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CHAPTER 1

The Basement Map
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Dust danced in the sunbeams streaming through the basement's only window. Luna coughed, waving her hand in front of her face as she descended the last step. The smell of dampness and old books reminded her of her grandmother's library, only amplified a thousand times.

"Are you sure your dad won't be mad?" Matilda called from above, her voice slightly nervous.

"Chill out, Mati. Dad's teaching until five. We've got like three hours to dig through his stuff from when he was young." Luna shifted a cardboard box that nearly disintegrated in her hands. "Besides, he said I could grab his old math notebooks for the project. He didn't specify WHICH basement."

Matilda descended carefully, adjusting her glasses. At fourteen, she was the smallest in their group, but also the sharpest. Nobody at school could solve equations like her. Nobody understood why she used her brain to help Luna with her crazy schemes.

"Your excuses are going to get me in trouble one of these days."

"Our trouble is the best kind," Luna grinned, brushing aside a spiderweb the size of her hand.

The Ortega family basement was a museum of chaos. Boxes stacked every which way, old furniture covered with white sheets that looked like sleeping ghosts, and shelves crammed with books, trophies, and objects that probably nobody remembered or knew why they were even there.

Luna approached a dark wooden trunk with rusted metal fittings. It was tucked behind a wheel-less bicycle and a floor lamp that had seen better days.

"What's that?" Matilda crouched beside her.

"No clue, but it's got a lock and it's locked. Which means there's something interesting inside."

"Or old clothes."

"You're just a ray of sunshine, aren't you?"

Luna pulled a bobby pin from her curly hair and began working the lock. She'd learned it from watching videos online, though she'd never had a chance to use it in real life. Her fingers trembled slightly with excitement.

"This is technically breaking and entering," Matilda murmured, but leaned in closer to get a better look.

"It's my house."

"It's your father's trunk."

"Minor detail."

Click.

The lock gave way and Luna lifted the lid with a creak that made them both wince. Inside were clothes, just as Matilda had predicted, but also old photographs, medals from math competitions, and a stack of notebooks filled with formulas that looked like they were written in another language.

"Look, your dad was just as nerdy as you." Luna passed a notebook to Matilda, who flipped through it with growing interest.

"These equations are... weird. They don't follow any conventional mathematical logic."

"Because conventional mathematics is super fun."

Luna kept rummaging until her fingers touched something different. Thicker paper, rough texture. She pulled it out carefully and her heart skipped a beat.

It was a map.

But not just any map. The paper was yellowed and brittle, the edges jagged as if someone had torn it from an old book. It was hand-drawn with a dark brown ink that could have been... blood? No, Luna dismissed the thought. Too melodramatic even for her.

The map showed a coastline, a dock marked with an X, and beyond that, in the sea, an island. In the center of the island was a building drawn in incredible detail: towers, windows, a central courtyard. It looked like a castle or an old school.

"Matilda," Luna whispered. "Look at this."

Matilda set down the notebook and leaned over the map. Her eyes widened behind her glasses.

"Is that...?"

"A treasure map," Luna finished, her voice brimming with excitement. "A real, genuine, honest-to-goodness treasure map."

"Or an art project your dad did."

"My dad? The man who thinks art is proving theorems on the blackboard?"

She had a point. Professor Ortega was brilliant with numbers, but his artistic skills ended at drawing perfect circles without a compass to impress his students.

Luna flipped the map over. There was something written on the back in the same old, elegant handwriting:

"To those who dare to seek, the doors of knowledge shall open. Artheris awaits in oblivion, where the sea guards what was lost. Only those of ancient blood can awaken the sleeping magic."

"Artheris," Matilda read aloud. "What's Artheris?"

"No clue, but it sounds epic. It sounds like... adventure."

Luna was already pulling out her phone, snapping photos of the map from every angle possible. Her mind was racing. An island. An old building. Treasure.

"You're not thinking what I think you're thinking," Matilda said in that tone she used when she knew Luna had already made up her mind.

"We have to go."

"Luna, it's an old map. It's probably not even real."

"What if it is?"

"What if it's a joke?"

"What if it's the adventure of a lifetime?"

Matilda sighed. She knew that look in her best friend's eyes. Luna wasn't in the dusty basement anymore. She was on the open sea, sailing toward the unknown.

"We'd need a boat," Matilda said, and Luna knew she'd won.

"And more people. We can't go just the two of us."

"Scarlett."

"Obviously Scarlett." Luna nodded. "And Lucas—we need someone levelheaded."

"Lucas? The guy who falls asleep in history class?"

"Exactly. He's so laid-back that nothing rattles him. Perfect for keeping everyone calm when Scarlett tries to kill us."

"What about Gabriel?"

Luna considered it. Gabriel was the class clown, always ready with a joke and a smile that could make even the most serious teachers laugh.

"We'll need laughs. Adventures without laughs are just hard work."

"Five people is a lot to keep a secret."

"Five people is a crew. Like pirates. Or the Power Rangers."

"The Power Rangers were six."

"Details."

Luna tucked the map back into her clothes, closed the trunk, and they both climbed the basement stairs. The living room light momentarily blinded them after being in the dim space.

"When do we tell them?" Matilda asked.

"Tonight. Central park, eight o'clock."

"Your parents won't let you go out on a Tuesday night."

"I'll tell them we have a group project."

"We do have a group project."

"Exactly. It's not a lie. It's... simplifying the truth."

Matilda shook her head but smiled. That was Luna's magic. She could convince you to do the craziest things and make you feel like it was the most sensible decision in the world.

That afternoon, Luna sent messages to the WhatsApp group the five of them had shared since meeting at summer camp two years ago:

Luna: Emergency meeting. Central park, 8 PM. IT'S IMPORTANT.

Scarlett: Did someone die?

Luna: No.

Scarlett: Is someone going to die?

Luna: I hope not.

Gabriel: Intriguing. Is there food?

Luna: Bring something.

Lucas: I have a test tomorrow.

Luna: This is more important than any test.

Lucas: Impossible.

Luna: Trust me.

Matilda: It's true. It's important.

Lucas: If Mati says so... I'll be there.

At eight o'clock sharp, all five were sitting on the bench farthest from the park's streetlights. Gabriel had brought a bag of chips they shared while Luna, with all the theatricality she could muster, showed them photos of the map on her phone.

"That's fake," Scarlett said immediately. At seventeen, she was the oldest of the group and the biggest skeptic.

"Why would it be fake?"

"Because treasure maps don't exist. Because this looks like something out of a movie. Because..."

"Because you're scared," Luna interrupted.

Scarlett's eyes flashed with a challenge everyone recognized. Telling Scarlett she was afraid of something was the fastest way to make her do it.

"I'm not afraid of anything."

"Then come with us."

"Where exactly?"

Luna zoomed in on the image of the map, showing the coordinates that Matilda had managed to pinpoint using geographical references.

"There's an island about twelve miles off the northern coast. It's uninhabited according to Google Maps. And look—" she pointed to the building on the map. "This is a school."

"An abandoned school on a deserted island," Lucas spoke for the first time, his voice calm as always. "Sounds like the opening of a horror movie."

"Or an adventure movie," Gabriel grinned. "I vote for adventure."

"We need a boat," Matilda said, ever practical.

"My uncle has one," Scarlett said slowly. "For fishing. He lets me use it sometimes."

"See? We've already got transportation." Luna was practically glowing with excitement.

"Wait, wait." Lucas raised his hands. "Are we actually planning to go to some unknown island based on an old map you found in your dad's basement?"

"Yes," Luna and Gabriel said in unison.

Lucas looked at Matilda for backup, but she just shrugged.

"Scientific curiosity compels me to investigate."

"You're using 'scientific curiosity' as an excuse to do something stupid and exciting."

"Possibly."

Lucas sighed, running a hand through his hair.

"When?"

"This weekend." Luna had it all planned out already. "We leave early Saturday, come back Sunday. We tell our parents we're going camping."

"Which is technically true," Gabriel added. "It's just that the camping is on a mysterious island with an abandoned school."

"And possibly treasure," Scarlett was starting to show interest.

"Definitely treasure," Luna confirmed.

The five of them looked at each other. In that moment, under the park's stars, they made a decision that would change their lives forever.

"Everyone in?" Luna asked.

One by one, they extended their hands into the center of the circle. First Luna, then Matilda, Scarlett, Lucas, and finally Gabriel, who couldn't resist making his hand vibrate like he was having a seizure.

"Everyone in," they confirmed in unison.

As they walked back to their houses that night, none of them could imagine what awaited them. They didn't know the map was just the beginning. That Artheris was real. That magic wasn't just tricks and make-believe.

And they definitely didn't know that their parents, at that very moment, were receiving alerts on their cell phones. Alerts that hadn't been triggered in a hundred years.

Alerts that read: "The seal has been broken. Someone found the map."

But that, Luna would discover very soon.
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CHAPTER 2

Preparations and Secrets


[image: ]


The rest of the week flew by in a whirlwind of secret plans and covert preparations. Luna had created a shared Google Doc titled "Biology Project - Coastal Ecosystems" where they actually listed everything they needed for the expedition.

Gabriel contributed the humor by naming each category with ridiculous labels. "Grub So We Don't Die" instead of "Food". "Ninja Survival Gear" instead of "Tools". "Princess Blankets" instead of "Sleeping Bags".

"Why does everything have to be a joke to you?" Scarlett asked during Wednesday's lunch, while they reviewed the list on Luna's phone under the table.

"Because life's more fun that way." Gabriel stole a french fry from her plate. "Besides, admit it—'Princess Blankets' sounds way better than 'Sleeping Bags'."

"It sounds ridiculous."

"Exactly. Better."

Lucas arrived late to lunch, as always, backpack slung over one shoulder and looking like he'd been studying in the library. He dropped into the chair next to Matilda and pulled out a sandwich wrapped in aluminum foil.

"My mom's asking for details about the camping trip," he said without preamble. "She wants to know the name of the place, if there's adult supervision, if they have medical facilities..."

"Tell her it's at the north coast nature preserve," Matilda replied, having already prepared answers for every possible question. "There are park rangers on duty twenty-four hours, and Luna's dad is coming with us."

"You lie really well for someone who never lies," Gabriel observed.

"It's not technically a lie. There are rangers at the north coast. And Luna's dad did exist at some point in our planning, so..."

"So we're lying," Lucas concluded.

"We're omitting unnecessary information," Luna corrected. "It's different."

Scarlett snorted but said nothing. She'd already gotten permission from her parents. Being the oldest and the most responsible-looking, they rarely questioned her plans. They'd said yes without barely asking, trusting her good judgment.

If only they knew.

"We need flashlights," Matilda said, changing the subject. "If that building's abandoned, it probably doesn't have electricity."

"I've got three," Lucas offered. "Real camping ones, not phone lights."

"Non-perishable food," Luna continued. "Chocolate, trail mix, those awful energy bars athletes eat."

"Hey, those bars are delicious," Scarlett protested, training for volleyball three times a week.

"They taste like cardboard with strawberry flavoring."

"Exactly. Delicious."

Gabriel jotted everything down on his phone, including sarcastic comments in parentheses. (Survival food that tastes like sadness). (Flashlights because we're professional explorers). (Dignity: optional).

"What if there's actually something dangerous?" Lucas asked suddenly. His voice was still calm, but there was real concern in his eyes.

The group fell silent. It was the question nobody had wanted to ask out loud.

"Like what," Scarlett said finally.

"I don't know. Wild animals. Unstable structures. Weird people living there."

"That's why there are five of us." Luna tried to sound more confident than she felt. "And we've got phones. If something goes wrong, we call someone."

"If there's signal," Matilda murmured.

"You're just a ray of sunshine today, aren't you?" Gabriel gave her a gentle elbow nudge.

"I'm being realistic. Someone has to be."

"Look—" Luna leaned forward, lowering her voice even though the cafeteria was full of noise. "I get that it's scary. I'm scared too. But I found that map for a reason. And that poem... 'only those of ancient blood.' Don't you think that's strange?"

"The whole thing is strange," Lucas said.

"Exactly. It's strange, mysterious, probably dangerous, and completely exciting. How many times in our lives do we get the chance to live a real adventure?"

"Real adventures involve sweat, mosquitoes, and possibly dying," Scarlett commented.

"So? You're still coming."

Scarlett smiled crookedly.

"I never said I wasn't coming. I'm just being aware that this is probably the worst idea we've ever had."

"The worst idea so far," Gabriel corrected. "We're still young. We can top this."

The bell rang, marking the end of lunch. They scattered to their respective classes, but Luna noticed something odd. As she left the cafeteria, she saw Professor Martínez, the ancient history teacher, talking with her father in the hallway. Both of them looked at her for a second before continuing their conversation in hushed voices.

Probably nothing. Just teachers doing teacher things.

But something about her father's look unsettled her.

That afternoon, after school, Luna came home to find her father in the kitchen making dinner. Professor Ortega was a thin man of average height, with round glasses that always slid down his nose. He looked like the typical math professor: neat, methodical, predictable.

"Hey, sweetheart. How was your day?" he asked without looking up from the vegetables he was chopping.

"Good. Normal." Luna dropped her backpack on a chair. "Dad, can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Did you ever go to any special school? Like, before college."

The knife stopped mid-chop. Just for a second, but Luna caught it.

"Why do you ask?"

"Just curious. We were talking in class about alternative education systems."

Her father resumed chopping, but his posture had tensed slightly.

"I went to a private school when I was young. Nothing special. Why the sudden interest?"

"What was it called?"

"Luna, is something wrong?"

"No, just... I found some old stuff of yours in the basement. Photos, notebooks. There were weird equations that didn't look like normal math."

Her father turned fully toward her. His eyes, normally kind and distracted, studied her with an intensity Luna had never seen before.

"What were you doing in the basement?"

"Looking for your old math notebooks. For the project, remember?"

"Oh. Right, of course." He visibly relaxed. "Those equations are... experiments. Things I tried when I was a student. Theoretical mathematics with no real application."

"And the map?"

The words came out before Luna could stop them. She watched as her father went pale, how his hands tightened around the knife.

"What map?"

"The one in the wooden trunk. With an island and a building."

The silence stretched between them like a taut rope. Luna could hear the ticking of the wall clock, the hum of the refrigerator, her own heart pounding.

"That map is..." Her father set down the knife, took off his glasses and cleaned them with the edge of his shirt. When he spoke again, his voice was carefully controlled. "It's from an old project. A cartography exercise from when I studied geography as a hobby. It's nothing important."

"Dad, it had a poem on the back. It talked about ancient blood and magic."

"Luna." Her father's voice was firm now. "That map is nothing. Just a drawing from my imagination. Okay?"

But his eyes said something else. His eyes said: "Drop this now. Don't ask questions."

Luna nodded slowly.

"Okay."

"Good. Now go do your homework. Dinner will be ready in an hour."

Luna went up to her room, her mind racing. Her father had lied. She was sure of it. The way he'd reacted, the tension in his shoulders, how he'd avoided looking her straight in the eye.

She pulled out her phone and typed in the group chat:

Luna: My dad knows something about the map. I just asked him and he practically freaked out.

Matilda: What exactly did you say?

Luna: I asked him about the school and the map. He got weird.

Scarlett: Define "weird."

Luna: Nervous. He lied about the map. Says it's a drawing from his imagination.

Gabriel: Plot twist: your dad's a secret agent.

Lucas: Or he just doesn't want his teenage daughter exploring unknown places.

Luna: No. It was something else. He acted like the map was dangerous.

Matilda: Which technically confirms the map leads to something real.

Scarlett: Or that your dad's really good at making up stories.

Luna: No. Trust me. There's something on that island. Something my dad knows about and doesn't want me to find out.

Gabriel: This keeps getting better and better.

Lucas: Or worse. Depending on your perspective.

Luna: Are we still going through with the plan?

There was a pause. Luna could imagine all of them staring at their screens, weighing whether to back out or push forward.

Scarlett: I'm still in.

Gabriel: Obviously yes.

Matilda: My scientific curiosity has intensified.

Lucas: I'm going to die, but yes, I'm still in.

Luna: Perfect. See you tomorrow to finalize the details.

That night, Luna couldn't sleep. She lay in bed staring at the ceiling, turning over the conversation with her father in her mind. Why would he keep a map if it meant nothing? Why the strange equations? Why such an intense reaction?

And most importantly: what did her father know about Artheris?

Downstairs, Professor Ortega sat in his study with his phone in hand. There were five numbers in his recent contacts, all with ordinary names: "Carlos - Work," "María - Gym," "Fernando - Book Club."

Ordinary names for people who were anything but ordinary.

He dialed the first one.

"It's me," he said when they answered. "We have a problem. Luna found the map."

The voice on the other end cursed quietly.

"How much does she know?"

"Nothing yet. But she's asking questions. And knowing my daughter..."

"She's going to go looking for it."

"Exactly."

"Then we need to get there first."

"No." Professor Ortega closed his eyes. "If we interfere, we'll only confirm her suspicions. Besides, the seal should keep everything dormant. Nothing truly dangerous can happen."

"Should? That seal is a hundred years old, Andrés. We don't know if it's still working."

"It will work. It has to work."

"And if it doesn't?"

Professor Ortega looked at the framed photo on his desk. Luna at five years old, in her first school uniform, smiling gap-toothed. So small, so innocent. So much like her mother.

"Then let's hope she's ready," he said finally. "Because if the seal fails, if Artheris awakens... she's going to need everything she carries in her blood."

He hung up and sat in the darkness, remembering his own days at Artheris. The lessons, the spells, the creatures that roamed the hallways. The mistakes they made. The price they paid.

And the secret they swore to keep.

A secret his daughter was about to uncover.
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CHAPTER 3

The departure to the adventure
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Saturday dawned with a gray sky threatening rain. Luna took it as a sign that the universe had a sense of drama. Great adventures never started with bright sunshine and chirping birds. They started with dark clouds and the possibility that everything could go terribly wrong.

Perfect.

She got up at five in the morning, something that would normally require an act of God, but adrenaline was better than any alarm clock. She dressed quietly: sturdy jeans, long-sleeved t-shirt, her favorite hoodie. Nothing in bright colors. Nothing that screamed "teenager doing something stupid."

Her backpack had been ready since the night before. She checked it for the fourth time: flashlight, water, energy bars, a Swiss Army knife she'd swiped from her father years ago, a rope she probably wouldn't know how to use but seemed important, first aid kit, and the map, carefully stored in a plastic bag.

She'd also packed her sketchbook. Because if they were going to discover something incredible, she wanted to be able to draw it.

She crept down the stairs like a cat, avoiding the fifth step that always creaked. The house was silent. Her parents were asleep. For a moment, Luna felt a pang of guilt. She was lying, sneaking out, doing exactly what they'd taught her not to do.

But curiosity was stronger than guilt.

She left a note in the kitchen: "Left early with the guys. Camping trip, remember? Back tomorrow. Love you. Luna." She added a heart at the end because that's what she always did, and she wanted everything to look normal.

The morning air was cool and damp. Luna walked quickly toward the meeting point: the old fishing pier on the outskirts of town. It was the same pier that appeared on the map, something Matilda had confirmed using Google Earth and geographical triangulation, which sounded very impressive even if Luna didn't understand exactly what it meant.

Scarlett arrived first, because of course she did. She was leaning against her bike, wearing sunglasses despite the lack of sun and carrying a backpack that looked prepared to survive the apocalypse.

"Did you bring your entire house?" Luna asked.

"I brought what's necessary. Unlike some people, I plan ahead."

"I planned."

"You brought your sketchbook. I saw it sticking out."

"That IS planning. I'm documenting the adventure."

"You're being sappy."

"I'm being a historian."

Matilda arrived ten minutes later, pedaling with a sleepy face and her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She was carrying her school backpack, which was so very Matilda that Luna had to smile.

"Did you bring textbooks?" Scarlett asked.

"I brought a compass, a portable GPS, topographical maps of the region, waterproof matches, an emergency blanket, and yes, also a book. But it's about island survival, so it's relevant."

"You're amazing," Luna said sincerely.

"I know."

Gabriel showed up on a skateboard, because obviously he needed to make a dramatic entrance. He wore a backwards cap and a huge grin.

"Good morning, adventurers. Ready to die in epic fashion?"

"Very encouraging," Scarlett muttered.

"I'm a natural motivator."

Lucas was the last to arrive, dragging his feet and yawning every three seconds. He looked like someone had dragged him out of bed.

"This is too early to be alive," he complained.

"Technically it's the perfect time," Matilda said. "We have the whole day ahead of us and we'll be back tomorrow in daylight. It's efficient."

"I hate efficiency."

"No, you love sleep. It's different."

Scarlett's uncle's boat was bigger than Luna expected, but also older. It was called "Freedom II," which implied there had been a Freedom I that probably hadn't ended well.

"Is this boat safe?" Lucas asked, eyeing it suspiciously.

"Define safe," Scarlett replied as she nimbly climbed aboard.

"That it won't sink."

"Then probably yes. Fifty percent odds are technically probable."

"That's not comforting."

"I didn't promise to comfort you."

They all climbed aboard with their backpacks. Gabriel insisted on honking the boat's horn three times "so they'd know we come in peace." Scarlett smacked his arm but she was smiling.

The engine roared to life, startling a flock of seagulls. Scarlett took the wheel with the confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times. Luna briefly wondered if she should worry about the fact that none of them really knew what they were doing.

Too late for second thoughts now.

The pier receded behind them as they headed out to open water. The town grew smaller and smaller until it became a blur of buildings on the horizon. Luna pulled out the map and compared it with Matilda's GPS.

"Twelve miles northeast," Matilda shouted over the engine noise. "We should get there in about an hour."

The sea was calm, which Luna was grateful for because the last thing they needed was to get seasick before they even arrived. Gabriel sat at the bow of the boat like he was king of the world, arms outstretched and face to the wind.

"I'm the king of the seas!" he yelled.

"You're an idiot!" Scarlett yelled back, but she was laughing.

Lucas had gone quiet, staring at the water with a thoughtful expression. Luna sat down next to him.

"You okay?"

"Yeah, just... thinking."

"About?"

"About how we crossed a line. We can't go back now."

"Technically we can. Scarlett just has to turn around."

"You know what I mean."

Luna did. Once they saw the island, once they explored the building, once they discovered whatever was there... nothing would be the same. It was like opening Pandora's box, except they'd bought tickets to the show willingly.

"Do you regret it?" Luna asked.

Lucas considered it for a moment.

"No. I'm scared, but I don't regret it. That's weird, isn't it? Knowing you're doing something potentially stupid but wanting to do it anyway."

"That's called being human."

"Or being a teenager."

"Sometimes it's the same thing."

Matilda joined them, tablet in hand showing the GPS radar.

"There's something strange," she said.

"Please don't say we're sinking," Lucas pleaded.

"We're not sinking. But look at this." She turned the tablet so they could see. "The island doesn't show up on any recent satellite maps. Google Maps shows it as water. But on old maps, from fifty years ago or more, it's clearly marked."

"How does an island disappear from maps?" Luna asked.

"It doesn't disappear. It gets erased intentionally."

"Who would do that?"

"Someone who wants to keep it secret."

A chill ran down Luna's spine that had nothing to do with the sea breeze.

"Do you think we're going to a place that's... forbidden?"

"I think we're going to a place someone doesn't want us to find," Matilda replied. "Which makes it more interesting."

"Or more dangerous."

"That too."

They sailed in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. The sky stayed gray, but it didn't rain. The sea rocked gently beneath them. It was almost peaceful.

And then Gabriel shouted:

"LAND HO!"

Everyone shot upright. There, emerging from the sea mist like something out of a fairy tale, was the island.

It wasn't big. Maybe half a mile long, covered in dense vegetation and trees that seemed to grow chaotically. But what caught everyone's attention was the building.

It rose from the center of the island like a sleeping giant. Three stories of gray stone, with towers at the corners pointing skyward like accusing fingers. The windows were Gothic arches, many with broken glass or completely missing. Ivy covered much of the walls, giving it a haunted castle appearance.

It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

"Artheris," Luna whispered, though no one had confirmed it. But she knew it was true. She could feel it.

Scarlett slowed down as they approached the shore. There was a small beach of gray sand and rocks, and beyond that, what looked like it had once been a dock long ago. The remains of wooden posts jutted from the water like broken teeth.

"I'm going to anchor here," Scarlett announced. "I don't want to get any closer. Who knows what's under the water."

"Probably sea monsters," Gabriel offered helpfully.

"Probably rocks," Matilda corrected. "Which would sink the boat. Sea monsters are statistically improbable."

"Let me dream."

They anchored the boat and climbed out one by one, splashing through the shallow water to reach the beach. Luna was the first to step onto the sand, and she had the strange sensation that something had changed. The air was different here. Heavier. Like the island itself was holding its breath.

"Does anyone else feel that?" she asked.

"Feel what?" Lucas was shaking water out of his shoes.

"I don't know. Like something's watching us."

"It's the trees," Gabriel said, pointing at the dense vegetation. "They're judging you for your life choices."

"I'm serious."

"So am I. That tree over there is definitely giving us a weird look."

But Luna noticed Gabriel had moved closer to the group, his usual carefree attitude replaced with something more cautious.

Matilda pulled out her compass and frowned.

"That's weird."

"What?"

"The compass is going crazy. It keeps spinning nonstop."

"Is it broken?"

"I tested it this morning. It worked perfectly."

"Magnetic interference," Scarlett suggested. "Maybe there's iron ore or something."

"Or magic," Gabriel whispered in a dramatic voice, wiggling his fingers.

Nobody laughed.

Because as they stared at the building looming before them, each of them felt the same thing Luna did: that they'd crossed an invisible line. That this place operated under different rules. That reality here was thinner, stranger.

That magic, against all logic and reason, might actually be real after all.

"So," Scarlett said, adjusting her backpack. "Are we going to stand around or are we going to explore that creepy building?"

"Creepy is a very diplomatic term," Lucas muttered.

"Creepy is perfect." Luna grinned, feeling excitement overtake fear. "Let's go."

They started walking toward the building. The path was overgrown with vegetation, but you could see remnants of what had once been a cobblestone walkway. Someone had walked here before. Many someones, probably.

As they got closer, Luna could make out more details of the building. There was a carved crest above the main entrance, too worn to make out the design. The stone steps leading to the massive wooden doors were covered in moss and dead leaves.

And in the air, barely perceptible, there was a humming. Like static electricity, or like the echo of a song forgotten long ago.

Gabriel was about to make another comment when Luna saw something that made her heart stop.

Floating among the trees, glowing with a soft golden light, was a small creature. It was about the size of her hand, with translucent wings beating so fast they could barely be seen. Its body emanated a warm glow, like a firefly but brighter, more real.

A fairy.

A real, honest-to-god, impossible and absolutely real fairy.

Everyone froze, staring at it. The fairy watched them with curious eyes, tilted its head as if assessing them, and then smiled.

"Please tell me everyone's seeing this," Gabriel whispered.

"We're seeing it," Matilda confirmed in a shaky voice.

The fairy made a gesture with its hand, pointing toward the building. Then, in a flash of light, it flew toward the main doors.

The message was clear: follow me.

"Are we following the magical fairy into the potentially dangerous abandoned building?" Lucas asked.

Luna was already walking.

"Obviously."
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CHAPTER 4

The Gates of Artheris
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The main doors were massive, at least three times Luna's height. The wood was darkened by time and moisture, with metal fittings that had once been silver but now looked green with rust. Carved into the wood were symbols that looked like letters but not from any alphabet Luna recognized.

The fairy floated in front of the doors, waiting patiently. Its golden light pulsed like a tiny heartbeat.

"Is anyone else completely freaking out?" Gabriel whispered. "Because I'm completely freaking out."

"It's a fairy," Matilda said, and her voice trembled between terror and fascination. "A creature that shouldn't exist according to all laws of biology and physics. It's impossible."

"But it's there," Scarlett pointed out.

"Exactly. It's there. Which means everything we know about the world is wrong or..."

"Or magic exists," Luna finished.

Silence. Not even Gabriel made a joke.

The fairy made an impatient gesture, pointing at the doors again. Luna stepped forward and placed her hands on the wood. It was cold to the touch, but there was something else. A subtle vibration, as if the entire building was breathing slowly.

"How does it open?" she asked. "There's no handle."

Matilda moved closer, examining the carved symbols with a critical eye.

"They're runes," she said after a moment. "I don't know what language, but they have a pattern. Look, these three repeat in sequence."

"How do you know they're runes?"

"I read epic fantasy. Sue me."

The fairy moved toward one specific symbol, one that looked like a circle with a wavy line through it. It touched the symbol with its small hand and it glowed with blue light.

"I think it's telling us to touch that one," Lucas said, having stayed surprisingly close to the group.

Luna took a deep breath and pressed the symbol. She felt a spark of energy shoot up her arm, not painful but definitely strange. Like sticking your finger in an electrical socket but pleasant.

The doors groaned. Dust fell from the hinges. And slowly, with a moan that sounded like the building itself was waking from a long sleep, the doors opened.

The entrance hall that revealed itself before them was spectacular.

The ceiling arched about thirty feet high, supported by stone columns carved with the same runes that decorated the doors. The floor was made of white and black tiles arranged in a checkerboard pattern, though many were cracked or missing entirely. Cobwebs hung from the corners like ghostly curtains. And up ahead, a double marble staircase ascended to the second floor, splitting into a Y-shape.

But the most impressive part was the windows.

Enormous stained glass windows covered the side walls, depicting scenes Luna couldn't fully process. There were robed figures holding staffs, winged creatures flying among stars, battles between impossible shapes. The colors were incredible: deep blues, crimson reds, emerald greens, all filtered through the gray light from outside.

"It's beautiful," Scarlett whispered, and there was genuine awe in her voice.

The fairy entered first, its light illuminating the space immediately around it. The five of them followed, their footsteps echoing in the silence of the abandoned hall.

"Hello," Gabriel called out, and his voice bounced off the walls. "Anybody home?"

"Don't do that," Matilda hissed at him.

"Why not?"

"Because if something answers, we're all going to die of fright."

"Valid point."

Luna walked toward the center of the hall. There was something engraved in the floor, an enormous circle with more runes and symbols forming concentric patterns. In the center of the circle were words in a language she could read:

"ARTHERIS ACADEMY Founded in 1847 Where Science Meets Magic Where the Impossible Becomes Possible"

"1847," Matilda read aloud. "This place is almost two hundred years old."

"And it's been abandoned this whole time?" Lucas touched one of the columns, his hand leaving a mark in the accumulated dust.

"Not completely abandoned." Scarlett pointed toward a corner. "Look."

There were footprints in the dust. Not many, but enough to notice. They led from the main entrance toward a hallway on the left.

"Someone's been here," Luna said, feeling her pulse quicken. "Recently."

"Define recently," Lucas asked, his voice tense.

"The footprints aren't very covered with dust. Days, maybe. A week at most."

"Great. So not only are we in a possibly haunted abandoned building with a real fairy floating around. There are also unknown people lurking about."

"Opportunity to make friends," Gabriel offered weakly.

The fairy had flown toward the left hallway, the same direction the footprints
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