.

      Gannon Investigations occupied the southwest side of the old brick building. Trees that grew between the public sidewalk and York Street on the west side of the building gave them some shade from the summer sun. Colfax Avenue on the south side, a highway that runs through the heart of Denver, was congested with traffic, stores, and restaurants.

      She loved this job. When she had first started as a receptionist under Rye Gannon, the original sole owner of the business, she had been excited about working for a woman who was an entrepreneur. Well, she was excited to have any job, but working for a woman who owned her own business was a definite plus.

      Rye had been an excellent teacher and taught her about more than owning a business. She also learned about what it meant to be a private investigator.

      When she had asked, Rye had agreed to take Cam under her wing as an apprentice. And then, things got interesting.

      Rye had the unusual ability to sense magical objects. Yep, magic. It could be found anywhere in the world, and an organization, the Harpocrates Society, tried to maintain some kind of control over, or at least keep tabs on, the more dangerous objects.

      They sometimes hired people like Rye to assist them in this task. That magic existed was a secret–Harpocrates was the Greek god of secrets–but it was impossible to keep this information away from Cam when the two of them worked so closely with each other. It didn’t bother Rye that Cam knew about her special talent. Rye had told her it was a bit of a relief to have some support when things went sideways.

      The whole ‘magic is real’ thing and the discovery of her talent had been new to Rye, and Cam thought she enjoyed having an ally in navigating her way in this new way of looking at the world.

      Cam thought it was cool. Knowing that there was magic out there, and secret organizations pulling strings, had confirmed suspicions she’d had about how the world worked. Now she had a part in the game. Plus, the Harpocrates Society paid well, and Cam certainly benefitted from that now that she was a part owner of the business. Not that Rye hadn’t already been generous with bonuses when they were flush before.

      As she smoothed her gray pencil skirt, Cam sat down and eased out of her heels. Her everyday wardrobe was usually flashy, colorful, and eccentric, but she had been in court this morning to testify in an insurance fraud case, so she had done her best to look professional. Her lips quirked up in a smile at the memory of the court reporter who’d flinched when Cam first spoke in court.

      Cam, short for Camellia, is petite, and with her pixie short haircut people assume she is docile and sweet–until she opens her mouth. Her voice is as deep and raspy as someone who’s smoked and drunk whiskey their whole life. Which wasn’t the case for her. She had grown up rough on the streets, but she had steered clear of drugs of any kind after seeing what they did to people, her own mother included. She had been determined to change her fate, and so far, she had been successful.

      “Hey, Cam? Could you come in here for a moment?” Juju called out.

      Sighing, Cam stood and walked in her bare feet to the door. Juju and their visitor both turned towards her.

      “Sorry to bother you, but Delphine here,” Juju gestured to the woman who now gazed at the ceiling, her head still moving about in jerky motions from side to side, “is asking for help from Rye, but she’s away on that case.”

      Juju looked at the woman. “Delphine, this is Cam Sharp. I’ve told you about her before.”

      The woman nodded her head up and down. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Cam took a step closer to the desk. “How can I help you?”

      Juju glanced at Delphine, but she remained silent, so Juju shrugged. “It seems there’s some trouble coming for the street kids who hang out at the Fordham Center near here.”

      “I know the place.”

      Cam had spent time there herself. It seemed like years ago, but it had been less than ten years from when Cam had been wandering the streets looking for shelter and food. A tough existence that was still better than the abuse she’d suffered at home. The Fordham Center had been a sort of day shelter for youth who needed help in finding resources.
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