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  Chapter one
An Unexpected Guest


Summer vacation lasted only a month before school resumed. “Idle hands invite mischief,” Mrs. Beetle said, with a knowing nod. Those thirty days flew by as the students roamed Fort Fernbottom with special passes to visit the other Areas. 
Jalina (Nina) Jons, her brother Jake, and friends raced through the forest with hand-drawn maps, seeking hidden chests filled with sweets and prizes. Nina remembered Bartie’s tail wagging excitedly when he discovered a chest containing a massive bone made of hardened bacon treats. At night, they returned to their treehouses. The magnificent wooden houses, with meals appearing from wishes, furniture resembling home, and fireplaces crackling with perfect warmth.
The Owenroake Children’s Home, famous for its harsh conditions, had sent them to the Areas, as it did with all the orphans. Nina still shuddered, remembering those first weeks at the orphanage. The watery gruel that never filled their stomachs, the hard floor bruising their ribs while they slept, the endless scrubbing and sweeping leaving their hands raw. Then, on that strange day, they went through the dark forest and found Fort Fernbottom. Here, massive pine trees cradled their treehouses, accessible by spiral staircases seeming to reach the clouds. Even during vacation, there wasn’t a moment to waste to accomplish all the fun opportunities available here.
The search for Drake’s four-year-old sister Sarah, who vanished in the forest while traveling to Fort Fernbottom last year, had yielded nothing but empty trails. This often reminded Nina of her own missing parents. Jonathan and Laura Jons were renowned treasure hunters who’d used their discoveries to help those in need before their plane disappeared. Her and Jake had vowed to find them, along with Sarah, without success. But this year would be different. Now, armed with their Treasure Hunter certificates and the experience of the first field trip, they were ready. They had unearthed a pirate’s cavern, gleaming with gold and artifacts. With this victory, she was sure they could search for missing people as well. 
The treasure-hunting winners from the last school year's competition could not walk through Fort Fernbottom without someone pressing treats into their hands or begging to hear their stories again. Nina wore the silver compass pin of a team leader, while Ariana, Jess, Holly, and Camilla had their names whispered reverently in the dining hall. Even the Protection Detail, including Benter with his watchful eyes, Jake, despite being only nine this year, and Drake with his tracking skills, had earned their share of admiration. And then there was Hannah, soaring with the Aerial Surveillance team. Her shadow danced across the forest floor as she demonstrated the rare gift of flight, making superhero powers so extraordinary.
As the calendar flipped to September, a chill swept through Fort Fernbottom, sending golden leaves spiraling down onto the quad. The boys huddled together, sketching diagrams of the treasure-hunting equipment they hoped to gain before winter’s first snow. Waterproof boots, thermal gloves, and expedition-grade coats were all on the lists. Not to be outdone, the girls compiled their own wish lists. They traded sketches of stylish outfits, practical shoes for forest exploration, and colorful ribbons to tame hair whipped by autumn winds.
Nina was twelve, turning thirteen this year. But another wonderful, magical gift in Fort Fernbottom allowed the orphans to never age past sixteen, and dogs would not age past four years old. However, they might get killed, injured, or fall victim to dark magic. If they wanted to become older, students could return to Owenroake, but to Nina, sixteen was a perfect age. The two of them sat at the breakfast table as Jake shoveled a third bowl of cereal into his mouth. Bartie, their loyal Corgi, watched them, hoping for crumbs, which he always received.
On the first morning back at school, they held a new-student orientation, and Ariana, Nina’s mentor, came down from her treehouse to pick them up for the meeting. Ariana knocked a series of secret knocks and then entered, not waiting for anyone to open the door. “Hey, you guys ready to go?” She hollered as she walked through the living area to the kitchen.
“Almost,” replied Nina.
“You can wish for anything you want for breakfast, and you two order cereal?” asked Ariana.
Jake laughed. “Not just any cereal. It’s the breakfast of champions,” he laughed.
“Just something quick this morning. We seem to have a problem getting up on time.” Nina nodded at Jake.
“Yeah, Bartie wanted to sleep in this morning,” said Jake.
They hurried down the stairs to the orientation in Fort Fernbottom Lodge and ran into Violet, Hannah, and Camilla, who were also going to the meeting. This orientation was like the one they received when they first arrived at Fort Fernbottom. Mrs. Beetle would tell all the students about assignments and classes and to stay in their own Area, unless they had a special pass.
After the meeting, Jake trailed at the back of the group, picking at the fraying hem of his sweatshirt. To him, the entire presentation was boring, and now it was going to take forever to get out of here with all these kids ahead of him. The lodge, converted from what had been the Fernbottoms’ primary home, constantly reminded him of a museum for old wood and a few dead animal heads. Led by Nina, everyone funneled through the narrow side exit, but Jake found himself rammed against a bench by a pair of overzealous first years trying to push their way out. He kicked the leg of the bench, annoyed, and heard a dry, papery crunch. He reached under the bench to see what was crunching. Caught between the slats was a folded wad of waxy, yellowed paper. He yanked it out, ignoring the sticky gum patches smeared along the underside of the bench. The thing was old and soft, almost like leather. It had smudgy stains along the folds. Jake squinted at it. There were lines and circles. Perhaps a map, he considered. 
Jake turned the paper over. No name, just a shaky scrawl: "Fernbottom Lodge–Lower Level." No one ever talked about a lower level, but this might be a new treasure location. He hurried through the crowd, bumping and shoving his way outside, and called for Nina. He found the girls in a circle, talking and exchanging stories about the month-long break.
“What?” answered Nina in a big-sister tone.
“I found something interesting under a bench in there,” he whispered, pulling out the map-looking paper. “Didn’t this used to be the Fernbottom residence? It looks like an old map and might lead to more treasure or important stuff.”
Nina examined the paper. “Anyone up for a side venture?” Nina asked. “Ariana, do you know how to get to the lower level?”
“Yes, but no one uses the lower level anymore. It’s dark, damp, and heaven only knows what’s down there,” Ariana warned.
“Sounds like fun,” said Jake.
“Follow me,” said Ariana, going back into the lodge and down a dimly lit hallway filled with pictures of the Fernbottom family. “This way,” she added, leading them to a stairway down to a wooden door that opened into a dark cellar.
“Pee-uuu!” exclaimed Hannah. The cellar stunk the moment they entered it, and four-year-old Camilla refused to go in. Hannah was trying to pull her through the doorway.
“Don’t worry, Camilla. We won’t let anything happen to you,” assured Ariana. “This just smells scary, so let’s play a game. Let’s pretend this is a magic garden maze. Close your eyes, and when we get to the other side, we’ll be in the magic garden, okay?”
“No,” said Camilla, shaking her head sideways.
“Let’s sing,” said Hannah.
“But let’s sing quietly,” added Nina.
“We’ll sing Camilla’s favorite song,” said Hannah, who began singing Happy Birthday, and everyone joined in whispered unison.
A solitary dim light glowed in the cellar. One wall contained shelves stacked with wooden, cobwebbed boxes. Dusty empty glass jars, cans of old food, canning rings, and dusty dried herbs filled the shelves on the opposite wall.
“Holy creepers,” said Violet in the middle of the song as a rodent scampered across her foot. Ariana looked at her, shaking her head. Violet shook her body in disgust, but remained quiet.
As they approached the exit a few feet away, the sound of the door unbolting from the outside reverberated throughout the cellar. They all stopped singing, except for Hannah. Ariana slapped her hand over Hannah’s mouth, ending the melody.
“Quick, over here,” whispered Nina, and the girls crouched behind some travel trunks as the door opened a crack.
“Are we at the garden?” questioned Camilla, with her eyes squeezed tightly closed. Nina clapped her hand over Camilla’s mouth and whispered in her ear, “Shhhh…not yet.”
The door creaked as it opened, and a prominent silhouetted figure entered the cellar. Light from the hallway poured into the dark room. “Someone holding a birthday party down here?” asked the intruder.
Ariana sighed with relief and replied, “Yes, would you like some cake?” She stood up from behind the trunks.
“I want some cake,” said Camilla, pulling Nina’s hand from her mouth.
“Only if it’s chocolate,” replied Benter, lifting his lantern and holding it over the trunks. “You guys pick the funniest places to party,” he added with a confused chuckle.
“What are you doing here?” asked Nina.
“I’m on official business. What you’re doing here is the question, Miss Jons?” teased Benter with a lop-sided grin.
“We’re taking the long way home. What else would we be doing down here?” said Ariana.
“But if you want chocolate cake, it’s upstairs. Care to join us?” Nina asked.
“I would love some cake, and I’m sure my friend here would like some too,” said Benter, stepping aside while another shadow entered the cellar and moved into the light of the lantern.
Nina gawked in speechless horror as she stepped back behind the travel trunks, hoping the new guy didn’t see her. Jake let out a gasp. Bartie slithered behind Jake. It was Rudy.
“Hi, nice to meet you,” said Ariana, holding out her hand to the new boy. He grunted and stepped back out of the cellar into the hallway, not offering his hand in return.
The notorious Rudy had lived on the farm with Nina and Jake. His father was the estate's caretaker. Rudy was a mean bully to them and to Bartie. What he was doing here was an incomprehensible shock.
Benter sensed some repulsion from the Jon's family. “Um, let me get Rudy settled in at Owenroake, and I’ll be back over for that cake if there’s time before lights out,” said Benter.
“What’s he doing over on this side before orientations?” asked Ariana, even though she already knew the answer. Her power was reading minds.
“Mr. Olinopolus is in charge of receiving tonight. The other teachers have been in another meeting, something about a breach, and he sent a group over unauthorized,” whispered Benter. “Heads are going to roll tomorrow,” he added.
“You’ll need to do a little mind adjusting,” said Ariana.
“Yeah, we've got a handle on it. See you guys later,” said Benter, backing out the door and leaving it open for them to exit.
“Do you think he saw us?” asked Nina.
“Who?” asked Ariana.
“Who do you think?” said Nina, irritated.
“No, I don’t think he saw anything. He’s in shock. His father passed away yesterday,” said Ariana.
“What? Gustav?” asked Nina, now in shock herself.
“Yeah, he died,” said Ariana. “Rudy found him, and he’s not recovered yet. His mind is psycho right now.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but that’s normal behavior for Rudy,” said Nina.
“Yeah, psycho is Rudy’s mindset,” added Jake.
“What in heaven’s name was Mr. Olinopolus thinking?” asked Violet.
“He’s what Miss Collins likes to call ‘unfocused’. Benter can handle Rudy, and as far as seeing an Area, that’s not a problem either. They’ll give the group a little bedtime snack, erasing everything they saw,” said Ariana.
“I wish them luck handling Rudy,” said Nina.
“Don’t worry, in several hundred years, he’s not the first bully Owenroake’s managed and changed,” said Ariana.
“No, I suppose not,” Nina agreed.
Benter escorted Rudy back over to Owenroake and gave him and the others the snack, erasing any memory of Fort Fernbottom. Camilla still wanted birthday cake, so a party was in order. They had made it home safe from the Lower Level, finding nothing of significance. Rudy’s coming to Owenroake was not a cause for celebration, but perhaps he would never want to come over to the Areas. Nina could hope.






  
  Chapter two
The Breach


On recent other mornings, they were to meet at the Fort Fernbottom Lodge for class assignments and Owenroake chores. Nina overslept, and she blamed stress as the overriding factor. The night before, at the meeting, everything was perfect, but now, past insecurities had raised ugly memories. Why did they have to bring Rudy to Owenroake? 
Jake was already awake. She could hear him in the kitchen eating the breakfast she knew had magically appeared, and Bartie barked for his share of the meal.
“Hey, leave the fingers,” said Jake, handing Bartie a piece of bacon. He smiled and fed the corgi another piece of bacon. Bartie licked his chops and said, “Tankz you.”
Nina did a double-take as she entered the kitchen and sat down at the table. “What did you say?” she asked Jake.
“I didn’t say anything,” Jake responded, ogling his canine brother. He gave him another piece of bacon, which Bartie gobbled down immediately and said, “Yumz.” Bartie licked his chops again and looked earnestly at Jake, begging for another bacon morsel, and said, “Pleeeazze?”
Jake looked at Nina and chuckled while looking for something else Bartie might like. Nina looked stunned, witnessing another miracle. Jake found some sausages, and the talking dog gobbled them down, but this time he said nothing.
“Where are your manners, Bartie?” asked Nina.
“Iz sorry,” said Bartie. “Tankz you. Iz there any morez baconz?”
Nina laughed. “Bartie, you’re talking. When did you start talking?”
“Whaz it?” replied Bartie, still focused on breakfast.
“When did you start talking?” asked Nina again.
“Iz been abled to speakz but you never herdz mez,” said Bartie, smacking his lips and hoping for another piece of bacon.
“Oh,” said Nina, “that makes perfect sense. What next? Can you fly as well?”
“No, Iz can'tz fly,” said Bartie. “More baconz?”
“Sure. More bacon,” ordered Jake as bacon materialized on a plate that he set on the floor.
“Bartie, how did you get to Owenroake? Did you follow us here?” asked Nina.
“Iz follow,” said the talking dog, wagging his tail.
“You ran all the way to Owenroake from home?” asked Nina.
“No, notz all wayz. Went inz de ground, crawlz, then went thru treez,” said Bartie.
Nina listened before responding. “First you ran, then you were in the ground, and then you passed the trees?”
“Yez,” said Bartie. “Benter waitz fer mez.”
“That’s interesting. Do you think you could find the way back to the path under the ground?”
“No, I dontz memberz. Benter showz us, yez? I fordot,” said Bartie between licking the bacon plate.
“Good job, Bartie, good boy. We’ll discuss this later with Benter, but for now, no talking outside the treehouse. I’m not certain dogs can talk, even in Fort Fernbottom, understand?”
“Yez,” responded Bartie.
“Time to get ready to go,” said Nina as someone knocked on the front door. They still had twenty minutes before Ariana was supposed to arrive, and she always entered the treehouse without announcing her arrival. 
“Who’s there?” asked Jake, looking back at Nina.
“Mr. Bashly and Miss Collins,” answered Miss Collins, who was Mr. Bashly's administrative assistant.
Nina unbolted the door and opened it a crack. Miss Collins, Mr. Bashly, and Mr. Rutledge stood trying to look past her. She opened the door a little wider.
“Yes?” she asked, panicking inside, afraid someone had already reported the talking dog.
“Let us in, please. It’s alright,” said Miss Collins, pushing the door open and sliding past Nina.
“We’re here on official business,” said Mr. Rutledge, barging in, looking everywhere.
“No reason to alarm the children,” said Mr. Bashly, frowning at Mr. Rutledge. “We just need to ask you a few questions.”
“A breach occurred in Fort Fernbottom security yesterday. At the breach site, your name, Jalina, was carved onto a rock,” said Miss Collins.
“Do you have any idea how your name would have appeared at the breach site?” asked Mr. Rutledge accusingly.
“No, I don’t have a clue how my name was on a rock,” said Nina, looking from one face to another. “Couldn’t it have been some other Jalina? I’ve heard the school has been here for hundreds of years.”
“We considered that, but it was not only your first name. It was your full name. Do you have any paper? I’ll write it out for you,” said Miss Collins.
“I need some paper and a pencil,” ordered Nina. In a spray of glitter, both the paper and the pencil appeared on the sofa table.
Miss Collins jerked her head towards Mr. Bashly, but said nothing. She wrote "Jalina B. Jons" on the paper before handing it back to Nina.
“Is that the correct spelling of your name?” asked Mr. Bashly.
“Yes, but I was with my group yesterday the whole time. I can’t remember when I was near any rocks,” said Nina.
“Didn’t you and your group tour Fort Fernbottom yesterday during free time?” asked Mr. Rutledge in the same harsh tone and cocking his head to the side.
“I can assure you I did not write my name on any rock,” said Nina with growing anxiety as Mr. Bashly looked concerned.
"What could be the big deal about some writing on an old rock?" asked Jake.
“We are not accusing her of writing on a rock. The rock itself will show the name of any person who has attempted to or has breached Fort Fernbottom. It’s a fingerprint of sorts,” explained Mr. Bashly.
“Well, the rock is lying,” said Nina with adult calmness, although panic raged inside her.
“Why would a rock lie? I don’t think we’ve ever had a rock lie, have we, Miss Collins?” asked Mr. Rutledge.
“Are you calling my sister a liar?” asked Jake, taking a step forward, challenging Mr. Rutledge.
“No, Jake, we would never call anyone who resides at Fort Fernbottom any such thing,” said Mr. Bashly. “But it is true–the magical protection doesn’t lie. The rocks are witnesses. I'm also certain Miss Jons is telling the truth.”
“You’ll need to come with us, Jalina, at least until we can come up with a reason your name appeared at the breach site,” said Mrs. Collins.
“I won’t leave Jake,” said Nina.
“That’s fine,” said Mr. Bashly. “Jacob can come with you, and Bartie.
“I’m certain we will solve this mystery, dear,” added Miss Collins. “My power is detecting truth, and I don’t hear any falsehood in your testimony.”
Ariana appeared at the doorway. “You guys ready?” She stopped short. “Oh, excuse me, is there a problem?” she asked, analyzing faces. “What’s going on?” she asked, looking at Nina innocently.
Nina’s mind raced through the last few minutes, and Ariana nodded.
Miss Collins spoke first. “Since I am certain you are now aware of the entire story, Miss Martin, you may as well come with us, and after all, you are the mentor of the suspect.”
“Suspect?” asked Ariana. “You can’t be serious. She never left my side yesterday. She’s not capable of a breach, accidental or otherwise. If her name’s on a rock, there’s been a setup of some kind. Perhaps a new power,” said Ariana.
“How touching to view such loyalty. I wonder how loyal you’ll be after a few weeks in Owenroake,” said Mr. Rutledge.
“There, there, Percival, we haven’t decided anyone will be spending more than a couple of days in Owenroake. Let’s not be so quick to condemn and make a mountain out of a polydid hill,” said Mr. Bashly.
“Alright, everyone, this way,” directed Miss Collins, departing out the front door and down the twirling steps.
“Shouldn’t we stop and tell Violet we’ll be gone for a couple of days?” suggested Ariana.
“I’ll have Mrs. Beetle stop in on them before the meeting,” said Mr. Bashly.
They followed Miss Collins down all the stairs, through the courtyard, and into the Fort Fernbottom Lodge. Thank heavens the meeting room was empty. Nina couldn’t stand to face the Snyderputt Snobs right now.
Miss Collins led them past the Fernbottom family portrait wall and up the stairs at the end of the hallway. Nina looked down the stairwell and spotted the cellar door entrance–the one they’d used for the shortcut last night. At the top of the stairs, there was another door, heavy and wooden. Miss Collins held up a crystal key and waved it in front of the lock. There was a flash of bright light, and the door swung open. She guided the suspect through, and the rest of them followed, stepping into an immense chamber.
Five tall rock arches rose inside the chamber, and above each archway was a sign. One read Owenroake, another read King’s Castle, the third read Crystal’s Caverns, another Peter’s Island, and the last, Marissa’s Lake. Mr. Bashly closed the door behind them and went to the front of the arch that read Owenroake.
“Hold hands everyone. You must not break the chain, or none of us will arrive at our destination. Are there questions?” asked Mr. Bashly.
“What about Bartie? He can’t very well hold hands,” said Nina.
Mr. Rutledge picked up Bartie and held him under his arm. The dog growled, but Mr. Rutledge thankfully remained silent.
“Are we set then?” asked Mr. Bashly. Wind rushed, ears popped, and light flashed. All at once, the group arrived in another chamber standing under yet another archway that read, Fort Fernbottom.
“Everyone alright?” asked Miss Collins, counting heads as everyone nodded they were fine.
“This way,” said Mr. Bashly, directing the group down a set of stairs and into his office. “They will need to have assignments, Miss Collins. Please make sure they remember all the Owenroake rules and where they sleep. Also, you will need to remind them of the silence rule.”
“I’ll cover everything with them, sir,” said Miss Collins.
“Best inform Miss Kensington and Mrs. Beetle as soon as possible that they have returned,” said Mr. Bashly.
“Very well,” said Miss Collins. “Come along, we’ll get you situated in a jiffy.” Ariana, Nina, Jake, and Bartie all followed Miss Collins out of the administration building to the courtyard, where it was mysteriously already nighttime.
“What you have observed today, most of the children at Owenroake will never witness. You must promise you will not divulge the secret passageways or any other information regarding the means that brought you back to Owenroake,” said Miss Collins with every ounce of seriousness she could muster. The children nodded their heads in understanding. “The Portals are very dangerous, so you can never use them without adult supervision. Besides, they are inaccessible to all but Mr. Bashly. Do you understand?” A wave of head-nodding assured her, and they proceeded through the courtyard back towards the dormitories.

      [image: ]The journey across Owenroake was not happy. Ariana was in a foul mood and complained about unfairness, rudeness, and plain dislike for Mr. Rutledge. Miss Collins ignored her and recited the rules again when Benter showed up to escort Jake and Bartie to the boys’ dorm. Nina was relieved that Benter had returned to Owenroake. She wondered if he had traveled back through the dark forest or another way, like the Portals.
“Would it be possible for the two of you to stay out of trouble for five minutes?” asked Benter, grinning. “Just about the time I get settled in at King’s Castle, there’s another problem with one of you.”
“We had nothing to do with this. It’s a total set-up,” said Ariana.
“I know,” assured Benter.
“What do you mean, you know?” asked Nina.
Benter scanned the landscape, checking whether anyone might overhear his reply. “Of course, it’s a set-up. Someone entered Fort Fernbottom and then wrote on the rock. The rock was a plant.”
“How is a rock…a plant?” asked Nina, looking confused.
“No, silly, someone put the rock with your name on it at the break-in site to blame you,” explained Ariana.
“Oh. Is that even possible?” asked Nina, remembering what Mr. Rutledge had said about the rocks showing the name of the person attempting the breach, and that they didn’t lie.
“Everything is possible for some,” said Benter, looking at Ariana, sharing some knowledge Nina was not aware of.
“Why would anyone want to blame me for a breach?” Nina asked.
“They want you out of Fort Fernbottom. There’s no quicker way to get someone removed from an Area than a breach incident,” said Ariana.
“I’ve got to get back," said Benter. "But I’m going to sneak around a bit and try to solve this mystery. You guys, lie low, will you? All of this running back and forth is wearing me out.”
“Hey, what happened with the Rudy kid?” asked Nina before he left.
“Rudy’s here in Owenroake. He isn’t ready for the Areas yet. To say he's not adjusting well is an understatement,” replied Benter.
“Wow, that’s a shock,” said Nina. "I hope it takes a long time for him to be ready."
“Come on, Nina, let’s get this night over. I’m hoping this is a nightmare and we’ll wake up back in Fort Fernbottom by morning. I’m already missing my bed,” said Ariana.
“You sound like
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