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  Prologue


Previously in the Jalina Jons Adventure Series... 


Jalina Jons and the Owenroake Treasure Hunters ~ Book 1
When Jalina (Nina) Jons and her brother Jake become orphans, they are taken to the notorious Owenroake Home for Children against their wishes. The home is the terrible place they expect, with gruel, harsh masters, and dirty uniforms. When they are taken through a magical forest into Fort Fernbottom, they experience living in treehouses, finds powers, and view magical events. Later, they compete in a school treasure hunt and the adventure turns into chaos. Stranded, lost, and hungry, the team faces overwhelming, even life-threatening odds during a tunnel collapse. Nina must use all of her wit and special powers to try to save her team.

      [image: ]Jalina Jons and the Rescue Team ~ Book 2 
Between spellbinding classes and mastering their powers, Jalina (Nina) Jons and Jake, her brother, thrive during the second year at the Fort Fernbottom School of Magic. When a sinister villain breaches the Fort’s defenses, children vanish without a trace. With more danger closing in, Nina forms a Rescue Team and sets out on a perilous mission that could unravel everything. As the stakes rise and the mystery deepens, only courage, magic, and unity can save the orphans and Fort Fernbottom itself from disaster. Will Nina and the Rescue Team be able to find and save the missing orphans in time?

      [image: ]Jalina Jons and the Goblet of Gyantor ~ Book 3
In the third year, sinister creatures shattered the protective boundary guarding the Areas under Zortimer’s command. Slipping past the weakened magic, they made their way into Fort Fernbottom. The goblins, trolls, and fairies raised all kinds of trouble. They took over buildings and coated the entire area in glitter dust, a magical potion the fairies showered on enemies to incapacitate them. The goblins were the worst, and Mr. Bashly, the school administrator, created a Goblin Hunter Unit to capture them. He also sent part of the Rescue Team on a mission to find the Goblet of Gyantor, a magical artifact needed to reseal the Boundary. But they must risk life and limb to survive three impossible trials in order to get the artifact. Can they unlock the immense power of the Goblet of Gyantor to seal the boundary before it’s too late?

      [image: ]Jalina Jons and the Book of Ancient Magic ~ Book 4 
The fourth year at Fort Fernbottom begins on a celebratory note, marked by a delicious “Welcome Back Fall Feast” that fills the school with joy and excitement. Another magical year, with no sign of trouble on the horizon, begins. But the atmosphere quickly shifts when a new boy arrives at the magic school, bringing a collection of intriguing gifts, most notably an eerie puzzle. The puzzle becomes the center of attention as it transforms into a captivating game that every student is eager to play. Jalina (Nina) Jons and her brother Jake grow suspicious of the puzzle’s unusual allure when students cannot resist the pull of the puzzle. Realizing the danger, the Rescue Team must prevent the last puzzle piece from being placed, but they are too late, and the puzzle releases an ancient, powerful sorceress. Fort Fernbottom is turned into a frozen wasteland and students into ice zombie slaves. Their only hope is to find an answer in the Book of Ancient Magic, but will it be in time?

      [image: ]Jalina Jons and the King of the Dragons ~ Book 5 
As Nina and Jake enjoy their summer at the farmhouse, they receive an urgent message to return early to the Fort Fernbottom School of Magic. Their hopes of a normal school year fade quickly when it’s discovered that powerful artifacts have been taken from the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts. New magical protections had been put in place, so how could the artifacts have been stolen? Nina suggests the only one capable of completing such a task would be Daxton, an enemy with an invisibility cloak. When dragons attack Fort Fernbottom, the Rescue Team and the Goblin Hunters must fight to the death. Things look dire when a new, totally unexpected ally shows up. Who could it be, and will they help the Rescue Team defeat the dragons?

      [image: ]Jalina Jons and the House of Malcontent ~ Book 6
The sixth year at Fort Fernbottom kicks off with a burst of excitement as a dazzling Halloween Carnival comes to the magic school. With dazzling magic shows, whimsical rides, and plenty of costumes, the carnival is the perfect getaway for students looking to take a fun break from their studies. But the fun quickly turns to fear when strange transformations occur during the haunted house ride. Nina and her brother Jake, and the Rescue Team are summoned to uncover the truth, only to find the mystery deepening. Peter’s Island falls under attack by a mysterious magical adversary, while a monstrous creature rises from the depths of Marissa’s Lake to create havoc. Overhead, enchanted flying elves swoop down on King’s Castle, stirring up chaos. As magical threats multiply and the team struggles to keep up, Nina must lead her friends, including the dragons and their elf allies, through a whirlwind of danger, deception, and dark enchantments.  






  
  Chapter one
Missing


Nina knew the nightmare was real before she ever opened her eyes. Finding her hands and feet bound, she used magic to free herself with spells she’d practiced over the summer, which were already proving to be useful. She stood and surveyed the cavern. Nothing appeared abnormal from an underground perspective, but she knew she didn’t will herself to this place. It was probable she wasn’t alone. 
The last thing she remembered was returning to Fort Fernbottom from summer break and starting her new class schedule. She was excited to be taking many advanced classes at the magic school this year. Jake had argued with her about what courses he should be taking when she noticed he only had three classes - History of Magical Wars, Wizarding Games, and Creating Golems 101. But nothing had seemed off.
At the end of last year, the Rescue Team discovered a new foe might be coming to Fort Fernbottom. Mortimer Hexley, who had been the notorious Zortimer, was changed back to a man by using a spell reversal potion. Mr. Hexley warned them about the foe who had cursed him, someone far more powerful than they could ever imagine. Nina hoped they would be prepared for such a villain. 
A. Friend, her mysterious contact who could see into the future, had been silent during their last mission. She needed advice when things got bad, but word didn’t come until the mission was over. Then the unknown friend sent a student named MJ to meet with Nina and deliver a message. MJ said that the messages sent last year were intercepted, and they couldn’t send any more until they found the source of the leak. This new message MJ recited said Nina would need to make a difficult decision that would affect the entire magical world. She gave her a magical coin that would guide her in making the correct choice. 
Up ahead, Nina heard water dripping as she rounded a curve in the tunnel. A tiny shadow shifted in the gloom—small, but upright and moving with a speed that made her pause. Nina flattened herself against the wet rock, barely daring to breathe. The shape scurried into the dim glow of a patch of phosphorescent moss. It wore a pointed red hat and a green shirt cinched with a corded belt, paired with brown pants tucked into cloth shoes the color of river clay. A timeworn face with a large nose and a chin covered in a long white beard viewed the tunnel as though it had misplaced something.
Nina’s heart skipped. A gnome. Not the friendly, garden-variety sort that sometimes dotted neighborhood yards back home. This was an underground gnome, notorious for their trickery and fierce loyalty to the ancient court. The ones who lived in Area Eleven. She had read about them but never encountered one outside of textbooks. The gnome paused, head cocking on a wiry neck as if hearing her breathing. She came out from behind the corner, and the gnome shrieked, then cried in a language she had never heard before and ran away.
“Wait! I won’t hurt you. Let’s talk,” Nina called, but the tunnel was filled with little feet coming towards her, not away from her. Not knowing what the gnomes might do to her, she bolted in the opposite direction. A glance behind showed a phalanx of red hats and sharp implements glinting dully in the moss light. Pitchforks, miniature but wickedly barbed, and what looked like sharpened bone skewers bounced towards her. Nina’s pulse leaped, and she barreled down the tunnel, boots slapping in sync with the rising, angry chorus of gnomish shouts. Turning corners at random, she ducked into a side shaft barely wider than her shoulders, hoping their stunted bodies would slow them down in the squeeze. But no such luck. The gnomes fit perfectly, swarming after her, their war cries echoing with uncanny ferocity.
Nina pressed her palm to the wall, searching desperately for some escape, a secret door, a chink in the magical matrix of the tunnel. She remembered from her summer studies that some of the gnome passageways were riddled with illusions and traps to keep invaders out. Or in. She drew a breath, tasting the earthy tang. 
Nina patted her jacket pockets with trembling fingers. The left yielded a linty ball and a wrapper from her favorite gum. The right held the stupid coin. Cool and perfectly round, it pulsed against her palm, reminding her that she still had a new mission and maybe this was it. But behind that was a lump that she’d all but forgotten. 
The compact mirror-sized disk Mr. Bashly had left her with last year during the attack on Fort Fernbottom. A portable portal. She flicked it open as the war cries grew shrill and close. Nina thumbed the activation rune and hurled the disk ahead, calling out her desired destination. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the disk popped open, unfurling a sparking swirl of blue and amber light that shimmered and twirled. Jumping into the portal, she remembered to reach back and grab the artifact to close the door behind her. She found herself in the woods beyond the treehouse headquarters in the dark. 
Nina moved quickly to the winding staircase and up to her home in the trees. When she entered the treehouse, nothing seemed out of place. Bartie, their superhero dog, snored in front of the fireplace with all fours in the air. She found Jake sound asleep in his room. All appeared as she had left it in her room. No glitter dust on her sheets, windows closed, no clue as to how she ended up across the magical world into Area Eleven where the unapologetically reclusive gnomes dwelt.

      [image: ]The next morning, she poured out of bed, dressed, and when she entered the kitchen, Jake looked like he’d seen a ghost. Bartie jumped on her, barking and carrying on as though she had been gone a month.
“What happened to you?” asked Jake.
“What do you mean? I had a rough night but finally got some sleep. What’s wrong with the two of you?” Nina asked.
“Well, for one thing, you’ve been gone for a week unless you hid under your bed. I didn’t check that. The Rescue Team was about to go on a mission to find you, but we didn’t know where to start,” said Jake.
 “A week? How’s that possible?” Nina replied.
“I don’t know, but we better call an emergency team meeting, so everyone knows you’re back. I’ll send a note to Mr. Bashly too,” Jake said.
“What day is it?” Nina called after him. 
“Sunday,” Jake yelled back as he put the slips of paper into the fire that would travel to the team members and the headmaster.

      [image: ]The team showed up in record time, clad in pajama bottoms and sweatshirts, each holding a mug of their favorite hot drink. Benter was the only one fully dressed in casual daily attire. Jess arrived late, sporting a blanket wrapped around her to cover her footed jammies. They all welcomed Nina back with hugs and waited for her to tell them all. She let everyone grab plates from the kitchen as the familiar popping sounds heralded the magical arrival of food whenever it was wished for.
As they settled in the common room, a squirrel tapped on the window holding a folded piece of paper. Flying squirrels were often used across Fort Fernbottom instead of fireplace messaging. Bartie gazed longingly at the creature, wanting to chase it. 
“Later, Bartie,” said Nina, scratching his ears. “I’ll take you out on the quad, and you can chase a hundred squirrels,” promised Nina.
Bartie huffed and lay back in front of the fire as Nina opened the small mail door. She grabbed the paper and gave the little messenger a few nuts in exchange. Unfolding the folded note, she read aloud: 
“Dear Miss Jons, 
We are thrilled to learn of your safe return. Please join me in my office at your earliest convenience. Mr. Bashly.”
"That’s a shock,” said Nina, unsurprised. “I guess you all would like to know where I’ve been. Well, so would I. I don't remember leaving, and I can only piece together fragments of the last hour of where I ended up, and how I got back here.”
“Let’s start with where you ended up,” Benter said. 
“I woke up in a cavern or a tunnel, tied up. Using a few spells, I managed to loosen the bindings and free myself. I wandered around for a bit, and then came across what I believe was a gnome. I startled him, and he ran away yelling and screaming. When he returned, he wasn’t alone. Twenty or thirty gnomes, each one foot or two feet tall, ran with him towards me, carrying sharpened pitchforks. Well, then I ran until I remembered I might have a portal with me in my jacket. I used that portal to get back to Fort Fernbottom, and you know the rest,” said Nina.  
“We might be able to give you a memory potion to help you recall the rest of the week,” offered Sarah. 
“Alright, but not today,” replied Nina, hoping for fewer questions she couldn’t answer. “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”
Ariana checked her notes. “The Golem class had an incident. Jake?”
Jake wiped his hands on his hoodie and sighed. “Long story short: my clay monster got loose and tried to escape through the supply closet. Professor Galen thinks I’m a prodigy. Or a menace. Possibly both.”
Bartie’s tail thumped approvingly. “Jakez golemz the bestz.”
Nina grinned. “Menace sounds about right.”
Benter was quiet but then spoke, “I think it’s interesting that you were transported to Area Eleven. That’s where Mr. Bashly had suggested part of the team go with the rescued children as a safe location.”
“Yeah, maybe we should check the Atlas to see if the page for Area Eleven is still there?” suggested Jess. The team had used the Atlas in previous missions. Pages from the Atlas could be burned to transport a group of people to that location. 
“Maybe you were sleepwalking and lit that page?” said Drake. 
“Well, it was anything but a safe location anyway,” replied Nina.
“Maybe the gnomes are less receptive to an invited quest,” Violet offered.
“I will check with Mr. Bashly and report back to you guys tomorrow,” said Nina. 
As the team left, Ariana put her hand on Nina’s arm. “We’re just happy you’re back and unharmed. We don’t want to lose you again for any length of time.”
“Thanks,” Nina replied, “I don’t want to be lost.”

      [image: ]Sunday afternoon dragged on. Nina curled up with Bartie on the couch and fell asleep. When she woke up, Jake was shaking her shoulder. “Shouldn’t you go over to Mr. Bashly’s office?”
“No, I don’t want to. I’ll go in the morning. Maybe I can remember something by then,” Nina said. 
“That’s not really normal for you, you know?” responded Jake. 
“Yeah, I get it. But apparently, I’m no longer myself.” 
“What do you mean by that?” Jake asked. 
“I feel different, somehow. I’m not myself after losing a week. It’s weird. Who knows what they did to me?” she questioned.
“Yeah, I’ve been there several times. As a vampire, as a dragon, as a speeding vapor, and I don’t remember what else,” Jake chuckled. 
“True. You do understand. I’m hoping Mr. Bashly will, too,” Nina responded.  






  
  Chapter two
Sorting Things Out


The next morning, Nina left for Mr. Bashly’s office, hoping he might shed light on her abduction. Bartie, unable to forget the squirrel messenger from yesterday, came with her to chase the flying squirrels across the quad. He wasn’t wearing his cape today, so he wouldn’t be able to catch them. It was great exercise for him, and she would pick him up after her meeting. 
Inside the admin building, the bustle of students and Fall decorations filled the air, and she could hear some classes already in discussion. When she arrived at Mr. Bashly’s office, the door was partially open. She knocked twice and waited. 
“Enter, Miss Jons,” said the familiar voice inside. 
“Hello, Mr. Bashly,” Nina answered, uncertain what the reception would be. 
 “Please sit,” Mr. Bashly remarked, still going through his mass of paperwork. 
Nina sat in her familiar orange vinyl chair with the tiny rip in the corner. The same chair she always sat in when in Mr. Bashly’s office. It was almost like a friend after seven years. 
Mr. Bashly raised his head and stared at her. “Well, welcome home. We were quite concerned about you. Can you tell me what happened?” asked the headmaster. 
“I’m really not certain. When I came to, I was sitting in a tunnel or cavern, bound with rope,” Nina started and then poured out the rest, including using the portal to get back to Fort Fernbottom. She told him what Padimure had said about Area Eleven during the last mission when they were at Havenridge Hollow, and that she believed the small creatures were gnomes. 
“Did you find anything in your bedroom left or disturbed?” asked Mr. Bashly. 
“Only this,” said Nina as she held up a small white feather. 
“May I?” Mr. Bashly asked, reaching across his ornate desk for the item. “This appears to be a normal feather, but it’s likely not. The gnomes exchange a magical memento when they take something. In this case, you.”
“What would they want with me?” Nina asked. 
“I’m not sure yet, but they’ve been reaching out to Fort Fernbottom for a year. Little things I’ve noticed here and there. The gnomes are very secretive and shy, but they oversee immense power, wealth, and time,” said Mr. Bashly. “May I study this?” he asked, holding the feather.
“Of course,” Nina said. “I recall reading some of that in Advanced Magical Creatures, but not about time. How do they oversee time?” Nina inquired. 
“They are called Afterkeep Gnomes, and they are a clan that, given the right circumstances, can time-travel if necessary to correct time hiccups. They can also impart the power to others, but I believe it’s a rare occurrence for a particular purpose,” said Mr. Bashly. He tapped the end of his ink pen several times on a large stack of lined yellow writing pads. 
“Time travel is a power?” asked Nina. 
“Yes, an extremely rare one.” Mr.Bashly paused and then asked, “How are you feeling since you arrived home?”  
“Awkward and different somehow, but I did lose a week. I’m also tired and out of sorts, Nina answered.
“Is anything different since you arrived back? Anything you noticed is the wrong color, wrong person, any slight differences?”  
“Not really,” said Nina thoughtfully. “But now that you mention it, when I woke in the cavern, I was wearing my jacket and boots. I wasn’t wearing those when I went to sleep, only sweats and a shirt. If I hadn’t had the jacket, I might still be in the tunnels of Area Eleven.”
“Let me know if anything else changes, will you?” Mr. Bashly asked. 
“I will, but why? What could change?” Nina pressured. 
“It’s probably nothing, but when gnomes time-travel, there are always ripples. Tiny inconsistencies that no one might notice. Time travel is like throwing a small rock into a pool of water. The further out the ripples travel, the smaller the waves become. If I figure out what they’re up to, I’ll let you know. Meanwhile, carry on, Miss Jons, and be happy you’re home.”

      [image: ]Nina left his office as she had one hundred times before, frustrated and confused. She picked up Bartie on the quad and found him lying in the sun by Camilla.
“Hi Camilla,” Nina said, not wanting to startle her. 
“Oh, hey Nina,” responded Camilla, peering over the top of her book. “I’m just studying for a test in Ancient Herbology. Bartie’s helping me.”
Bartie looked at Camilla with adoration and let out a soft woof as she gently stroked his fur with one hand while holding her book in the other.
“Yeah, he appears to be helping quite a bit,” Nina laughed. “We’ll be having a Rescue Team meeting tonight at six. Do you think you and your Bartie fan club can attend?”
“We’ll be there, right Bartie?” Camilla answered as she placed a kiss on Bartie’s sleeping head. 
“See you then,” said Nina as she marched off to get something at the Whispering Woods Cafe. 
Inside the café, the hum of students talking and laughing rose in the air. Nina loved the aroma of spiced apple cider, cinnamon, and scones. She ordered one of the now-famous drinks and grabbed a cinnamon roll off the counter. Heading towards the back corner, she found Ariana poring over at least five books from classes. 
“Hey,” Nina said as she sat across from her at the table for two. 
Ariana grinned and moved some of her books to the far side of the table. “Hey!” she responded. “How did it go?”
“What?” asked Nina. 
“Your talk with Mr. Bashly, of course,” Ariana answered, perturbed. 
“Oh, you know how those talks go, something and then nothing,” Nina laughed. 
“Well, it’s good to hear you laugh anyway,” said Ariana.
“How are your classes coming?” asked Nina. 
“Good. Well, mostly good. I don’t like my Dark Magic class. It’s too weird and evil, like Mr. Rutledge,” Ariana laughed. 
“Yeah, that’s why he teaches it. He’s an expert,” chuckled Nina. 
They sat quietly for a moment, then Ariana looked at Nina. “You realize you can tell me anything and I won’t tell. You can trust me, Nina,” she said. 
“Thanks, I know that. But I don’t have any new secrets to tell. I can’t remember them,” said Nina. 
“Have you considered taking the potion Sarah offered you?” Ariana asked. 
“Yes, but if there are secrets, I’m not sure I want to find out about them. It might endanger all of us,” responded Nina. 
“I don’t think it works like that with a Rescue Team. We’re into secrets; it’s our job,” said Ariana. 
“Yeah, you’re right. The next mission is happening whether I want it to or not,” responded Nina.
“Sarah said you take the potion, sleep, and then wake up with your memories restored. That might be worth any risk,” explained Ariana.
 “Okay, if it works like that, I’ll take it tonight after the team leaves,” said Nina. 
“Tonight?” asked Ariana. 
“Team meeting at six. Can you make it?” Nina asked. 
“I’ll be there,” said Ariana. 
They sat in silence, Ariana reading and sipping her drink, while Nina considered whether she had told the team about her last note from A. Friend, MJ, and the coin she was given at the end of last year. Her thoughts were becoming muddled since she got back, but she would tell them tonight after a team dinner. Then, when she went to bed, she would take Sarah’s memory potion.

      [image: ]The team arrived in groups as they normally did. Violet, Sarah, Hannah, and Camilla arrived first with cookies and candies from the new sweet shop on the quad. Jess, Drake, and Ariana came next with smoked ham and rolls. Benter brought a beautiful bouquet of fall flowers for the table, and an aged root beer drink laced with black licorice he picked up at the café. Jake and Bartie had desserts covered with extra candies. The rest of the meal popped onto the table as everyone sat down. Drake offered grace as he usually did for the more official team dinners, and they all agreed with an “Amen” in unison. 
 Laughter filled the room with jokes, teasing, and retold stories about one another. Drake and Jess argued amiably about the best way to reinforce King’s Castle, should they have another attack this year. Hannah and Camilla were creating friendship bracelets from some of the candies they brought. The colored pieces whispered affirmations like “best friends, love, kindness, beauty, and forever.”
After the meal, everyone gravitated toward the couches and oversized pillows in the common room. Nina sank between Sarah and Ariana, the knot in her chest finally slackening as the team sprawled around her, passing mugs and plates, warmth pooling from the hearth. This, she realized, was the only place she felt normal right now. Or rather, the closest to normal she could remember since her return.
She waited until the noise tapered off, then cleared her throat, rising to stand in front of the fireplace. 
“Okay, before we break into games or whatever—” She glanced around, pleased to see every single head turn her direction, even Bartie’s, though he was busily investigating Jake’s pant cuffs for dropped cheese puffs. “I need to tell you all something I forgot to before. I, uh… got a message from A. Friend.”
She paused there, the words reluctant as a sneeze she didn’t want to have. “Right before the end of last year, I got a new note. It said to meet A. Friend at the old greenhouse, and not to tell anyone. It was urgent. I almost threw the note away, but something drew me there. When I arrived, A. Friend wasn’t there, but had sent a student to meet with me and deliver the message. A student named MJ told me the notes for our last mission were intercepted before I received them. But the real message was that I’d have to make a decision, a hard one. MJ gave me this coin,” said Nina, holding up the artifact. “She said this magic coin would guide me to make the correct decision when the time comes.”
Jake leaned over her shoulder and squinted at it. “Does it do anything if you flip it?” The coin was unnervingly heavy, colder than it should be. Nina rolled it over in her fingers. “I haven’t tried.” She flipped it into the air. A crescent moon on one side and a star on the other side. When it landed, the side facing up, the star, glowed.
“So, what’s the choice?” Jess’s eyebrows were drawn together, her focus absolute.
Nina shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing feels different yet.”
“So, what did Mr. Bashly say?” asked Drake.
She told them everything. Nothing about that feather tripped any alarms with the others. Benter’s gaze lingered in thought, and Sarah pressed one hand over her forehead, trying to fend off a headache. Nina pressed ahead, warning the team that Mr. Bashly said there could be ripples in time, subtle changes that might spread out, making things different. She didn’t even know what to call it.
“If we find something that’s always been one way but now seems wrong, we should tell you?” Hannah’s voice was uncertain and pinched. 
“Exactly,” Nina said. “Even if it’s dumb or small.”
“It’s not dumb,” said Camilla. “It’s, like, cosmic. Right?”
Bartie looked up from licking the inside of a pudding cup. “Iz therez magical gnomz inz the Areaz?”
“Not yet,” Nina told him, stroking his ridiculous velvet triangle ears. “But let me know if you sense anything, Bartie. I’m counting on everyone to sort this out.”
Before leaving, Sarah handed the memory restore potion to Nina. 
“Any directions?” Nina asked.
“Nope, drink the entire bottle when you get into bed. Make sure you’re lying down. The sleeping ingredient will work first, and fast. There shouldn’t be any side effects. Good luck,” Sarah smiled and hugged her.

      [image: ]That night, Jake wanted to stay up and watch Nina to make sure she didn’t disappear again, but she refused and told him to get a good night’s sleep. He reluctantly stole away to the couch in the common room with Bartie. They were both worried and nervous about the potion.
Nina sat upright in bed, trying to make one last argument for not taking the magical elixir, but she couldn’t think of one good reason not to. She held up the bottle, drank the liquid in two gulps before it was empty, and lay down as instructed. A tingling, warm sensation began in her toes, traveling up her body until her eyelids were so heavy she couldn’t keep them open. The dark nothingness encompassed her.  
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