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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?






  
  Chapter one
Halloween Carnival


The summer at the farmhouse had been a sweet reprieve for Nina, Jake, and Bartie. Sophie’s homemade pies cooling on windowsills and her habit of slipping them extra goodies when no one was looking had made them feel indulged. Getting something special from someone you love was far more exciting than wishing for treats and having them magically appear. With hot homemade bread, jam, and cookies served daily, Nina was certain she’d put on a few pounds, especially since Gertie refused to let her lift a finger to tidy her room or do other chores. She and Jake had passed long afternoons riding horses, fishing, and reminiscing about past missions. 
Of course, Bartie went everywhere with them until he wanted to roll in horse manure or splash through a mud puddle, in which case he’d sneak away. Without teachers, there were no schedules to follow, no rules to obey, and no tests to take. Mornings stretched into afternoons, days unmarked by any disasters, and evenings spent with fishing poles by the creek. They ran barefoot through the meadows, chasing fireflies and camping out a few times. The freedom of summer had healed them in ways nothing else could.
They were returning to Owenroake by train this year. Jonathan and Laura Jons had written to the staff and told them it would be a wonderful experience for Nina, Jake, and of course, Bartie.
Nina found the train a mixture of thrilling and awkward. The first time she peered down the elegant corridor, she half expected to see black-robed Phantoms gliding through, snapping whips and sparks flying up to frighten small children. Instead, it was all harried parents, sticky-handed toddlers, and a clamoring chorus of portable caged pets of dogs, cats, and birds. Bartie sat snugly between Jake and Nina, in his own special spot, while Jake stared out the window, watching the early fall colors of gold, red, and orange blur by.
Later, they settled into their private compartment, but the plush red seats couldn’t keep Jake from fidgeting. “Do you think everything at Fort Fernbottom will still be the same?” he asked, glancing at Nina, his brown hair now shaggier after the summer.
“You mean, did they give our treehouse to someone else? Or will the kids be the same? Or has a new mission already begun?” She tucked her legs underneath her and stared at his reflection in the glass.
“All of that,” Jake said.
Nina considered. “Our house will be the same. The kids will be taller and most new kids shorter. It will be more boring since there won’t be any major emergencies. And we’ll be pulling our hair out within a week for a new adventure. It’s in our blood.”
Jake’s smile was bright, but then he leaned closer. “Yeah, well, something’s up. Bartie’s been restless. He keeps sniffing at people. He growled at the conductor.”
Nina watched and patted Bartie, “He’s mad because the breakfast cart is out of bacon.”
Jake snorted. “Still. He never gets it wrong when something’s up.” The yellow and white corgi stretched his front legs out and leaned into Jake for a nap. 
“Well, if something is up, he isn’t too concerned about it,” laughed Nina.
“We’ll find out soon enough,” answered Jake in anticipation.
“You know that's not normal, don't you?” Nina asked. 
“What?” responded Jake.
“Hoping for a new mission. You know you are,” Nina teased, shoving his shoulder, and Jake grinned.

      [image: ]They arrived at Owenroake in the late afternoon and took the portal back to Fort Fernbottom. The quad was already buzzing. Glossy banners hung from the administration building’s archways announcing, ‘Welcome, new students!’
Mentors were being assigned to the new first-year students and directed to their treehouse homes. Class schedules were being handed out with flyers about orientations, locations, and times. Benter greeted Jake with a hearty clap on the back, and they shared a friendly man hug. “Welcome back,” said Benter.
"Good to be back," replied Jake, grinning from ear to ear. 
Bartie, now awake, nosed the grass at the base of the administration building and began marking every square foot in a campaign of canine reassertion. Nina noticed the growing cluster of rescue team members near the big oak. Ariana stood with her clipboard, a stack of welcome packets at her feet. She had already cornered three lost first-years, all of whom looked grateful but terrified by Ariana’s efficiency and list of directions.
“Nina! Jake!” Ariana beamed as they approached. “Boy, am I glad you’re back.” She wore a brand-new pair of wire-rimmed glasses, making her look very official. “It seems we have more kids coming this year than last year. Mr. Bashly had to ask some of us to volunteer to keep things organized. It’s too much for staff alone.”
Jake looked at the clipboard, at the crowd, at the way Ariana corralled the chaos. “So, we’re staff now? Do I get a badge?”
“You get all the terrible jobs. Like helping the little ones find the restroom and explaining what an ‘Orientation Assembly’ is for the hundredth time,” Ariana replied, tallying something on the form.
Nina laughed and Jake shook his head as Jess, Violet, Hannah, and Camilla ran up to them. Violet, looking taller and more serious than ever, wrapped Nina in a wild, overzealous hug, tangling her long braid in her backpack strap.
“Oh, sorry,” said Violet, releasing Nina’s hair. “Did you hear? They say there’s gonna be a carnival! Thorne’s Carnival of Magical Wonders! It’s coming for Halloween,” said Violet, handing Nina a flyer. Her eyes gleamed at the good fortune.
Jess rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a smile. “Violet’s been obsessing ever since the flyers appeared. She’s already picked her costume. She’s going as a bloodthirsty banshee.”
Hannah elbowed Camilla, who ducked her head and then grinned at Nina and Jake. “We’re thinking of going as matching fairies,” Hannah said. Camilla nodded.
Jake whistled. “A real carnival. Umm, that sounds like trouble,” eyeing Nina, hinting his prophecy was coming true.
“That is exciting,” said Nina while reading the flyer that showed fireworks, a haunted house, unicorn rides, a naiad display, magic shows, and all kinds of rides. “Free entry! Costumes required for the contest, and prizes await!” the flyer announced.
“Excuse me, I have to meet with Mr. Bashly,” Nina said, walking back to the administration building still holding the flyer.
Jake shrugged and headed towards the treehouse headquarters with Bartie at his heels, to make sure it wasn’t being occupied by someone else.

      [image: ]Nina stood at Mr. Bashly’s office door. It was open, but she knocked anyway, a perfunctory tap before peering inside.
“Ah, come in, Miss Jons,” said Mr. Bashly, leafing through a stack of forms. “Welcome back,” he said with genuine affection. The office walls were, as ever, a perfect catalog of the eccentric. Moving diagrams showed magical plant root systems. A cross-section model of a bee colony, complete with real, charmed bees manufacturing clover honey at a stupendous rate. And suspended from the ceiling in a spiral was a giant wooden dragon whose eyes followed visitors like a painting in a haunted museum.
Mr. Bashly wore the same navy sweater vest she remembered from last term, but with a new Fort Fernbottom patch. He glanced up as he gestured to the chair. “Sit. Tell me, how are your parents?”
“They're well. Still in Africa, but doing great things there,” Nina replied, not sure if he meant the question as a mere gesture or friendly concern. “There’s a lot of excitement about the carnival,” she said, handing him the flyer.
“Oh yes, lots of excitement. Don’t worry, Miss Jons, it’s being put on by a former school board member, Mr. Silas Thorne. It’s his carnival. Perfectly safe and approved. We believe it’s time Fort Fernbottom had some normal fall fun activities for the children after last year.”
Nina nodded, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. If she had learned anything at Fort Fernbottom, it was that “perfectly safe and approved” sometimes meant “no one is dead yet.” She glanced again at the flyer’s garish colors. “A carnival is not something we often see around the school, is it?”
Mr. Bashly gave a thin smile, the kind that hoped to hide an undercurrent of worry. “It’s important to show the younger students that this is a place for belonging. After the incidents last term, the board is attempting to welcome everyone. To make memories. Happy memories.”
Nina felt the old, familiar itch of dread. She was standing at the top of a cold waterfall, moments before a push. “So, you need the Rescue Team on watch?”
“Technically, no,” said Mr. Bashly. “Officially, this is a staff-and-volunteer run event.” He folded his hands, index fingers pressed together. “Unofficially…” His stillness was absolute, as if he was trying to will his own fears away before speaking. “Yes, please monitor things, but be discreet.”
Nina nodded. “We’ll be ready.”
Mr. Bashly handed the flyer back, and she folded the paper several times, slipping it into her pocket. She stood, but before she turned away, Mr. Bashly added, “And Miss Jons? Please enjoy it for what it is. You, Jake, and the team, after last year, you deserve some entertainment well.”
She thanked him and left, shutting the door behind her. Jake was right, or Bartie was. A potential disaster now loomed right outside the door. The unsettling stomach issue hurried back along with a shiver of excitement. As Jake put it, it was in their blood.

      [image: ]That evening, the treehouse headquarters stood as they had left it. The magic of the treehouse kept everything clean, but Jake aired it out and sorted through old mission logs, notes, and maps. “I’ve already sent for the team,” he said, putting the folders in order.
“Tonight?” Nina asked, surprised.
“Better get on it,” said Jake.
“You are anxious, aren’t you? Nina asked as Jake threw a paper wad at her.
The impromptu meeting began as soon as everyone arrived. They had chips, dip, and other snacks, but Bartie wanted hot dogs, so they added those to the wish menu. When all had plates and drinks, Nina began. “Mr. Bashly confirmed that the carnival is happening, run by Mr. Silas Thorne, a former school board member. Our job is not to interfere. Discreet observation only. He’s deemed the event safe and approved.”
Jess snorted. “We all know what that means,” she said with a sarcastic chuckle.
“Here we go again,” said Drake, shaking his head back and forth.
Ariana adjusted her glasses. “Does Mr. Thorne have any reputation? I know the name, but not the history.”
Violet shook her head, fingers drumming on the table. “I’ve asked around. No one knows much. He’s charming, but…a little off. There’s something about his eyes that’s weird. They're too close together.”
“Don’t all carnival guys look like that?” Jake asked as Jess and Benter laughed.
The team shared looks around the room. Even Camilla, who sometimes seemed half-distracted, was intent, her elbows pressed to the table in front of the fire.
“It’s a carnival,” Violet said. “What could go wrong?”
Everyone laughed. That phrase seemed to be the new team motto.
Ariana’s new glasses caught the light. She raised them to the tip of her nose, as if this clarified the universe. “Remember that time the magician at Robbie Frye’s birthday party turned his little brother into a chicken and forgot the reversal spell? My point is, even in normal magical communities, rule-bending happens. This is a traveling carnival. If there are rules, we won’t know what they are.”
Drake reached for another chip, talking with his mouth full. “But it’s Thorne, right? He’s supposed to be intelligent and professional. Didn’t he donate additional dragon eggs to the new Dragon Sanctuary? He might be a good guy.”
“Yeah, like Daxton was,” said Hannah.
“Good one, Hannah. Daxton came bearing gifts too,” Jess added.
“I hope Thorne is a good guy, and the carnival is only a fun diversion,” replied Nina. “But to be on the safe side, Ariana, please research the history of Fort Fernbottom to see if any carnival has come to the Areas before. And Jake, check the Book of Ancient Magic for anything on carnivals. Violet, tell us if you have any visions or dreams. We’re all curious about what the future may hold.”






  
  Chapter two
Carnival Preparations


By morning, Fort Fernbottom School of Magic had transformed into a hive of pre-Halloween fervor. Orange and purple fairy lights twinkled from classroom doorways, paper bats dangled from ceiling tiles, and grinning jack-o’-lanterns appeared on every windowsill. Outside, the decorating committee was putting up fall foliage wreaths on all the doors and carved pumpkins sat by every bench. Ghost and pumpkin lights were strung and crisscrossed across the quad. Students darted through hallways clutching orientation schedules and club sign-up sheets, their voices creating a constant hum that echoed through the corridors. 
Nina and Ariana walked together into the library. A flood of memories of last year came to mind when they were stuck in the library for days, guarding the Automaton Host, the prison that held the Ice Sorceress. They never wanted to repeat that mission again.
“Nina, what about the unicorn? Don’t you think it’s unusual for a carnival to have one?” Ariana asked.
“Well, carnivals have always showcased strange creatures, but that’s something else to check in the Book of Ancient Magic,” Nina replied.
So, they searched between classes and meals for several days. They found general information, but nothing profound.

      [image: ]Outside the alchemy classroom, Jake hunched over a misshapen pumpkin, carving intricate tattoos into its ridges while Benter and Drake argued about unorthodox reinforcement spells. The three had entered Professor Shornwick’s Pumpkin Golem Tournament, where on Halloween night, their orange creations would lumber to magical life and battle until only one remained standing. Whispers throughout the school claimed the champion would receive an artifact from the headmaster’s personal collection. Certainly, a prize worth risking detention for if they could use illegal spells to win.
Hannah’s Leaf Rune Racing competition had the Fernbottom Flyers zigzagging through gusting autumn winds, snatching enchanted leaves that shimmered with golden symbols. “You’ve got to translate the symbols before they dissolve!” She called to a frustrated third-year who missed a maple leaf spinning past. Her team huddled mid-air between practice runs, heads bent together over parchment covered in hasty translations. Hannah knew only the quickest minds and steadiest flyers would advance in the competition when Halloween arrived.
Students also flocked to the enchanted Halloween Corn Maze, which rearranged its twisting pathways between each group of visitors, ensuring no one might memorize the route to victory. Rumors of real hauntings in the maze rippled through every grade level. They were fueled by last year’s whispers of strange shadows and the lingering legend of the boy who’d vanished for seven days. He emerged with a streak of white in his hair and the inability to hear the word “ghost” without fainting dead away. Even the most skeptical regarded the maze with a respect reserved for the most daring students and unstable professors. Jake swore the night would not be over until he had conquered the maze.
Most of the rescue team’s unofficial surveillance of the Halloween decorating comprised of lurking near the quad and pretending to study while tracking every interesting anomaly. Nothing seemed out of place, but the carnival had yet to arrive.
Everywhere the rescue team looked, the weeks of autumn were promising to become a long October party. Activities with a Halloween theme were coming with costume contests, short story recitals, and plays. There would be spooky ghost story firesides and baked creation contests, limited only by what the mind envisioned. Yet Nina sensed, beneath the controlled chaos, a kind of giddy tension. The upperclassmen remembered last year’s disasters, but the first-years threw themselves at every event as if they had never lived anywhere where fun was allowed. They were experiencing so many new firsts. New powers, abilities, magical treehouses, classes, and friends. Once left with abandonment issues at Owenroake Home for Children, the new orphans now found being at Fort Fernbottom a dream come true. She hoped the newness would never end for them, but her experience at Fort Fernbottom occasionally proved to be exciting, but dangerous.
On a windy afternoon, Ariana returned from the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts, grimacing as if she’d found a spider in her breakfast cereal. She dropped a battered yellow envelope on the headquarters table where Nina, Jake, and Bartie were sorting through abandoned “Welcome Week” swag bags. “It’s a copy of the minutes from a school board meeting, forty-five years ago,” Ariana said, pushing the envelope toward Jake. “Read the note at the bottom.”
Jake fished out the single sheet and took in the neat, slanted script, reading it aloud, “The Thorne event left multiple students unwell. Recommend future avoidance of magical carnivals. Archive this with caution.”
“Are we sure it was the same Thorne?” asked Nina.
Ariana nodded. “There was only one school board member named Thorne in all of Fort Fernbottom history. Silas Thorne.” She tapped the paper as if expecting it to scuttle away.
Jake’s mouth formed an O before he passed the minutes to Nina. The page was thin, florid with black ink, and at the bottom, a note in the margin. Nina read, “Temporary cognitive dulling. Hallucinations. Persistent nightmares. All resolved after five days, but with memories only partially intact.”
“Dulling?” Jake echoed.
“As in, they weren’t themselves. They couldn’t think straight,” said Ariana. “Whatever happened, it didn’t last, but the school board banned outside carnivals from coming to Fort Fernbottom, until now. I think the only reason they reversed the rule was because Thorne himself vouched for this new carnival.”
There was a brief silence, the tension spooling out along the table, until Bartie sneezed and tossed a slobbery tennis ball into the center of their circle. Everyone laughed a little, and the mood lifted. Nina tried to read the old document again, looking for any hint of dark magic hidden between the lines.
“It might not be that bad,” Jake said, tossing the ball for Bartie, who bolted after it and careened off Drake’s legs as he entered headquarters.
“What, won’t be that bad?” Drake asked as Nina handed him the notes. “Well,” he said, “I don’t want to become dull.”
“Maybe we can run a test before it opens. Kind of like, get in ahead of time and find hexes,” Jake offered.
Ariana grimaced. “Not likely. Apparently, they have their own security.”
“So, what happened to the kids? It only says ‘unwell’ and ‘dull.’ That’s pretty vague. It could have been caused by bad corn dogs,” Drake remarked.
Ariana produced a folded page from the envelope. It was a copy of the school newspaper, the Halloween week edition. “Observe,” she tapped at a grainy image. “Winners of the costume contest. An entire trio of kids dressed as ghosts. Except they didn’t dress up. For three days after the carnival, they walked around in a pale daze, wouldn’t talk, and wouldn’t eat.”
“Great research, Ariana, but it still might have been from some other force or individual who came inside Fort Fernbottom to attend the carnival,” offered Nina. “Unfortunately, this might not be enough evidence to convince Mr. Bashly to cancel the event, but it gives us some hints about what might happen.”

      [image: ]The team met the next morning to go over the paperwork Ariana found. When it was Jake’s turn to report on what the Book of Ancient Magic said about carnivals, he gave a sheepish shrug. “Okay, well…I learned carnivals have always been creepy. Magic or not. Medieval scholars thought carnivals opened portals between the living and the dead, letting all sorts of mischief seep through. They also served as a distraction, and evil predators used them to steal or practice magic on unsuspecting children. Many of the notes marked these passages as unproven folklore. I found nothing on unicorns, but keep in mind the book changes according to your need to know.” 
Nina noted this in her binder. “So, we proceed with caution, but don’t panic.” She looked at Bartie, who had settled between Hannah and Camilla, licking his paw. “Bartie, what’s your sense? Anything unusual from the flyers, or from the air?”
Bartie let out a low woof, “Nopez, notz yetz,” he said, perking his ears, and then rolling onto his back for a tummy rub.
“He says there will be hot dogs, and that's all that matters,” Jake translated, laughing.

      [image: ]Two days before Halloween, the carnival arrived. Overnight, tents sprung up like giant, striped mushrooms. One blue and shimmering gold, another black and purple, while yet another was pink and red. Scaffoldings grew higher each day, suspending banners that read, “Three Nights Only! Wonders from Across the Realms!”
On the air drifted the scents of spun sugar, wood smoke, and candied cinnamon apples. By the next day, rumors abounded. Jess reported that a student had seen a glass coffin arrive at midnight, large as a bathtub and full of swirling silver mist. Someone mentioned they saw the unicorn, glowing so brilliantly they couldn’t bear to keep watching. One described the ramrod over those setting up the tents as only having one eye in the middle of his forehead.
That evening, the rescue team gathered in their treehouse headquarters, polishing up their costumes with nervous energy, sharing intelligence over bowls of popcorn and mugs of cocoa. Jake tried to distract everyone with jokes, but Nina saw his eyes flicking toward the window, toward the ever-growing sprawl of carnival lights and now organ music below.
As the clock struck seven, their costumes were complete. The pirates, Jake and Benter, adjusted their eye patches and checked their plastic swords. Nina’s wild hair stuck out in all directions beneath her mad scientist lab goggles. Her clipboard clutched against her chest.
Nearby, Ariana’s librarian black-rimmed glasses covered most of her face, and her cape billowed with cobwebs. She carried several book props that dangled from a leather belt. Jess, dressed in all black, cracked her phantom’s whip, her red glasses casting an eerie glow. Drake stood tall in his Superman outfit while Violet twirled in her purple petals and green stem-like leggings, as the banshee costume didn’t work out.
Sarah straightened her doctor’s lab coat and draped her stethoscope more prominently around her neck. Hannah and Camilla’s fairy wings were phosphorescent and motion-activated, flapping up and down. Camilla’s hair shone with tiny twinkling stars woven throughout it. Bartie pranced around them all, his superdog cape fluttering from around his neck.
As they made their way to the quad, students streamed through every pathway in a sea of masks, painted faces, and mismatched costumes. The distant music, loud and erratic, seemed to pulse not only from the speakers hanging on the lampposts but from the ground itself, making the earth tremble.
“Let’s spread out in pairs,” said Nina as the team threaded into the crowd.
Jake and Benter darted toward the game booths. Camilla and Hannah drifted among the candy stands, fairy wings glittering and catching envious looks from first-years. Jess and Drake vanished into the shadowy lanes near the creature displays. Ariana and Violet hung close to Nina’s shoulder, keeping a pointed eye on every oddity that passed while taking notes.
Each attraction was more extravagant than the last. Sword swallowers stood on pedestals swallowing neon-lit sabers, and a fire-eater sparked flames in all colors. There were cauldrons of bright blue popcorn, rows of candied strawberries glittering with edible gold, and a fortune-teller’s tent with a sign promising “Guaranteed Results”. Everywhere, children laughed, shrieked and weaved, their costumes blurring into a kaleidoscopic pageant of witches, ghosts, skeletons, and more fairies.
Nina separated from Violet and Ariana, who wanted to prowl the perimeter. She found Hannah and Camilla weaving between booths and up to the carousel with the unicorn she’d heard so much about. The creature was even more beautiful than rumors held, with a luminous body of silver with golden fibers woven through the mane and
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