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    For Nathan and Greta,

You are my inspiration, my motivation, 

and my constant joy.

This book is dedicated to you.
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"All the elements are here for an unputdownable read—breakneck pacing, nonstop action, and impressive plot twists—but the focus on character development and relationship dynamics is the story's real strength…

Well drawn characters on a rousing adventure reminiscent of Indiana Jones' exploits." –Kirkus Reviews
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In the Deserts of Ur 3,000 Years Ago ...
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Queen Uk-Nitum walked into the foothills where the demons lived. A small group of priests and priestesses walked with her. It was a dangerous place to go alone. Demons had killed her daughter in these foothills. Today Queen Uk-Nitum would take her revenge.

Below them the palace looked small lying in the sun. The city spread out around it like a skirt. But Uk-Nitum did not look back at her home. Her business was with the demons.

They walked in silence. The only sound was the occasional chunk of rock kicked up against rock by sandaled feet. All kept careful watch as they approached the place from which the demons came.

Generations ago the ancestors of Uk-Nitum and her people were nomads wandering the desert, trusting their gods, their animals, and their memories to find the places with good water and food. Demons also wandered the earth. They rose from the depths of the earth and devoured all they found, human and animal alike. Uk-Nitum’s people called these places the Wells of the Netherworld, but the gods alone knew from whence the demons came.

How had the secret to subduing the demons been discovered? Uk-Nitum did not know, nor did anyone in her family. They only knew that young women were the ones capable of stopping an attack. The shrill bird songs the women played on flutes weakened the demons, driving them back into their world. The best flute players were made priestesses devoted to protecting their people. They were sent to the Well to keep watch. But the risk was great for the women. Should they begin their work too late or should one demon prove stronger than most, a woman could be devoured.

Like her own sweet daughter, Mitum.

Uk-Nitum did not cry. She was Queen. She must show no emotion before her people. But her throat clenched, and her soul cried silently the name of Mitum, and she remembered the day the priests came from the Well of the Netherworld, their clothes spattered with her daughter’s blood.

There had been nothing left to bury.

They arrived at their destination. Uk-Nitum watched those around her move quickly. It was not wise to linger at the Well of the Netherworld. What might happen? Terrible things. If the music failed, there would be no escape for any of them. Every life balanced on the edge of the Well. The notes of a flute were their only protection. 

No one wavered. A priest read ancient spells of protection, his fingers feeling the words carved into the clay tablet he held, his eyes turned to the heavens. The priestesses stood solid and firm, flutes to their lips, ready to play.

It was a good day for spells. The priest’s voice did not hesitate, even as he stepped onto the ladder. He descended into the Well of the Netherworld, followed by the priestesses. The priestesses climbed with one hand, holding their flutes and playing their songs with the other. They played smoothly and without pause, ready to increase the volume should it be needed.

Uk-Nitum would not accompany them. The Well was small. There was room only for those doing the work. She watched closely as a second priest now climbed into the Well, carrying her secret weapon—the Demon’s Flute. Uk-Nitum had designed it herself—a gift for the demons. The flute was shaped like the women who played them. But this flute was designed just so. When a strong enough breeze blew across it, the flute’s chirping song would ring out. Uk-Nitum had tested it a hundred times and it never failed to work. Cold winds blew from the Well of the Netherworld when the demons approached. One could only imagine from what worlds the winds came. It was Uk-Nitum’s theory that if the flute could be fixed to the wall of the Well, the winds blowing in with the demons’ arrival would create the music capable of controlling them. But would a flute work without a young woman playing it? That would be the test.

The priests hurried about with clay and mortar, climbing quickly up and down the ladder, cementing the Demon’s Flute securely in. All the while the priestesses remained in the Well, playing without pause. Never did a breeze so much as stir a hair on their heads. This was a lucky thing.

The work was done quickly. The priests climbed out, and now only the women remained below, playing their flutes. Then slowly, carefully, they left the Well, keeping the song smooth and unbroken during their climb. 

The first step was done. 

After some discussion, the queen and most of the others turned back toward the palace. The strongest were left behind. They would remain at the Well until they could be sure the plan had worked. People from the palace would provide them with daily food and water—and of course check on their continuing survival.

Three days later Queen Uk-Nitum sat with her husband, discussing with advisors the wisdom of sending a daughter to wed the new Pharaoh of Egypt, when the head priest was brought before them. He was sunburnt and dusty but smiling, and he raised his hands in praise when the queen’s eyes fell on him. Uk-Nitum could almost hear the gods shouting her name. She had done it. The Well was sealed. The flute would forever imprison the demons who had murdered her sweet Mitum. As long as no fool removed the flute, the demons should be held at bay till the Well of the Netherworld crumbled in on itself.
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Thursday, June 16, 11:00 a.m. The Deserts of Syria
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“DR. BRAUN! DIDN’T YOU get any sleep last night?” Maria laughed, knocking gently on Dr. Braun’s bald head. Gilbert leaned on his shovel, grinning at them both.

Dr. Braun’s mind had wandered again. He’d missed several minutes of conversation. He shook himself and smiled. No, he hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, if he was truthful. Or the night before. He had been warned about a pit, undiscovered in the foothills just beyond the dig site. And here was the pit, discovered by students just yesterday, exactly where he had been told it would be. If the pit was real, what else from the warning was real?

It was enough to keep him pondering the possibilities almost till dawn.

The desert was silent two nights ago. The fifteen university students he was leading on their first archaeological expedition were sleeping heavily in their tents. With only six weeks to explore an ancient palace decaying in the deserts between Syria and Iraq, everyone on the dig worked from sunrise to sunset. By dinner most were too tired for anything but sleep. Dr. Braun was working alone in his tent, filling out paperwork and sending emails. He had no time to sleep. Many hours of extra work were necessary to keep the dig well documented and organized. He often joked to his students that he’d led numerous archaeological digs over the years, but he could never remember sleeping during any of them.

Dr. Braun sipped at a cup of bitter coffee left on his desk since breakfast and winced. He tapped away at his small laptop in the silence of the camp.

An hour later, a pale hand reached into his tent and pulled back the flap, startling Dr. Braun nearly out of his chair. A man he’d never seen before peeked in with a smile.

“Doctor Braun? I understand you are in charge of this dig?” The man didn’t wait for an invitation. He entered the tent silently. He wore a black suit, cut in a narrow European style and clearly expensive. The visitor was thin and so pale he seemed almost ghostly. His hair was a colorless blond slicked down against his skull.

Who was this person? A visitor wandering into his tent at midnight in the middle of the desert was impossible. It was more than impossible. It was crazy!

Several seconds of frozen silence passed before Dr. Braun stood up. “How the devil did you get here?” All had been silent in the camp—this man could not possibly have arrived at his tent without Dr. Braun’s hearing it. There wasn’t even dust on the man’s shiny black shoes. Dr. Braun was confused and—he hated to confess—fearful. The man seemed almost unnatural.

The visitor smiled engagingly but offered no explanation for his sudden appearance. “My name is Mr. Schmidt. I’m happy to meet you, Dr. Braun. I of course know you by reputation. I’m a fan. I represent an international group of scholars who are quite interested in this dig. I request just a minute or two of your time to discuss it with you.”

Dr. Braun made no response. His brain was still trying to make sense of the situation—a strange man arriving at his tent in silence, at midnight, in the middle of the desert. How could this be?

The man didn’t seem to notice Dr. Braun’s confusion. “Dr. Braun, I will not take any more of your time than necessary. I am here to warn you.”

Warn him? Was this strange man threatening him? Or was he threatening the expedition?

“The group I represent seeks an artifact. It is said to be a dangerous secret, hidden away somewhere in this very palace. Legends say demons from a secret underground lair in the foothills beyond the palace guard it.”

Dr. Braun frowned at the man and grunted. The man was a lunatic.

“Well, of course you and I both know there are no such things as demons. But we have found proof of the lair.” It was then Dr. Braun noticed the large satchel his visitor carried. He pulled the bag from off his shoulder with a smile, as if to empty its contents onto Dr. Braun’s small table and get to work immediately on whatever he had with him. “I have with me that proof. I can show you what my people hope to find. In fact, my group would be happy to offer monetary support to further your work—”

Dr. Braun gently cut the man off. It would be impossible to glean any evidence from whatever it was this man carried. It could take years just to confirm whether the things in the man’s satchel were even authentic. And to tie anything the man carried to this particular dig among all the digs in the deserts of the Middle East—well, that would be like looking for a needle in a very large haystack.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. ...?”

“Schmidt.”

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Schmidt. It is impossible to work with you at this time.”

“Dr. Braun, I offer you evidence of an amazing secret. You refuse even to look?”

The archaeologist shook his head in apology.

Mr. Schmidt stood, his eyes on Dr. Braun, his gaze growing hard like stone. “Dr. Braun, have you by chance heard of the ancient powers of Vril?”

Dr. Braun laughed. He couldn’t help himself. “Vril? Yes, I’ve heard of Vril. You can’t be serious. You come to me, out here in the middle of the desert, with science fiction stories?”

“It is no science fiction story. I carry proof that the ancient powers of Vril are here. Demons guard it. These facts make this a very dangerous place to be. Are you sure you want to refuse my help?”

Silence.

“I see. And there is nothing I can say to change your mind?”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Schmidt.”

The man in the black suit stood motionless, then a cold smile crept across his face. “Then you are a fool.”

Mr. Schmidt swung his bag back over his shoulder. It looked heavy. Dr. Braun couldn’t help but wonder what was inside that bag. Mr. Schmidt stared steadily at Dr. Braun for a second longer. Then, with a quick nod of his head, he was gone.

Gone where? Dr. Braun moved quickly toward the tent’s entrance. He was only a step or two behind Mr. Schmidt. He would note what direction the strange man headed. It would be good to know in case he came back. He peeked out.

Empty desert.

Everywhere he looked it was empty silent desert.

Had he dreamed the whole thing? It was a very strange encounter indeed. 

The following day’s discoveries forced Dr. Braun to reconsider his visitor’s words.

Early the next morning, he discovered Vril. Not the ancient power Mr. Schmidt had claimed was at the dig site, but the word. Carved into a great stone column in the center of the palace gardens. And then two of his students hiking in the foothills just beyond the dig found signs of a hidden pit containing who knows what.

Coincidence?

“Dr. Braun!” He realized he’d again let his mind wander.

Dr. Braun smiled, waving Maria away. “I’m thinking deep thoughts! Too deep for you!”

He stood at that very pit now with a handful of students. Stone slabs covering the pit had been removed this morning, pictures were taken, and a wooden winch system was put together—rope tied to a bucket, a few pieces of wood, and a hand crank. It was now time for their first descent. Anything could happen, and Dr. Braun could not allow his mind to wander.

Maria grinned and stepped into the bucket. “Okay, ready!” She had no fear. It was part of what made her and Gilbert two of his favorite students. They were fearless and therefore capable of just about anything.

Hopefully a bucket and rope lowered with a hand crank would be enough to keep Maria from falling twenty feet to the bottom of the pit.

“Hold on tight!” Dr. Braun and Gilbert and two others lowered Maria slowly into the pit. Then Gilbert was lowered down. And then Dr. Braun.

They each took a different corner of the pit for themselves. This would let them explore it more quickly. It was Maria’s suggestion.

“You are the brains of this outfit!” Dr. Braun agreed.

Maria grinned, choosing the furthest corner back.

It didn’t take long. There seemed to be very little in the pit. Unless you counted the animal bones. There were hundreds—thousands—of animal bones filling the bottom of the pit.

But no artifacts. At least, no artifacts found in that first search. They made their way back to Dr. Braun’s tent empty-handed.

Dr. Braun shook his head at Maria and Gilbert with a smile. “Never say there’s nothing. Sometimes it takes time to put the pieces together. We don’t know at this point if there’s nothing.”

“Well, I’m happy to look through the pictures we got of the pit for you, Dr. Braun.” Gilbert. So helpful.

Maria was quick to jump in. “I can help too!”

“Not this afternoon. They need you both in the artifact tent for the rest of the day. And I must get the guards in place at the pit. Heading back up shortly.”

Maria grinned. “We can go with you!”

“Yeah!”

Dr. Braun smiled and shook his head no. Maria and Gilbert were noticeably disappointed.

“Tomorrow we’ll look together. I promise.”

With a shrug, Gilbert left. Maria lingered. She offered to unpack and organize some of the boxes stacked in his tent. Dr. Braun assured her there was no need. Why was she so intent on staying? He tapped at a few keys on his personal laptop—not that ratty laptop he was given by the university—and snapped it shut. And then he stood.

“Maria. You go along. I must head back up to the pit.”

Dr. Braun watched her go.

Once Maria was gone, he shoved his laptop into a backpack and swung it up onto his shoulder. It was a long hike to the pit. The backpack would get heavy after awhile. But it was best not to leave the laptop behind. There were things on it he didn’t want Maria or Gilbert to see. There was the discovery of the word Vril. Mr. Schmidt’s words echoed in Dr. Braun’s head. He would keep that discovery to himself for now. When the guards were in place at the pit, he would return to the palace gardens for further exploration.

But there was more.

A tiny voice in Dr. Braun’s head asked how Maria and Gilbert had just happened to find this pit. And they didn’t seem to want to leave him alone. He had told no one of the strange visitor to his tent in the middle of the night, but now he wondered where Mr. Schmidt had gone after Dr. Braun’s rejection.

Maybe to someone else on the dig? Maybe to Dr. Braun’s best students?

Dr. Braun hated his paranoia. Maria and Gilbert probably didn’t deserve it. But his intuition told him not to leave his laptop behind.

He hiked back to the pit, and he thought about his friend Dr. Annaliese Night. She had been his student years ago, and now she was a great friend and a respected archaeologist herself. And she knew about things like this. She had helped him before on archaeological digs. Digs where things got weird. He hoped things wouldn’t get weird on this dig. He hoped he wouldn’t have to call her, and she could enjoy her summer wherever she was at the moment.

Dr. Braun headed out to meet with the local men he’d hired as guards for the pit without looking back. 

If he had, he would have seen Maria and Gilbert watching his progress as he headed up the hill.
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Friday, June 17, 8:15 p.m. On a Bus in Boston, Massachusetts
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“STILL NOTHING?”

Isabelle smiled. “Still nothing!” The end-of-school-year tradition of going out for dinner was now behind them, which meant summer was just about to start.

Isabelle Night’s summer plan was doing absolutely nothing. NOTHING. NO. THING. No community center “day camp”, no pottery class, no urban hiking club, and no Library Kids program at the Boston Public Library.

Isabelle squinted against a thin orange line of daylight peeking over the horizon. The last minutes of the last day of seventh grade would soon be over, and Isabelle would be an official eighth grader. It was time to spend her summers doing what she wanted to do and not what her mother signed her up for. And what Isabelle wanted to do was spend the next ten weeks relaxing and doing nothing else.

Isabelle and her mother were a mismatched pair. At thirteen, she was almost three inches taller than her mom and still growing. While her mother’s hair was a dusty brown, cropped short and spiky, Isabelle’s was dark and long, plunging nearly to her waist without a ripple. Her mother was curvy and muscular while Isabelle was all long legs and thin. 

The plastic bus bench she shared with her mother bit into her legs. The bus was crowded, and Isabelle was uncomfortably full of Baja chicken tacos and chocolate mousse cheesecake right now. Soon they would be home, and Isabelle would be lying on the couch, digesting dinner, and watching TV. And there was no school tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the next day. Or the next. It sounded so—

Wait a minute.

Isabelle looked over at her mother suspiciously.

“Seriously though, still no plans. Right?” The brakes on the bus whined and the bus door folded open. Isabelle and her over-full stomach followed her mother off the bus. Their apartment building was in sight.

Isabelle’s mother, Dr. Annaliese Night, was an archaeologist. And not just any archaeologist. Her expertise was in ancient cultural myths, magic, and folklore. It meant that she received calls from archaeologists around the world asking for help with their discoveries—strange, mysterious, possibly dangerous, sometimes creepy discoveries. And because Isabelle’s mother was a nice person, and also because she couldn’t resist a good mystery, she usually went to the dig sites where the creepier things were going on to check them out. Isabelle was often stuck going too.

Isabelle frowned at her mother, arms crossed, waiting for an answer.

Her mother shook her head with a smile. “Still no plans! Really! And don’t blame me if you’re bored out of your skull in a week, because I had a lot of really fun suggestions for the summer!” Apartment keys jingled. Isabelle’s mother pushed the front door open. Home.

“I won’t.” Yay! Summer of nothing had officially started!

Her mother’s cell phone rang.

And that was how Isabelle Night found herself on a plane to the Middle East, off to battle demons.
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Saturday, June 18, 11:30 a.m. Flying Over the Atlantic Ocean
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ISABELLE SQUINTED AGAINST the bright sun shining through her little airplane window. She was losing a battle with the jet engine noise that was trying to give her a headache. Yep, not quite twenty hours after school ended, and Isabelle was on her way to a desert on the other side of the world. Even pottery class would have been a better start to the summer. Isabelle looked over at her mother, who sat balancing a cup of coffee, laptop, mouse, and small notepad on a tiny airplane pulldown tray. Probably working on research for whatever mystery she had been called to Syria to solve. Or maybe it was just a lesson plan. Could be either.

When Isabelle’s mother wasn’t on a dig site somewhere in the world, she worked as the head archaeologist for the Massachusetts Arts and Antiquities Museum in Boston. The museum was one of Isabelle’s favorite places. She couldn’t remember a time when it hadn’t been a part of her life. Her mother was in charge of all things artifact there. She also taught courses at the museum’s university wing. Oh yeah, and she’d written several books only other archaeologists would ever want to read.

Isabelle’s mother’s ringtone had blasted from her bag just as they unlocked the apartment door the night before and Isabelle and her mother exchanged a glance. Her mother poked at the phone with a frown before moving off to talk to whoever was on the other end. Isabelle dumped her backpack off in her room, listening to the calm murmur of her mother’s voice coming from the kitchen.

And then—

“Oh, wow! That’s bad! Are you okay?”

Isabelle began to listen. What was going on? Was who okay? Friend? Relative? Was there a car accident?

“Oh, thank goodness ... No, I understand. That’s terrible! Just terrible! Those poor men!”

Her mother’s voice drew closer to Isabelle’s bedroom, and she peeked in on Isabelle. Their eyes met. Her mother switched smoothly from English to German, her feet pounding away from Isabelle’s room.

Oh no.

Languages were a specialty of Isabelle’s mother, just like her expertise in the weird things archaeologists sometimes find. And although Isabelle couldn’t understand German, this conversation sounded suspicious. Isabelle moved to her door to listen.

She heard the name Gunther.

Oh no.

Gunther Braun was an archaeology professor at the University of Munich in Germany. Isabelle had been on eighteen archaeological digs around the world in her life, and five of those digs were Dr. Braun’s. She’d known him since she was in diapers, and she called him Uncle Gunther, even though they weren’t related. His calls usually meant he needed Isabelle’s mother on a dig.

And because Uncle Gunther and Isabelle’s mother were buddies, her mother always went.

Isabelle’s summer plans were crumbling around her. She could feel it in her bones.

Bummer.

She heard her mother’s auf wiedersehen to Uncle Gunther, followed by quick steps toward Isabelle’s room. “Honeeeee?”

“Yeeeesssss?”

“Honey, just four days, I promise! Just a quick trip to Syria and back—”

“Syria!?”

“It’s beautiful this time of year. And there’s a palace.”

“Uh-huh. Knowing you, we won’t be spending any time in a palace.” Isabelle sighed and pulled her duffel bag from the closet. Apparently, she needed to pack for a trip. “So, what is it this time?”

Isabelle’s mother sat down on Isabelle’s bed. “We don’t know. That’s why I’m going.”

“A big mystery, eh? Or are you keeping secrets from me?” Isabelle glanced over at her mother.

“Isabelle, this could be a dangerous one. Honestly, it’s okay if you want to stay here. I could call Aunt Delores. You two could hang out while I’m gone. And you’d get to start doing your nothing.”

“Um, how about not? Aunt Delores forces me to watch the Romance Channel and she checks my blood pressure every time I walk into the room. Did I tell you she made me eat cabbage?”

“You told me she made you eat cabbage. You told me at least ten times.” Her mother grinned, but only for a second before becoming serious again. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you. Uncle Gunther had some ... problems on the site.”

“No one calls you unless they’ve had problems. What kind of problems this time? Is his palace crumbling?”

“Isabelle. Two men were murdered last night. They were guards hired to watch over a pit that was opened less than twenty-four hours before. Something strange is going on. I don’t know what. But I don’t want you anywhere near murderers.”

“I don’t want you anywhere near murderers either. It was probably criminals that are miles away by now. And I won’t be able to relax and do nothing with Aunt Delores around, so I may as well go. But if we’re going, let’s make it fun! Let’s do a stopover somewhere awesome and a shopping trip. And if you mention Aunt Delores again, it’s gonna cost you big.”
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