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  Chapter one
Back to School


The first term of the fourth year at the Fort Fernbottom School of Magic started off quietly for Jalina (Nina) Jons, her brother Jake, and the Rescue Team. It was a rare tranquility that seemed like a delicate truce in a world on the edge. Mrs. Beetle, elected ‘Caretaker of Peaceful Mornings,’ basked in the miracle, though whispers of unrest simmered beneath the surface. 
In the weeks following this surprising calm after the Boundary sealing event, the Areas blended as if they had never separated. With an unprecedented outcome, the long-standing rivalries between King’s Castle and Peter’s Island ended. The Boundary was now another safe Area used for picnics, hikes, and frolicking. Yet amidst this newfound peace, questions persisted: What became of Zortimer, the villain who had plagued Fort Fernbottom for years? Some claimed to have seen him sneaking through the woods, while others believed he had vanished to undetermined realms.
To understand their caution, one needs only look back to last term, long before summer, when the Rescue Team braved treacherous quests to retrieve the Goblet of Gyantor. A relic of immense power, used to protect their beloved Areas from destruction. 
After rescuing Jonathan and Laura Jons, the parents of Nina and Jake, from the depths of Zortimer’s dungeons, the team nearly reached safety before he discovered their escape. In a short yet perilous clash, Jake wielded the Veilbreaker artifact to banish the villain to a place from which, with any luck, he’d never come back. Then, the team left the Underworld by using an elf portal. 
All the safe Areas were quiet now, but Nina and Jake sensed it was a deceptive stillness and darker forces were already looming on the horizon. This was Fort Fernbottom life: as soon as one mission ended, another began.
The Rescue Team, unofficially retired from world-saving, found themselves celebrities of a more exhausting sort. Jake and Nina couldn’t move five paces without someone asking them for autographs, advice, or the secret of how to survive a vampire transformation. Even Bartie gained a following, trailed at all hours by junior corgis and their handlers, who started a club called “The Bartie Brigade.” He bore the attention with weary tolerance but often retreated to the treehouse for rest and comfort in front of the fireplace.
The fall winds and light snow arrived early this year, melting into the paths with a giddy, reckless slush. For a week, the lodge was an unbroken feast. Pancakes slathered in berry syrup, bread casseroles from every corner of King’s Castle, and a bottomless carafe of Mrs. Beetle’s infamous spruce tea. Her concoction tasted so lively it could reanimate a fossil.
Jess and Ariana took to lumbering down to the lake every morning, racing with Bartie around the muddy perimeter while he conducted his own canine investigation of the refilling ponds. Peter’s Island kids traded science pranks with King’s Castle’s nerds, while the Fort Fernbottom survivors mounted a campaign to build a massive zip line across a frozen pond. After trying to send three second-year students across to test the line, Mr. Rutledge, a teacher with mixed reviews, put the activity on hold pending further safety trials with inanimate objects.
Jake, despite what he told his father about “not being cut out for heroics,” found a new identity in the margins of school life. He was the guy people whispered about, the one who’d gone full vampire, then come back to humanity. He’d gotten a sample of legendary fame, and no matter how much he pretended to hate it, the glances in the hallway were addictive. Even the bumbling first-years came from the school history classes with almost reverence for him. Strange, how you could almost die a few times for a good cause and everyone assumed you knew the secret to everything. He didn’t, of course, but he appreciated the honor. It made math class survivable, but Jake had one secret he was not disclosing.
At the end of the last school year, when everything seemed perfect again, a package arrived at the treehouse front door addressed to Jake. He had ripped through the wrapping paper, scattering pieces across the floor. Nestled inside lay a sturdy backpack with a three-dial combination lock securing the main compartment. Tucked into a side pocket was a folded note written in unfamiliar handwriting. The note said to use only when wisdom accompanied courage - from A. Friend.
Jake’s fingers had trembled as he spun the combination (also included on the note). The lock clicked open with a sound that seemed to echo through the room. He had withdrawn the artifact as if it might crumble to dust. Gold lettering glinted in the light: “The Book of Ancient Magic.” Even though Jake realized the book was perhaps the start of a new mission, he hid it under his bed. He waited for something to happen, a new disaster, or mystery before taking action. For now, peace was more important.

      [image: ]On the third Thursday of the new term, a battered silver Range Rover coughed into the staff parking circle. Nina, watched from the treehouse as a girl with a mop of pale honey-blonde hair and a navy coat hauled herself out of the front seat. A smaller shadow in a sage-green parka followed her. It was Hannah and Camilla, part of the Rescue Team. At the end of the last school year, their parents were discovered in Zortimer’s castle and returned to Fort Fernbottom with the missing children. 
Hannah and Camilla had gone home with their parents for the summer holiday and were now back. The parents, Molly and Steven Landers, were scientists who had discovered a method to turn rock into gold. Zortimer, now vanquished, had enslaved them. The sisters stood a moment in the morning's biting wind, blinking at the frosted front gates of Fort Fernbottom. Their parents—both wearing matching piled cardigans and scientific scowls—emerged next, already arguing over a clipboard. The magic school administration hired the Landers to run their own lab beneath the renovated Timbroke Hall. 
Nina ran down from the treehouse to greet them, and Mr. Bashly, the head administrator, came out of his office to take them to their quarters. Hannah and Camilla made a beeline for her, dragging their duffel bags. They hugged in the cold before exiting to get to a fireplace in the Fort Fernbottom lodge. Hannah’s hair smelled of peppermint and hotel shampoo. Now that they had returned the Rescue Team was complete again and school could formally begin. 
“We’ll plan a new meeting soon with dinner,” promised Nina.
“A get-together, or a meeting, meeting?” asked Hannah.
“Just a get-together. Nothing new has happened, thank heaven,” replied Nina.
“Good,” replied Hannah. “We'll help get our parents settled and drop by in a couple of days.”
“Sounds good. There’s a Welcome Back Feast on Friday in Timbroke Hall at 5 pm,” said Nina, and gave both girls another hug. 
“We’ll be there,” waved Hannah, exiting the lodge and walking with Camilla, their parents and Mr. Bashly.

      [image: ]Friday night arrived, and with it, the legendary Welcome Back Feast—a tradition that had gained mythic status in Fort Fernbottom’s fast-growing lore. An army of students and faculty had transformed the Assembly Room inside Timbroke Hall into a cornucopia of autumn extravagance. Gourds and pumpkins, some carved into the likenesses of legendary headmasters and notorious pranksters, lined the mantelpiece. 
Garlands of maple leaves, strung together by the nimble hands of Peter’s Island crafters, draped from the rafters and glowed with tiny, enchanted firefly lanterns. Ice sculptures, commissioned by the King’s Castle’s best, towered over the dessert tables. One commemorated the Battle of the Boundary; another appeared in the rough shape of Bartie mid-stride, tongue out and tail frozen at jaunty attention.
The hall was full and almost overflowing. Every table groaned under the weight of roast turkey, casseroles, pies, candied chestnuts, breads, and stews so aromatic they threatened to unhinge the self-control of even the most disciplined faculty members. Even the Bartie Brigade was in attendance. Students with their corgis pressed underfoot, snuffling after stray bits of roast sausage. In the far alcove, the Chess Club squared off with the Debate Society in a chess match. At the same time, near the fireplace, a circle of old-timers (fourth-year students) swapped exaggerated tales of Area skirmishes and the legendary snowball truce.
But what drew the most attention was the head table, where the Rescue Team—Nina, Jake, Benter, Ariana, Jess, Drake, Violet, Sarah, Bartie, and now Hannah and Camilla—presided. They polished off mound after mound of Mrs. Beetle’s wild berry tarts and washed them down with mugs of spiced cider. Eating only softened their laughter. Jake, the mastermind of mischief at gatherings, sat back and let the others handle the storytelling. He piled food onto his plate (and slipped some to Bartie under the table) as the rest of the team shared their wildest summer adventures. Ariana described an ill-fated attempt to teach a squirrel sign language. Hannah recounted the time she and Camilla helped their parents smuggle a “legal” block of solid gold through customs disguised as a novelty cheese wheel, fearing confiscation.
As the evening wore on, the volume rose, and the traditions revived themselves. The ceremonial first slice of pumpkin pie was consumed by Mr. Bashly. Then, Fort Fernbottom and King’s Castle carried on their annual tug-of-war rematch outside the venue. After pulling with all their might, King’s Castle won again, three years straight. 
The open-mic storytelling contest, in which anyone could confess their summer’s greatest disaster, concluded the contests. Allen Tortillmeir received a prize for the worst disaster. Nina watched her friends, revel in the sheer absurdity of safety and the luxury of not having to save the world, at least for tonight.
Nina picked at her dessert, demolishing a custard tart crumb by crumb while eavesdropping on the table’s chaos. Benter was retelling, for the tenth time, how he’d orchestrated the Great Ferret Heist, complete with simulated rodent screeches under Timbroke Hall to frighten the newbies. Camilla nursed a stein of root beer and kept her gaze fixed on Bartie, who dozed under the tablecloth, paws twitching at imaginary rabbits. Jess and Drake engaged in a back-and-forth about whether dragon mites counted as an invasive species; their debate escalating into wild gesticulation and shouts. For a change, Nina experienced the surrounding noise with no obligation to manage it.
Benter caught Nina’s glance and raised his mug. She rolled her eyes but clinked it with his. “To the end of emergencies,” she said.
He grinned. “And the beginning of decent snacks every hour.”






  
  Chapter two
Something's Off


Jake could always tell when something was off, and perhaps it was some latent vampire instinct. The week after the Welcome Back Feast, he started waking up to the sound of scratching behind his bedroom wall. It started faint, then grew louder, like the dry scrapings of an entire mouse colony. When the noises became more insistent, echoing into his half-dreams he jolted upright awake. On the third morning, he leapt out of bed, yanked the bookshelf aside, and pressed his ear to the cold wood. But the sound stopped. 
He tried to tell Nina as she buried herself in homework. She nodded along while Jake recounted the latest episode over breakfast. Pretending all was well, she twirled her spoon through a bowl of cereal.
“Could be the pipes,” Nina said. Her eyes fixed on the front page of The Fernbottom Clarion News, reading a headline about a record fogbank — “impossible to measure, impossible to contain.” The photo showed the main gates, and the Fenius Fernbottom statue melted into a ghost so obscured that it appeared to slump under the weight of the mist.
“Pipes? In my bedroom wall?” Jake snorted. “I don’t think so.”
“Did you see this?” Nina asked, shoving the newspaper across the table. “They say the fog’s started building up even inside the lodge corridors. Some first-year tripped over his own feet and more or less bit through his tongue.”
Jake grinned, picturing the mess. “Classic. That’s what you get for running in the halls.”
“I’m serious,” said Nina.
“Me too.” He said sliding the paper back. “If you’re so worried, let’s skip first period and go check the gates and Boundary?” suggested Jake.
Nina shook her head, lips pressed tight. “We’re already excused from first period. We have to be here at the treehouse this morning. Student Status Check, remember? Besides, if it’s a real problem, the staff’s already on it.”
“Sure, they are,” said Jake skeptically.

      [image: ]Two hours later, Mrs. Beetle hustled into their treehouse, feathers poking out from her hair net and an entire forest of sticky notes sprouting from her apron. She appeared flustered, out of breath, and clutching a walkie-talkie as if it were a detonator.
“The fog is blocking off more than half the walkways,” said Mrs. Beetle, not even greeting them, “and there’s a group of first years stuck in the boat shack again. Nobody’s seen the groundskeeper all morning, and the heating’s gone funny.” She darted a glance at the fireplace, where the flames were green instead of orange, then at the windows glazed with a furry crust of condensation.
Nina offered her a chair and a cup of tea, but Mrs. Beetle shook her head. “No time for that, dear. You’re coming with me. Both of you. Mr. Bashly’s orders.”
Jake’s pulse sped up. Not because they were so special (though he liked to think they were), but because Mr. Bashly only called them in when something interesting or terrible was happening.

      [image: ]Outside, the fog was worse than in the newspaper pictures. It coiled against the trees in fat, moving ropes, clinging to the porches as if it were alive. Dampening the usual campus noise, there were no bells, no shouts, not even the occasional dog bark.
Their boots crunched through the crusty snow as they followed Mrs. Beetle, who kept her walkie-talkie pressed to her ear and muttered responses every few seconds. The vision in front of Jake tunneled to a pale smear. Mrs. Beetle in her brown coat, Nina’s braid swinging left to right, condensation beads running down his own jacket zipper, and Bartie at his side. He breathed through his mouth. The air carried a gritty mix of oil and diesel, reminiscent of the equipment shop back home where tractors and balers sat in storage.
“Try not to get separated,” called Mrs. Beetle over her shoulder, as if this would keep them safe.
They made straight for the administration building, though it looked nothing like the log square it usually did. The lines appeared squashed and fuzzy, and windows leaked a blue-white glare across the piles of snow. They almost ran into Mr. Bashly as he stepped out of the swirling soup. His hands clutched a notebook covered in yellowing tape and thumbed-over notes. He beckoned them inside without a word.
Inside his office, ragged folders and battered books covered every surface. There was a keen chemical tang in the air, like someone had spilled rubbing alcohol and then tried to soak it up with paper towels. The only thing out of place was the absence of a fresh mug of coffee. Jake realized he’d never seen Mr. Bashly at his desk without coffee.
Mr. Bashly put the notebook on the table and set both his hands on either side of it, gripping the edges as if worried it might try to escape. “You’re likely aware,” he said, “that conditions have deteriorated.” His voice sounded like fingernails scratching down a chalkboard. “This is not meteorological. The fog is an incursion.”
“A magical incursion?” asked Nina.
“Is there another kind, Miss Jons?” Mr. Bashly asked, his jaw tightened, and his entire face telescoping into a grimace. “Magical or otherwise, it’s manufactured. Engineered.”
He exhaled and continued, “The Boundary is not protecting the Areas and has started to collapse around midnight. If you check the security logs—never mind, I’ll show you.” He spun the notebook around. A latticework of coffee rings and frantic pen scribbles crisscrossed the surface. Nina could see the data. Temperature dips, sudden pressure drops, a spike in some measurement labeled "Membrane Viscosity" as the numbers ratcheted up every hour.
He tapped the notebook. “Fort Fernbottom has contingency plans for ‘Area Overlap’ events, but not with this frequency. Not with containment already breached in three locations. After the Boundary sealing event, this isn’t supposed to happen.”
“Isn’t it a little early to use the ‘breach’ word?” asked Nina in denial, looking over the statistics that appeared meaningless.
Jake pretended not to notice the tremor in Mr. Bashly’s hands. “So, what’s the plan?” He tried to match Mr. Bashly’s demure.
“There are a few avenues,” Mr. Bashly looked at the ceiling for a full five seconds before continuing, “but none of them inspire much confidence. The technical term is "umbral fusion event". When too many places in the Boundary dissolve at once and then Areas behave incorrectly—physics, biology, even the weather gets new rules. The last time this happened…”
He trailed off, as though he had decided not to reveal the last fog incursion. Although both Nina and Jake were there last term for the goblin, fairy, and troll breach when the magic in the Boundary failed. Jake knew better than to ask what happened, but the question was right on the tip of Nina’s tongue when Mr. Bashly continued.
“Anyway. I want to know how pervasive the problem is. I want you to investigate the Boundary yourselves. Bring back samples. Observations. Anything you might find,” said Mr. Bashly. He slapped a sealed envelope onto the desk. “This is a temporary pass for the restricted portions of the Boundary. Don’t make me regret the trust.”
A shiver of pride, then dread, ran up Jake’s spine. “You’re sending us into the restricted parts?”
“Yes,” said Mr. Bashly, looking straight at him, as if trying to laser the truth into him. “You’ve all been there before and survived. I don’t trust the adults to keep their heads.” Nina stiffened beside him. Several missions ago, Jake almost died.
“You’ll have an escort part of the way. I recommend haste and caution,” finished Mr. Bashly.
Jake took the pass. It was heavier than it looked and shimmered in the light with iridescence. He waited for Mr. Bashly to issue some last-minute disclaimer, but the man rubbed the bridge of his nose and gestured them to the door. He appeared stressed to the limit.

      [image: ]Nina went silent, jaw clenched and eyes darting. Down the hall, she tapped her locket, and her shoes squeaked on the wet floor. Jake hurried to catch her. “You’re really quiet, you know,” Jake said as they stepped into the corridor.
Nina’s brow furrowed. “Why us? Why is it always us?” she snapped.
“Who else is dumb enough to risk life and limb for an adventure?” asked Jake, grinning.
Nina didn’t smile. She slumped. “I just thought we’d get to be kids. For one entire semester. Not heroes.”
“Being normal is overrated and boring,” Jake replied. “Haven’t you considered dropping one of those twelve classes you’re taking? Here’s your chance.”
“Yeah, I guess it has crossed my mind,” Nina admitted with a nervous laugh. 
“Did you notice how freaked out Mr. Bashly is?” asked Jake.
“Yes, big time,” Nina replied.
They hurried past closed classroom doors, past a pair of second-years who huddled in what looked like a cocoon of their own breath. The snow outside the admin building was gauzy, almost invisible against the slow churning mist. Even the sky had turned white, as though the world’s image was now painted in black and white by the fog.
At the staircase to the treehouse headquarters, Jake caught Nina’s sleeve and pulled her back before she climbed. He lowered his voice. “This isn’t random, is it?”
Nina shook her head, unease on her face. “There’s something in the fog—a power, or a diversion, hiding something coming into Fort Fernbottom. Call the Rescue Team for an emergency meeting, Jake.”

      [image: ]Jake and Bartie left to gather the Rescue Team at the treehouse, where they always met to save the world. Within thirty minutes, all arrived: Benter, Ariana, Jess, Drake, Violet, Sarah, Hannah, and Camilla. Then Nina began with urgency in her voice.
“Mr. Bashly is sending us into the restricted portions of the Boundary to see what has changed. He said the fog is a magical incursion and wants us to observe to bring back data to work with. First, I want to ask if you have seen or heard anything unusual since the term began?”
There was a pause as the team absorbed Nina’s question and exchanged glances, signaling a shift in focus.
Camilla’s face flushed, and she shrugged, staring at her shoes. “It’s not that weird, but there’s something in the fog and snow. If you fall asleep near it, you want to go outside.”
Jess’s arm shot up, more out of reflex than formality. “I got a weird letter in my mailbox last night.” She dug into her jacket and produced a folded, water-stained page, handing it over. “It just says ‘Don’t trust the fog’ over and over, written with a marker. No signature.”
Drake shrugged, as if he were so used to anomalies that nothing bothered him. “Fifteen beakers exploded in the chemistry lab this morning. At first, I thought I had messed up, but it was every single one of them. Even the ones with plain water.” His gaze bounced off Jake, uneasy. “Also, one rat in the magical biology room reanimated. It was sort of dead. This morning, it’s fine, running, eating, and squeaking.”
“Anyone else hearing whispers in the fog?” Jake asked.
“Other students have reported the same sound. It’s like whispers, but not in a familiar language or understandable,” Benter offered.
“My locket has been glowing and reverberating for no reason I can determine. How about the Tula, Jake?” Nina asked.
The Tula was a wooden man with a monkey head; feathers adorned the head. Gifted by his father for protection, it had protected Jake and Benter on an earlier mission. The Tula glowed in times of danger.
“Not that I’ve noticed, but it’s been in my pocket. I’ll try to be
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