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  Chapter one
Home Sweet Home


The last school year wrapped up on a high note, with all the missing children returned to Fort Fernbottom. Drake and Sarah were reunited, and Zortimer stayed locked away in the cages meant for immortal beings. The elves reclaimed Zortimer's castle, rejoined their families, and the alliance stayed strong between the nymphs and fairies. Best of all, the Rescue Team was home. 
Captain Black Sam had agreed to sail the rescued children to Peter’s Island from Zortimer’s Kingdom for a portion of the recovered treasure. After the children and the greatest treasure the world has ever known were safely back in the Areas, the ghostly pirate ship sailed out of Peter’s Island. The Rescue Team waved goodbye as the ship disappeared from view, sure they’d see Captain Black Sam again, now an important ally and practically part of the team.
The long-awaited Welcome Home Feast for the children and their mentors was finally taking place as planned and the lodge vibrated with celebration. Tables sagged under roast pig, tropical fruits piled into towers, and cakes shaped like treasure chests. Teachers, kitchen staff, and even the usually grumpy groundskeeper, Mr. Dawdle, wore paper sailor hats and vied for a spot near the central hearth, where the largest cake gleamed in the shape of a pirate ship. The moment Drake, Sarah, Benter, and the Rescue Team appeared, the crowd erupted: plates clattered, drinks sloshed, and a group of first years attempted an off-key pirate sea ditty.
“Yo ho, yo ho, a pirate’s life for me,” they sang.
Mr. Bashly, headmaster of Fort Fernbottom, spoke of courage and new beginnings for the children who came home to Fort Fernbottom. He handed out bravery awards, and the choir sang the school song.
Where Magic Lights the Way
In halls where starlight lingers, and secrets fill the air, we learn with hearts of wonder. Adventure everywhere. The books are maps to kingdoms. The spells a guiding flame. Together, we discover the world will never be the same.
Chorus
Raise your voice, let it soar. Magic opens every door! Hand in hand, we’ll brave the skies with courage shining in our eyes. Here at our school, we laugh and play where magic lights the way! 
Verse 2: The forest whispers stories. The rivers sing along. Our friendship is the power. That makes us brave and strong. From dragons to the shadows, from riddles old and new, we face the great unknown, with dreams we’ll see come true.
Chorus
Raise your voice, let it soar. Magic opens every door! Hand in hand, we’ll brave the skies with courage shining in our eyes. Here at our school, we laugh and play where magic lights the way! 
Then the festivities were over the Rescue Team consisting of Nina, Jake, Bartie, Ariana, Jess, Benter, Hannah, Camilla, Drake, and Sarah wandered across the quad towards the treehouse forest, happy, filled to the brim, still singing, laughing, and talking.
Once the they reached the inner circle of staircases, the team raced to their various homes to return later to Nina and Jake’s treehouse, now the Rescue Team Headquarters. Shortly thereafter, it hummed with visitors. The kitchen table, once the site of countless midnight plots, now groaned under a feast of snacks, cakes, and cookies that kept visitors full and occupied until midnight. Then, almost at once, they were alone again.
Jake and Bartie took their usual spot in front of the fireplace, where Bartie slept, and eventually Jake would drift off, watching the flames licking the wood that never burned away. Nina rocked back and forth in her rocking chair, gazing into the fire, contemplating all that had transpired.
While many issues were solved last year, a few mysteries still lingered. How did Jonathan and Laura Jons send a message to Nina and Jake that arrived in a bottle and that had washed ashore on Peter’s Island? Even before that, Jake had found his father’s pocket watch in one of the many caves in Crystal's Caverns, but how had it gotten there? The caverns were one of several 'Areas' magically created by the Fernbottom children and their father, Fineus Fernbottom who founded Owenroake Home for Children, a very extraordinary orphanage.
Nina and Jake still carried the relics given to them by their parents, the Tula and Locket, which were much more than mere keepsakes. The magical artifacts had rescued the Jons' children from certain doom many times over. The evil villain, Zortimer, coveted these rare items with an obsession that bordered on madness. He had dispatched his fairy minions to infiltrate Fort Fernbottom, determined to claim these two treasures by any means necessary. Despite his relentless efforts, Nina’s locket remained safely around her neck, its surface etched with ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. Jake kept the Tula close – a curious wooden carving of a monkey head having the body of a man and adorned with delicate feathers. Mr. Bashly had examined the symbols on Nina’s locket during one of their meetings and revealed the heirloom's purpose as protection.
Nina was determined to make this school year count. Her schedule brimmed with courses designed to sharpen her abilities—Advanced Elemental Manipulation, Psychic Defense Techniques, and Power Amplification Theory. But her heart raced with anticipation for treasure-hunting season. She’d traced her fingers along the same kinds of weathered maps her great-grandparents once followed, her pulse quickening with each cryptic symbol deciphered. Two years ago, Nina and her friends combined their gifts to overcome an impossible obstacle, and then find the Shadow Cavern, an enormous hidden cache of treasure.
Fort Fernbottom shifted seamlessly from summer’s last shimmer into the brisk technicolor of autumn. It was only then that the true magic of the place revealed itself, because no other institution on the continent, or perhaps in the world, celebrated the holidays with the riotous zeal of Fort Fernbottom.
Within a week, they would string floating lanterns that bobbed like flickering stars on every tree in the orchard, and the first projectiles of the annual Apple War would scatter the lawns. An event in which first-years armed themselves with fruit and cardboard shields and staged underdog coups against second-year students until Mrs. Beetle had to intervene. There was a tradition that each house had to design a scarecrow for the Harvest Masquerade. Last year, Nina had planned to construct one out of old spell books and weave firefly lanterns into its hair and beard—another missed event because of a Rescue Team mission.
Holidays at the Fort stretched across the entire calendar. In a single week in October, students would carve enchanted jack-o’-lanterns in the morning, engage in costumed duels at lunch, and then take part in the somber, candle-lit Lantern Walk to honor lost loved ones by nightfall. Between these events, students enjoyed spectral banquets, capture-the-flag tournaments, and the annual Pie Raid on the kitchens, a crime the faculty scored.
No one enjoyed this kaleidoscopic barrage more than Nina, who returned from each event flushed and breathless, already plotting how to improve her team’s odds for the next competition. Despite the traditions, Nina sensed that her time at Fort Fernbottom was running out, moment by moment. She needed to enjoy every activity, class, and event. But since they had locked up Zortimer, she felt tempted to hope that all the events and celebrations might be possible this year.
While the flames flickered in the hearth, Jake whispered, “Do you think Mom and Dad know we’re safe?”
Nina subconsciously hunched her shoulders and fingered the locket as the fire reflected gold off its face. “I think they always know.” She wasn’t sure, but saying it aloud was reassuring.
Outside the window, the moonlight cast shadows onto the rug, and Jake watched Bartie’s paws twitch in his sleep. "It’s weird, right?" Jake muttered. "After all that, it’s actually quiet." The silence of the treehouse pressed in, thick and a little uneasy. It was not, Nina thought, the silence that meant trouble was over, but more like the quiet that settled right before a storm went full throttle. 
“Better try to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a full day back at school,” suggested Nina. But after all they had been through to get the missing children home, she wasn’t certain restful sleep would be an option.
Jake moaned something that sounded like a ‘yeah’ and nodded into the warm orange glow, grateful to be with his sister, at least for now. He watched Bartie twitch in his sleep, perhaps dreaming of chasing squirrels on the Fort Fernbottom quad.
The Rescue Team had earned its rest, but Jake, even at the edge of sleep, could not shake the feeling that trouble had only taken a brief holiday. In a short dream that night, he was back in Crystal's Caverns, squeezing through the narrowest bends with Bartie’s nose guiding the way. He was grateful to Bartie. Did anyone ever have a more faithful friend or companion?
In the morning, the Rescue Team would meet together for breakfast before classes. Having near-death experiences bonded friendships, and they needed to know daily that everyone was safe.

      [image: ]The night passed without incident, and dawn broke with the metallic taste of impending rain. In the distance, the thrum of bells from the main hall pealed at sunrise. Nina woke first, uneasy, and surprised she had slept at all. She sat at the window with knees drawn to her chin, eyes fixed on the maze of walkways connecting the treehouses. As she watched, shapes darted from tree to tree and a faint movement at the edge of the quad. Something hunched and dark crossed the clearing, then vanished into a tunnel of fog. The shadows set Nina’s nerves on fire. She padded to Jake’s bed, where he sat blinking. He yawned, stretched, and, for a second, believed the sense of peace might last.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
Nina’s gaze remained on the window, the tension in her voice as thin and sharp as splinters. “Someone’s out there. Watching the treehouses.” She pressed her palm to the glass. “Not a person. Something.”
Jake crept beside her, careful not to rouse Bartie, who snored softly in his sleep. In the faint, shifting dawn, he made out a blur at the edge of the woods—a lumpish silhouette with movements too deliberate to be accidental or an animal. For a moment, it seemed to study them, then it melted further into the shadows.
Nina pulled her bathrobe tight around her shoulders. “Do you think Zortimer could have—?”
“He’s locked up. They said so last night, remember?” reminded Jake.
She shook her head, flicking her braid over her shoulder. “Even locked up, he has minions. If Zortimer wants something, he’ll find a way.”
Jake knuckled a fist under his eye and squinted into the milky-blue morning, but whatever she’d seen had already disappeared. “Probably groundskeeper Dawdle out for a walk.”
“It wasn’t Dawdle.” The certainty in her tone made Jake’s heart hop with a jittery dread.
Bartie, roused by the quiet alarm in Nina’s posture, uncurled and trotted over. He sniffed the air, nose painting slow, deliberate arcs. But then his hackles bristled. “Notz Dawdle. Smellz like dragon hide. Old, burnt.” He licked his lips with a tremble. “Or goblin scentz,” said Bartie.






  
  Chapter two
Rescue Team Meeting


After the sun came up and the fog cleared, Nina sent Jake to remind the Rescue Team of the morning meeting at 8 o’clock. He ran up the stairs to Ariana’s treehouse first. 
Intelligent and gifted, Ariana Martin also lived in Fort Fernbottom. She was Nina’s mentor when they arrived at Owenroake, and now she was Nina’s best friend; even sister was more apt than mentor.
Jake knocked again and again. No one answered, so he ran down the stairs to the homes of the following team members. Hannah and Camilla, the youngest members of the rescue team, were part of the last mission and proved invaluable assets. Hannah could fly, and Camilla could become invisible. They lived with Violet, their school-appointed mentor, and the three became close friends.
Once again, Jake knocked, but there was no response. He was about to run to the next treehouse, but the door opened.
“Hi, Jake,” greeted Hannah.
“Nina sent me to get the team. We have a team meeting and might have another emergency!” spewed Jake. “The meeting's at our house. Is Ariana here?”
“I haven’t seen Ariana, but we’ll hurry. Do you care whether Violet comes? She feels bad she missed the last mission,” said Hannah.
“I’m certain she’ll be welcome, just hurry, Nina’s waiting.”
“Do you need me to do a flyover to locate Ariana?” asked Hannah.
“Yeah, that would be outstanding. Thanks,” replied Jake.
Jake rushed down to the Burke house. Drake Burke joined the crew to save his missing sister, Sarah, from Zortimer’s gold mines, where the wicked villain had been forcing kidnapped orphans to work. Sarah saved Jake’s life after multiple vampire bats had bitten him. Nina said he was bleeding to death until Sarah used her powers of healing to close his wounds and stop the bleeding. Drake had the power of great strength, although Jake had never seen him use his powers. He knocked on their door until it cracked.
“Hey, what’s up, Jake?” asked Drake.
“Remember? There’s a meeting this morning at our house?”
“Sarah’s asleep, and I hate to leave her alone, but we’ll be there. We might be a little late.”
“No problem. Do your best. See you in a few,” responded Jake.
Drake closed the door as a goblin poked a sharp spear into his side and mumbled something indiscernible. The ugly goblin pushed Drake away from the door and back into Sarah’s room, where she slumbered unaware of their evil visitor. The goblin looked down at her.
“Leave her alone; she won’t be of any use to you. Take me,” offered Drake.
Sarah had fallen asleep earlier, and Drake tried to wake her, but nothing worked. He was about to leave to get medical help when the goblin appeared out of thin air inside their tree house.
The goblin growled, unsure of his orders. “Two prisoners better than one,” he mumbled as he poked Sarah with the spearhead.
“You poke her one more time, and I’ll have to do something awful to you,” warned Drake.
The goblin turned and stood looking at Drake, waiting for him to make a move. Then, frowning, it poked the spear towards Drake, urging him to get back. Uncertain of his own ability to fight against an armed goblin, Drake stepped back. He still needed to find his power. He told his friends he had great strength, but that was a lie. Everyone possessed such impressive abilities, everyone except him.
Drake tried to think of what Sarah might have eaten before falling asleep. One minute she was fine, and the next she slumped over, snoring at the dinner table. Drake carried her to her bed and tucked her in, believing the trauma of the mines and coming back to Fort Fernbottom exhausted her.
They were having such a good time, eating one of the excellent meals that appeared when one became hungry. Sarah’s return had filled Drake with joy after months of her being missing. They laughed and sang together. Drake had an incredible singing voice, but never let on about it or sang in public. Sarah loved hearing him, and he had been humming one of her favorite songs when she fell asleep.
Now, the goblin poked him again to move him into the kitchen. Six more goblins had appeared and were looking for something. They were tearing the house apart. The kitchen chairs were in shambles, and they had poked a hole in the wall. At this rate, they were going to annihilate the dwelling until it fell from the tree.
Drake was becoming desperate. He had to act, but the new goblins wielded spears and swords. Ten more goblins popped into their home from nowhere. Some mysterious power was building within him, rising and filling his head until he sneezed. Sarah screamed from her bedroom, and Drake ran to her during the confusion of the arriving goblins.
“Drake, what’s going on?” demanded Sarah.
“I don’t know - they just started appearing and tearing up our house,” said Drake.
“Sing Drake! Your singing put me to sleep. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. It’s your power,” pleaded Sarah.
“Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?” asked Drake.
“I know, but do it anyway. The goblins are going to destroy our treehouse and kill us!”
Drake cleared his voice while the goblins ripped up the floorboards. The fireplace fell to the ground, and the living room walls crumbled over. Then he began to sing a lullaby, and the goblins stopped to listen. As Drake continued, their goblin eyes grew heavy until, blinking, they slumped to the floor and began snoring.
“I told you so,” said Sarah.
“What a stupid power! How can I explain this to the others?” asked Drake.
“You won’t have to. When you need to use your power, just hum,” said Sarah, smiling.
“Come on, let’s get out of here before the stairs crumble. We’ve got to get to the rescue meeting and tell the others.”
“How did you wake me?” asked Sarah.
“Ahhh, I sneezed, and that woke you up.”
“Wow, now that’s funny,” said Sarah, smirking.

      [image: ]After knocking, Benter entered the Rescue Team Headquarters with Ariana. Hannah, Camilla, Violet, Jake, and Jess followed a few minutes later, and Bartie lay asleep in front of the fire as usual.
"Thanks for coming, everyone. I have a few questions for Drake and Benter, and then we’ll discuss classes. Also, something else happened this morning,” said Nina.
“Drake and Sarah might be a little late, so help yourself to breakfast,” added Jake.
After a while, there was a knock on the door, and in came Drake and Sarah.
“Hey, you guys, glad you could make it. Now we can begin,” said Nina, turning to address the rest of the team.
“Hold up, we need to tell you what happened to us,” said Drake. Goblins attacked Sarah and me this morning, or at least our treehouse. About twenty of them appeared at our house with spears and swords. They were looking for something and almost tore our house down in the search process.”
“Are you both alright?” asked Ariana.
“Shaken, but yes. Why target our house?” asked Drake.
“Well, this is bad news,” said Benter. “Goblins are under Zortimer’s control and part of his army.”
“Mr. Bashly will need this information right away, and they might want to evacuate the Areas,” offered Ariana.
“They’re aware,” said Benter. “The security alarms went off before dawn, but they won’t evacuate. That would be like handing Fort Fernbottom over to Zortimer. There is a possibility that Mr. Bashly can enhance the area boundaries to keep the goblins out.”
“Also, you should know that Sarah told me there are lots more children in the mines. Bartie found only a small pocket of workers. There are kids and adults in parts of the mines who have not seen the light of day in years,” said Drake.
“Well then, I guess that settles it. We are going back in,” said Jess.
“We are a rescue team,” agreed Hannah.
“Yep,” added Camilla.
“I don’t think any of us wants to risk the lives of anyone on this team. If any of you want to stay here and fight in the Areas, you will do a great service to Owenroake and Fort Fernbottom. The breach needs to be closed,” added Benter.
“This time will be different. Zortimer is enticing us. He wants us back in the Underworld. We were lucky on the last mission that we had allies to help fight.” Nina said, “We don’t know what creatures he’ll use to attack us this time. He might recruit new ones or conjure them. I want Sarah and Camilla to stay with Violet if we go back in. No arguments.”
Sarah, who had just returned to Fort Fernbottom, and
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