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      Meet Rye Gannon, a private detective who knows her craft and doesn’t blink, even when she discovers that magic is real - and that she has the unusual ability to find it.

      Rye is hired by the Harpocrates Society, a secret organization, to use her newly discovered talent to find and secure magical items, and she is drawn into a world of adventure and intrigue she hadn’t known was possible.

      When a magical object is stolen from a curio shop in Omaha, Nebraska, Rye is called in to find the item. When she learns the artifact has the power to bring and control rain, the knowledge leads to a trail that winds through farmlands in drought and desert landscapes, as well as to the kidnapping of a young woman.

      Her search reveals the power of desperation and hope – and of sacrifice.

      Rye must pull on every skill she has, new and old, to save a life and to restore ecological balance. The journey will also reveal long-hidden secrets and a family connection within the Harpocrates Society she never knew existed.

      The Water in Our Blood is an action-packed mystery full of magic, dangerous secrets, curious history, and adventure!
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          Part 1: The Antiquarian

        

      

    

    
       Miranda was so bored. She was bent over, her cheek cupped in one hand, elbow resting on the polished wood counter of the tea shop. Her job as a barista – or did they call it something else when all they sold was tea? – was not the exciting job she had thought it would be when she’d applied for the job at the Antiquarian.

      She looked out the gleaming windows onto the brick lined streets. Several wood tables with velvet cushioned chairs were lined up against the windows where healthy green plants hung in planters, their glossy leaves shining. Behind her were glass jars of herbal and spice mixtures and next to the hot water urn there was a milk steamer behind the counter where she could make tea lattes. Everything glowed in the day’s afternoon sunlight and the air smelled of cloves and cinnamon.

      The store, located in the Old Market of downtown Omaha, had seemed mysterious and exciting when she’d walked in after seeing the Help Wanted sign. The dusty leather books, sparkling trinkets, and crystal balls all seemed to promise riches and love spells.

      The handsome owner of the shop hadn’t hurt either. Tall, dark, and handsome, Falak Magus, was exotic and entrancing. His quiet manners and respectful speech had at first seemed to hint at a deep strength and power. But after weeks of him not responding to her flirting, she now thought he was probably just gay.

      Her fingers plucked at the strings tied at the neck of her white peasant blouse. Then they twisted around the leather strap of the amulet Falak had insisted she wear as a part of her ‘uniform’. Copper wire was wrapped around a smoky quartz crystal that came to a point between her breasts. It was pretty enough, but she would have preferred the amethyst crystal that had been in the box from which Falak had chosen her amulet.

      He had held up the quartz and let it lightly swing in front of her eyes and then in an arc around her head before nodding and handing it to her.

      “This is yours. You can keep it when you decide to get another job, but while you’re working here you need to wear this. It’s protective. And it also looks good and helps to smell the merchandise. You understand?”

      She had nodded and put the amulet on over her head. It felt warm against her skin, but otherwise she usually forgot she was wearing it.

      The blouse and the flowing skirt were her own choice to wear to work. She felt she got larger tips in the tea shop when she looked more ‘gypsy’.

      The tea shop was attached to the shop where the amulets, talismans and spell books were sold. The teas were all different kinds and advertised as having some special effect with the mix of herbs and spices. But most of what she sold were the spicy chai lattes. And the cookies and cakes, of course, that were made at a local bakery and sat on the counter on glass cake stands under giant glass domes.

      Today the shop was completely empty. Both sides were quiet and even Falak had left to run an errand.

      He had walked up to her, wearing his usual black suit and white button-up shirt, his dark hair slicked back from his face. “You’re in charge while I’m gone. On the off chance we have any customers, you can handle the sale. Just remember the one rule,” and he’d pointed toward the back of the shop.

      She’d nodded. The one rule to rule them all, she’d thought wryly. The back room of the retail side of the shop was blocked by an iron gate. It looked like an ancient prison door with ornate iron bars and a giant padlock in the center of the door. On the other side were shelves of even older books and wooden boxes and glass cases full of goddess knows what.

      She was never allowed to enter that room. But she knew where Falak kept the key to the gate. She had watched him place the key in a hiding place in a sliding panel in one of the bookshelves. She’d never really been tempted to investigate the room. She figured Falak had some hidden cameras in the place and he’d know she’d been in there snooping. No sense in losing her job over a sense of curiosity.

      Besides, everything here turned out to just be fakery for people who wanted to spend money on a little hope. She’d tried some of it for herself. Got a little spell book and tried some workings. She had never believed in the patriarchal religions and had some hope that there’d be some ancient pagan wisdom she could coax into her world.

      But nothing worked, and her intriguing new job just turned into another chapter of her boring life.

      Miranda stood up straight and rolled her shoulder and neck in an attempt to wake herself up. Maybe she’d make herself a chai.

      She took down a cup and saucer, but before she could start warming the oat milk she’d taken out of the little refrigerator under the counter, the bells over the retail shop tinkled news of a customer.

      She looked over and saw a man in old blue jeans and a worn leather bomber jacket. He was balding but had a full beard of grey and white hair.

      “Good morning,” she said, forcing some cheer into her voice. He just looked at her and nodded before wandering in amongst the shelves of books and trinkets.

      “Just another wanna be warlock,” she said quietly to herself, and she went back to making her chai.

      She started to wonder if she shouldn’t see if she could offer the customer some help, and maybe upsell him on some items. She felt a little resentful that Falak only trusted her to sell teas and cakes. She had spent some time checking out the store’s inventory and knew a thing or two about wicca and its (fake) ideas and philosophies.

      What if she could bring in a big sale on this slow day? That would show Falak that she had some value.

      Behind her, the customer cleared his throat. “Excuse me, miss?”

      She turned around and smiled. “How can I help you?”

      “Does the owner happen to be here?”

      “Falak? He’s away for the moment. Perhaps I may be of assistance.” Miranda internally rolled her eyes at the phrase, but she’d worked retail for years and knew a thing or two about customer service.

      The customer had one hand on the counter and began to drum his fingers.

      “Hmmm. Yes, well, I was supposed to meet with him tomorrow, but something has come up and I must leave town this evening. I ordered a rather expensive item, and I was told it had arrived.”

      Miranda’s ears perked up at the word expensive.

      “I can look that up for you. What is your name?” She began to leave the tea counter and walk into the retail side.

      “It’s under the letters E.S.”

      Miranda glanced at the man, but he offered no other information. She went to the podium where Falak kept a ledger. Her boss said he doesn’t trust computers for some things though he has a rather fancy one in the side room that was his office.

      She opened the large book and turned to the last pages that had been entered. “When did you place the order?”

      “Two years ago. It was a purchase request if it should ever become available. I got notice last week that it was here.”

      Miranda’s eyebrows drew up. She’d known the supply chains could be a bit difficult, but that was a long time for a special order. Unless? She glanced to the back room behind the gate. The things in there seemed to be one-of-a-kind antiques. Something like that wouldn’t just come from your average online manufacturer.

      Flipping through the book, eventually she was able to find an entry for an E.S. “Was it for a jadeite celt?” She pronounced the last word with a hard ‘c’.

      “It’s pronounced ‘selt’. Yes, that’s what I ordered. A water witch blade.”

      Miranda looked down at the inventory codes and found the item number but also saw that it was located in the locked room.

      She looked up. “Um, are you sure you can’t wait until Mr. Magus comes back?”

      The man’s neck started to turn red, and he clenched his hands into fists. “I really can’t wait. I’ve been waiting for two years and need to leave very soon.”

      She looked back down at the book again and saw that the item’s price was listed at $20,000. Oh, dear. Surely Falak wouldn’t want this sale to slip away?

      The man then pulled a large manilla envelope out from inside his leather coat. The envelope was worn and stained, but stuffed fat with something inside.

      “I have cash for the sale.”

      Miranda nodded. “Of course. Can you wait here for just a moment, and I’ll get the item for you.”

      “Yes. Please hurry.”

      She went around to the shelves near Falak’s office where the secret panel was located. She looked back to make sure the customer wasn’t watching her, and she felt around with her fingers until she found the groove where the panel slid out and she put her hand into the dark recess where she could feel the cool metal of the large iron key.

      She picked it up and walked to the iron door. “The rule, the rule, the rule. I’m breaking the rule.” Her mind screamed silently.

      She stuck the key in and turned it to the right. Over the sound of her rapid pulse pumping blood through her ears, she could hear a loud click as the mechanism unlatched the gate and she could push it open. She put the key into her skirt’s pocket.

      Inside, the room was dim, and she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and tapped the flashlight on. The bright little light caused objects to glimmer, but she ignored these and walked to the side where there were shelves of boxes with item number tags attached to them.

      She looked carefully at these until she found the box that matched the number from the ledger. The box was about the size of a shoebox and was made of plain pine wood with a simple latch on the side.

      Miranda picked it up and carried it with her to the gate that she pulled closed behind her. She could hear it clank closed. She carried the box to the podium where the customer stood staring at the box with an intensity that made her nervous.

      As soon as she set the box down, the man flipped up the latch and opened the box. Inside, nestled in some straw was a large triangle shaped stone that was a mottled dark grayish green. The stone was thick in the middle and has circular bumps all over the front and was sharp at the tip and along the edges except for a bit at the bottom where a person would hold it. Overall, Miranda felt rather disappointed.

      The customer, however, was thrilled. He lifted it up with both hands and started to walk to the door.

      Miranda became suddenly alert.

      “The payment sir. And you’ll need your receipt.”

      “I don’t want a receipt,” he said, but he removed one of his hands from the celt and pulled the envelope back out from his jacket and he tossed it to Miranda who caught it with a startled exclamation. “Thank you very much, indeed,” he said.

      “Wait,” but it was too late, and the customer was out the door. She saw him jogging toward a pale blue truck that looked old and battered. He started the truck, a puff of black smoke plumed out of the exhaust pipe and then it pulled away from the curb and was soon out of sight.

      With dread, Miranda opened the envelope and pulled out a bundle of papers.

      And that was when Falak came inside the store and saw Miranda standing there next to an empty courier box and a bundle of worthless white paper in her hands.

      “What have you done?”

      Miranda paled in front of her suddenly very angry boss.
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       Jim stood at his picture window and slowly sipped hot, black coffee out of a chipped porcelain mug while watching the strange man standing in his parched field.

      The man was waving his arms in a circular fashion. In one hand he held a dull-green stone about 10 inches long. It was triangular in shape and the man had said it was very old. A burlap sack lay at his feet. Every once-in-a-while the bag would move as if there was something alive in there.

      He had called himself Elias Sherwood, a water witch, and had driven up the day before in a battered old pick-up truck whose paint was wind-worn to a blue as pale as the sun scorched sky above them.

      Most water witches that Jim was acquainted with usually specialize in finding wells. This was a difficult prospect on his Nebraska farm with the Ogallala aquifer, a natural depository of water below their feet here in the Great Plains, dropping dangerously low after years of overuse. But Elias claimed to be able to bring down rain to this parched earth.

      Jim glanced at the paper calendar that hung on a nail driven through the faded roses of the kitchen wallpaper. The next day was June 1st. Just about the last day it would be possible to plant the seed corn for a crop this season. His last two crops had withered in the spring’s unseasonal heat.

      Elias had told Jim that he would bring him rain.

      “At what cost?” Jim knew there was always a cost to every harvest. Blood and sweat primarily, heartburn and chest pain most recently, fear and bankruptcy hovering on the flat horizon.

      “Five thousand,” the stranger said. Jim noticed the man’s eyes were as pale blue as his truck and his washed-out denim jeans and shirt. A straw hat sat crookedly on the man’s head and barely covered his beaked nose.

      Jim spat onto the ground near their feet, the water in his saliva evaporating quickly in the dry air before the cracked ground could soak it in.

      “You can drive on out of here. Do I look like I could afford that price?”

      The man named Elias lifted him skinny arm and drew a circle in the air with his bony hand to encompass the land around them.

      “The rain I can bring will benefit more than just you. You think your neighbors won’t be appreciative of the water? Surely you could take up a collection.”

      Jim shook his head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing, except maybe stories about rain dances with the native folks.”

      Elias reached through the open window of his truck and pulled up a stained leather bag. “Listen,” and the man looked furtively around them as if he could see spies all around them, “you can’t tell anyone about what I’m about to show you.”

      Jim just crossed his arms, a stern look set on his face.

      Elias shrugged and opened the bag with one hand before reaching in and pulling out a green stone. It looked like dark jade and the triangular shape filled the man’s hand with a heavy weight. Half-circles were carved in rows up and down the stone, making it almost look like a cob of corn.

      “This,” the man pumped up and down the hand holding the stone with emphasis. “This is real magic here. Ancient magic that will bring the rain down, fill the wells, turn these brown fields green.

      Jim’s eyes flicked to the fields behind the stranger. It should have been a vibrant green with corn plant shoots reaching for the sky. He worried he might not ever see the sight again.

      He kicked at the dirt and brought up a cloud of dry dust. “You bring too much rain here at once all we’ll have are muddy, flooded fields. The ground’s too dry to soak it up.”

      “Mayhap. But too much rain is still better than no rain at all.”

      Jim held out his hand, and with some hesitation, Elias handed him the stone.

      The weight of it surprised Jim. The stone was warm and had no rough edges, as though it had been handled by the flesh of many people for many years. The tip and edges, though, were surprisingly sharp.

      He scraped the pad of his forefinger across the tip of the stone. Something about the stone whispered into his soul. Perhaps it was the blood in his veins from multiple generations of men who worked the land, but something spoke to him, and he recognized the power of the thing.

      Slowly, he handed it back to Elias who grasped it in both hands and clutched it to his chest, the leather bag still in one hand crushed in his grip.

      “How does it work?”

      Elias cackled, his ragged and yellowed teeth showing through his gray bear. “You think I’d reveal family secrets to you? My family’s water witchin’ is famous across centuries. Our power is nothing you’d understand.”

      Jim put his hands on his hips and looked around the farm. This parcel had belonged to his family since his great grandfather had made his way west out of the Ohio River Valley. He hoped his own children could live and work here as well, but his hope was dwindling.

      He nodded up at the cloudless sky. “You make it rain; I’ll pay you the money. But nothing before that.”

      Elias rocked from side to side in thought as he looked down at the stone and rubbed his hand over its surface. Soon he nodded and looked up.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal.” He looked around and pointed to the field closest to the house. “I’ll need to be out there. And it may take some time, but I’ll get it done.”

      Jim stepped back and gestured out to the field. “You’re welcome to it.”

      Watching the man walk out into the fields, he suddenly wondered what would happen if the rains did come. Then he looked up into the sky barren of any moisture and shook his head. He’d deal with that if the time ever came.

       

      The stranger Elias spent the next several hours hunched over the stone and the land. He would wave his arms in the air and shout out words and phrases in a different language. Eventually he watched Elias spit onto the stone, and unbelievably he saw clouds begin to form as if out of nothing.

      They were white puffy clouds, but they were proof of moisture in the skies. Jim had religiously paid attention to the weather reports every day, every hour, as all the other men in the county did. And he knew that there was no forecast for rain for weeks.

      The man spit again, and more clouds formed. The stranger shouted out a command and held the stone to the sky, straight up over his head with both hands. The clouds floated overhead for a moment, but then, they dissipated and dried up into nothing.

      Elias dropped his arms and stood there with his head bowed. The he turned around and walked back over to Jim, the stone cradled in his hands.

      “This is a tough case. It’s going to take a little more thought and time.”The man sniffed. “I’ll be back around tomorrow. Same time.”

      Jim just shrugged. “Tomorrow then.”

       

      Now, here he was, watching Elias stumble through the same motions as the day before. He had decided it was too hot and windy to stand outside and watch the man doing his little rain dance.

      He took another sip of his coffee and winced. The taste had grown more bitter as the coffee had cooled. He walked over to the porcelain sink that was yellowed and cracked from years of use. He rinsed out the mug and set it down on the counter before walking back over to the window.

      He looked out and was startled to see that the man now held a black rooster in his left hand. The feathers gleamed a glossy green-black in the sun. The burlap bag now lay flat on the ground at the man’s feet. This was the thing the man had brought with him for his little ceremony.

      Jim held his breath as he watched the man lift up his right hand that held the stone. The rooster in his left hand stilled as though mesmerized by the sight of the green stone. Then Elias brought his hand down hard and stabbed the rooster in the chest.

      The animal shook and flapped its wings. Feathers and blood spattered across Elias and the ground around him. When the bird finally flopped his head to one side in death, Elias pulled out the knife that was now dark with the bird’s blood.

      Jim let out a gasp and remembered to breath. Then he looked up.

      Gray clouds roiled in the sky above them. Jim walked to the door and stepped out onto the front porch. Thunder rolled around the clouds that slowly spun.

      He heard the honk of a horn and turned his head to watch his wife driving up the dirt farm road in their old sedan that they used for trips to town. She came to a stop near him on the gravel drive and their two kids jumped out of the car just as a few raindrops plopped down on all their heads.

      “Dad! Rain!”

      His son took off his red ballcap and lifted his face up to the sky in wonder. Younger sister began to spin in a circle, her arms opened wide and blonde braids swinging out from her head. “Rain, rain, rain!”
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