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  Chapter one
Return From Summer Vacation


Mr. Rutledge’s car smelled of old shoes and a hint of spice. Rain needled the windows as farmland bled into a treelined forest that circled Owenroake for miles before arriving there. Nina watched the trees, the sky, the grass as they sped by in the streaked glass, searching the shifting gray for anything new or approaching Owenroake. A new fencepost, a fox with mismatched eyes, any sign the world had noticed any looming disaster. She found nothing but the car’s own shadow racing down the road. Her brother Jake slouched in the back seat, chewing on a pencil behind an unreadable frown, and Bartie slept next to him. 
They left the house in such a hurry that she only managed to grab the things she’d brought along from Fort Fernbottom. Nina had wanted to grab her sketchbook, a folder of maps, and notes from her parents’ past treasure-hunting missions. The way the letter from Mr. Bashly was worded—urgent, confidential, immediate assistance required—there’d been no time for Gertie or Sophie’s usual pre-departure rituals.
Nina, Jake, and their corgi, Bartie, had decided to go home to the farmhouse for the summer, leaving their treehouse at Fort Fernbottom behind. It was normal for some children to do this, but not for most. Fort Fernbottom was the only home most of the children had ever known. They were orphans from the Owenroake Home for Children, and Fort Fernbottom, a magical area beside Owenroake, was a truly special place brimming with wonders and superpowers.
It was now hard to imagine that Nina and Jake had ever been called orphans, especially since Nina had always believed her parents were still alive when they were missing. Jonathan and Laura Jons resumed their treasure hunting to raise money for underprivileged children after the Rescue Team saved them from the dungeons of Zortimer. Nina and Jake hoped to remain at Fort Fernbottom and continue serving with the Rescue Team during the school year. It was clear the school needed them after everything that had happened at the magic school over the years.
Nina couldn’t help but wonder what the emergency was. At the end of the last term before summer, things had normalized to the point where a supervillain threat might no longer exist. But they had received a letter from Mr. Bashly, delivered by overnight post. He said they needed to get back to Owenroake right away because it was urgent. He didn’t need to say more. This year would be their fifth year at Fort Fernbottom, and news like this had become routine.
The Rescue Team fought the evil villain Zortimer in their second year at the Fort Fernbottom School of Magic. Mortimer Hexley, once a teacher at the school, discovered incredible superpowers and developed a fascination with gold, and renamed himself Zortimer. He kidnapped children from the school to mine gold in his evil kingdom. Nina formed the Rescue Team to take matters into their own hands and find them. They brought most of the children back to Fort Fernbottom, never imagining it would turn into such an adventure.
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. On their successful mission, the team learned that Benter Weston was the son of Mortimer Hexley, also known as Zortimer, but it didn’t change how they saw him. Benter was a true hero. They freed the last of the children enslaved in the mines, and the Veilbreaker artifact exiled Zortimer.
During their fourth year, they encountered the Ice Sorceress, and she froze every Area, including Fort Fernbottom. She turned some children into ice zombies and forced them to serve her. Her goal was to conquer all the Areas and enslave the people to mine or create gold for her. The Rescue Team used magic to imprison her in an artifact known as the Automaton Host, which is now securely stored in the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts. Daxton, her apprentice, made off with several artifacts from the library and disappeared. No one had seen or heard from him since that unsettling burst of laughter at a winter team meeting.
During a fierce blizzard, Nina called an emergency meeting at the treehouse headquarters after leaving the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts. She found another parchment note from A. Friend, a mysterious ally whose identity was still a secret but who always stepped in to help whenever the team needed it. The letter warned Daxton was heading back to Fort Fernbottom to free the Ice Sorceress, prompting the Rescue Team to vow to stop him at any cost. When the meeting ended, they gathered by the picture window in the living area, watching the swirling snow, when laughter echoed through the wind. The voice was Daxton’s—though whether he had returned or was using magic to send an eerie message was uncertain.
What might the emergency be, Nina wondered. Jake tapped her arm with the eraser end of the pencil, as if reading her mind. “Do you think Daxton’s back?” he mumbled so quietly, she almost missed it beneath the purr of the engine.
“It’s possible,” Nina said, keeping her own voice low. “But last we detected him, he had headed for the outer Rimlands beyond the Areas.”
“He could’ve circled back,” Jake offered, squinting out the window as if searching for the apprentice sorcerer trailing them on the shoulder of the highway. “He had the Quill of Fated Ends and the Mantle of a Thousand Faces. We wouldn’t be able to tell if he was at Fort Fernbottom.” 
“I know, Jake,” answered Nina. It was the reason she hadn’t wanted to stay at Fort Fernbottom for the summer. She always ended up having to lead a rescue when something evil showed up. Daxton might be anyone. The Mantle of a Thousand Faces was a magical artifact cloak that, when worn, allowed the wearer to become any person it touched. He could even be Mr. Bashly, the head administrator at Fort Fernbottom. Even now, thinking about it sent a slow chill down her spine.

      [image: ] The car lurched off the main road onto the secret drive that led to Owenroake, and the trees seemed to form a tunnel just for them. The effect was unsettling, abrupt, and intentional, yet beautiful as if the world itself were ushering them forward into a magic realm.
Mr. Rutledge’s silence seemed to weigh more the closer they got. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, and Nina thought she caught a twitch of worry, or some reluctance to say what needed to be said. When she first arrived at Owenroake and later at Fort Fernbottom, she hadn’t liked him at all, but over time they’d built a mutual respect. They still weren’t fond of each other, but for the sake of the school, they tolerated one another. 
They turned a sharp corner and Owenroake’s perimeter fence appeared. Magically as the vehicle approached the gates, they opened and then silently closed behind them with no apparent electrical assistance. The car rolled to a stop before the entrance ramp. Mr. Rutledge didn’t move for several seconds, and then cleared his throat.
“Leave your things. They’ll be taken to your treehouse in Fort Fernbottom. Mr. Bashly would like you to take the portal over to the administration building in Fort Fernbottom. He’s waiting for you.” Jake scowled at this, but left his bag on the seat. Nina hesitated, then slipped her jacket on.
“Come on, Bartie,” Jake said, nudging the yellow and white corgi to wake up. "Time to go to work."
They went into the main offices at Owenroake and down the stairs that led to the Portal, which transported small groups of staff and students between the Areas. Nina wasn’t sure how it worked, only that it was magic, and no other explanation was required. They stood in a circle holding hands or paws, and then “poof”, they arrived in the other portal chamber in the administration building at Fort Fernbottom.

      [image: ]Nina led them down the spiral steps, boots echoing, her heart rate rising as they drew closer to the urgency of the message. She half-expected the halls to be filled with some magical calamity. Shivering children, wayward goblins, or a roaming horde of fairies throwing glitter dust at them, but the corridors were empty. It wasn’t until they passed the door to the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts that Nina heard voices, low and tight with urgency. Jake slowed his pace, and Bartie’s short legs paused mid-scurry.
“It’s coming from the Council Room,” Nina whispered. Jake nodded, and together they pressed their backs to the wall, inching toward the cracked door. Even Bartie tensed, nose quivering as he sniffed the door seam.
She recognized Mr. Bashly’s clipped staccato. After a few seconds, there was another voice, one she realized belonged to the new Head Librarian Archivist, Dr. Helen Xyla. Nina remembered her from the winter’s end-of-term chaos, a woman whose spiky silver bun and green dust cover made her look equal parts librarian and dryad. She took over for Mrs. Beetle as the librarian at the Library of Ancient Magical Artifacts. Her job involved leading a major inventory project over the summer to locate every artifact in the library. 
“Official protocol is to keep the library closed until every artifact is accounted for,” Dr. Xyla said, voice rising.
“And I’m telling you, that’s not feasible,” Mr. Bashly replied. “You should be able to tell me exactly which artifact is missing, and not just say ‘an artifact is missing’.”
Dr. Xyla was silent. The Rescue Team sat around a large meeting table as Nina, Jake, and Bartie entered. Mr. Bashly sat at the head of the table. Dr. Xyla stood by Mr. Bashly. “Have a chair,” said Mr. Bashly, pointing to Nina and Jake.
They sat next to Benter and Ariana, but the entire team was there. Jess, Violet, Hannah, Camilla, Drake, and Sarah surveyed the newcomers with nods and smiles. Camilla waved.
Mr. Bashly cleared his throat, dreading giving the news. “Another artifact has gone missing. We’re still not sure which one it is, but the count turned out to be minus one.”
“We’re working to determine…,” began Dr. Xyla, but Mr. Bashly waved at her to stop talking.
“I’ve sent all the teachers into the library to help Helen determine which artifact is missing. We know it was from the protected collection—the most dangerous artifacts in the library. Hopefully, we’ll have the information by morning. You’re all familiar with the hazards associated with this loss and who may be responsible. I cannot emphasize the importance of the Rescue Team being on alert. Furthermore, I have given Benter an artifact called the Artifact Finder. He will instruct all of you on how to use this device.”
“Mr. Bashly, can I ask a question?” Nina inquired.
Mr. Bashly exhaled through his nose, already suspecting what it might be. “If it has to do with Daxton or the protections around Owenroake, I am already one step ahead.”
Nina shook her head, ignoring the tightness in her throat. “What about the security in the library? Weren’t the magic protections upgraded and the number of guards after the last…” she searched for a neutral term, “…incident?”
Dr. Xyla adjusted her spectacles and addressed Nina, her tone less severe than her folded arms and furrowed brow posture. “We rotate the guards every twenty-four hours, some human, some magical. Nothing detected a breach. No physical evidence, nothing in the logs. Even the record-keeping artifacts are blank of any type of incursion.” Her voice sounded defensive and offended by the mere suggestion.
A gloomy hush settled over the team. It was Benter who broke it, voice flat and professional. “If this is Daxton, he’ll know every patrol pattern and every hidden passage. The mantle would let him get close to anyone. He could be any one of us.”
“Precisely,” said Mr. Bashly, his eyes pinched behind the dark rims of his glasses. “Whether this was Daxton’s doing or something entirely new, it’s obvious the culprit had their sights on stealing the artifact before Rescue Team made it back to Fort Fernbottom. Go to your treehouses, and when we discover the identity of the missing artifact, we’ll reconvene.”
The team dispersed, noting that they had never witnessed Mr. Bashly so upset.






  
  Chapter two
The Stolen Artifact


Ashiver of dread skirted around Nina’s body. Every muscle in her neck wanted to twist around, to make sure the door behind her wasn’t melting or opening onto some new threat. Four years of training, late-night drills, and secret missions never prepared her for the agony of waiting for disaster to strike. 
“Is there a way to track the missing artifact?” Jake asked, pencil bobbing between his thumb and forefinger, back at the treehouse headquarters. He eyed the Artifact Finder case, a battered tin box about the size of a deck of cards, which Benter placed on the table.
“That’s the plan,” said Benter. “But the artifact’s magical signature must be mapped into the Artifact Finder for the device to work. Dr. Xyla’s still working through the records to figure out which artifact signature we’re chasing.”
“Like finding a shadow in a dark tunnel,” Ariana said.
“Or a ghost in a snowstorm,” Jess muttered, drumming her fingers.
“Or a four-leaf clover in a field of clover,” laughed Jake.
“Enough,” Nina said. “This is serious. Let’s focus.”
Jake turned from smiling to frowning, and Camilla laughed. Nina ignored it.
Ariana asked, “If it were Daxton, why not take more than one or two artifacts?”
“He may have only needed a specific relic this time,” said Jess.
“Maybe there’s a new protection. Only one artifact at a time per authorized person,” Violet said.
“If he took more than one item, why doesn’t Dr. Xyla know at least one of the artifact signatures? Then we could use the Artifact Finder to locate all the missing items,” suggested Nina.
“Which raises another question. If someone took the artifact from the Protected Collection, wouldn’t it have been inventoried first? What was Dr. Xyla doing all summer long?” asked Jess.
“Good question,” Ariana replied. “Apparently, not her job.”
“Violet, be sure and let us know if you have any visions about this,” interjected Nina. Violet started having visions last year, and she was still mastering the ability.
“That’s what I’m here for,” said Violet with determination.
“Things around here aren’t quite right. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m sensing we’re being bamboozled. Things are disappearing right under our noses without a trace. Someone might be working on the inside. Dr. Xyla, or someone else,” said Benter, rising from the table. His hands clenched on the Artifact Finder.
"Anyone might be under a spell or have been influenced by Daxton while he was wearing the Mantle Cloak," Ariana suggested.
"But how is Daxton or someone else, getting past the Boundary protections and into the Areas?" asked Violet. 
“That's what we need to find out. We’ll work in shifts,” said Nina. “One team watches the library, the other patrols Fort Fernbottom first, then we'll expand to cover King's Castle and Peter's Island. The thief may try to use an escape route we haven’t considered. Who wants the first shift in the library?”
Jake perked up and blurted, “Bartie, Jess, and I will take the first shift in the library. Ariana, Sarah, and Drake will do rounds of the quad and buildings until midnight. I want to do some research in the library.”
“Then we switch. Four-hour shifts,” said Nina. “In the morning, we will ask Mr. Bashly for the artifacts we used on our last mission. We need the Lenses of Lucidia and the Prism of Perplexity for sure. Anything else we can get will be a bonus.”
The team members working security in the library and on the grounds left while the remainder formed defensive routines in the treehouse headquarters. Camilla and Hannah settled by the window, sipping cocoa and gazing out through the large picture window. Benter and Nina crept through the darkened house, checking window locks and placing protective spells. Every so often, Violet would pause mid-step, head tilted, as if listening for some distant echo only she could hear.
Nina tried to squeeze in a quick nap before her shift, but the wind and swaying branches outside painted restless, twisting shadows on the ceiling. When she finally drifted off, she jolted awake with a nagging feeling that something had shifted in the world. Out in the darkness, someone was waiting, watching, and getting ready.

      [image: ]The next morning, the entire team reconvened in the kitchen as rain streamed down the windows. Jake had barely touched his cereal and donuts. Even Bartie’s appetite seemed dampened.
When a knock sounded at the door, and Benter eased it open, there stood Mr. Bashly, carrying a leather satchel. He had only visited one other time, when there had been a Boundary breach during their first year at Fort Fernbottom. Contrary to Nina’s expectations of a hollow-eyed, sleep-deprived administrator, he radiated a sharp clarity of purpose, like a chess player who had just foreseen the next ten moves.
He walked into the kitchen, still littered with the remnants of breakfast, and set down the Lenses of Lucidia and the Prism of Perplexity, each nestled in its velvet-lined box. Besides those artifacts, he set the Veilbreaker, Fablebox,  Creature Control, Watch of Circadia, Cincture of Amplon, and the Band of Beowyn artifacts on the table in a neat row. 
“For Camilla, the youngest member of the team, and for her protection on the next dangerous mission, the Silver Locket of Safety, " Mr. Bashly announced. "The locket will allow Camilla and whoever is with her to enter a safe place undetected for as long as she needs. She will see the outside world, but they cannot see her or who is with her inside the safe place. It’s activated by opening the locket.”
“For Violet, moonlight or a headlamp activates the Map of Hidden Pathways and will show routes the team may not have considered. The map will whisper facts about different Areas you are entering, such as dangerous pitfalls and creatures you may encounter,” said Mr. Bashly.
“For Sarah, the Potion of Galen, a potion so strong it will cure any medical malady. As long as you have this potion and your healing powers, you will all come home,” Mr. Bashly assured.
Ariana put the Silver Locket of Safety around Camilla’s neck and secured the clasp as Mr. Bashly continued.
“Dr. Xyla still hasn’t been able to identify the missing artifact,” said Mr. Bashly. “The library artifacts keep moving around, making it almost impossible to keep track of the inventory. We’re trying to figure out if another artifact is causing the movement or if it’s a magical security measure linked to the earlier missing items. Keep getting ready for your upcoming mission. I’m confident you’ll be hunting Daxton and his followers.”
Mr. Bashly left the treehouse after joining the team in breakfast and some tea. Nina was thankful that, somehow, he had read her mind about needing the artifacts.
“Alright, team, time to suit up,” declared Benter. He distributed the artifacts, calling each name like a roll call of arms, and every item sent a shiver of anticipation through the room.
Nina claimed the lenses. She opened the box and slipped on the jeweled eyepieces, which provided her with a clarity of reality. Jess took charge of the timepiece and slipped it over her wrist, its hands ticking in slow, measured sweeps that seemed at odds with her jittery pulse. She had used the Watch of Circadia multiple times, stopping time for a few seconds to halt villains and wayward creatures.
Violet ran her finger along the edge of the map, realizing her part in the next mission of finding safer pathways in uncharted regions. Jake claimed the Veilbreaker he had used in two previous missions, which allowed him to open walls, doors, and dimensions. The Creature Control, a device capable of commanding magical creatures, belonged to Benter, and he fastened it to his belt next to the Artifact Finder.
Ariana claimed the Prism of Perplexity, which revealed the truth of any statement in a single light or a false statement as a rainbow of colors. Jake put the Band of Beowyn around Bartie’s neck and gave his head a pat. The band gave the corgi heightened senses of smell, hearing, and enhanced physical abilities.
“Iz readyz,” said Bartie without an ounce of fear.
Drake slid the armband of the Cincture of Amplon up his arm, giving him magnified magical and physical strength. Hannah picked up the Fablebox, the same battered, magical lunchbox she’d used on other missions. All she had to do was slip a piece of paper with a story into it, and the box would bring the tale to life in vivid images. She could even whisper a story aloud, and the box would make it real.
The team continued the security shifts during the day and met again for an hour-long dinner as a complete team. Then four members went for rounds at eight o’clock. The rest of the team played games, read books, slept, or talked as they prepared for another quest.

      [image: ]A few hours later, as darkness swept the grounds, Nina and Benter slipped away from the others to begin their shift. They ducked out onto the wide porch that overlooked a muddy stretch of pathways leading to the quad. After the rain had let up, a fine mist turned their world silver and green. Nina perched on the railing and watched Benter pace, fingering the Artifact Finder.
“I want to ask you something,” said Benter after a long silence. He braced his elbows on the rail next to her. “If you had the Mantle and the Quill and you wanted to cause as much trouble as possible…what would you do?”
Nina considered this. The Mantle Cloak lets you turn into anyone and the Quill of Fated Ends could rewrite events in short spurts of time. "I’d go to my stronghold and rally my followers. Then, if I sought revenge, I’d strike at Fort Fernbottom and go after the Automaton Host, though I’d still need to figure out a way to get my army past the Boundary." 
Benter nodded and ran his thumb over the finder’s dull metal rim. “That’s what I thought. But Daxton doesn’t have a stronghold. Not one that we know of.” He trailed off and let the silence stretch.
“Unless he’s making one right now. Or he already had one somewhere far away.” She gazed out at the drip of water over the porch roof, the beads gathering, dropping, vanishing into the mossy earth. “He’s coming for the Ice Sorceress.”
Benter nodded, as if he’d known it already but needed to hear it out loud. “Then that’s where he will come. We’ll need to be ready.” He tapped the finder artifact against his palm, then grinned without mirth. “We need to find out what the missing artifact is before he uses it.”
Nina drew a slow breath. The pressure of leadership settled on her like an extra coat. “We're going to,” she assured him, following Benter’s gaze out to the perimeter lights flickering along the Boundary.
“But why give the team all these artifacts if we’re only waiting for a library inventory? Mr. Bashly must think the team is the next target and not the library,” said Nina.
“Daxton might come after us and the library if he’s built up a following. Mr. Bashly wants to keep us safe and make sure we at least hang on to these artifacts we’re carrying. If Daxton’s got the Mantle Cloak, he could already be inside. One wrong move, one second of hesitation, and if he picks the right face, we’re done for,” said Benter.  
“And Fort Fernbottom falls,” finished Nina. “We need to get the Key of Beowyn for safekeeping. He’ll need that to unlock the automaton and free the sorceress.”
They
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