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CHAPTER 1

“Boys, could you head down to the cellar to get some potatoes?” asked Mrs. Diaz. She wiped her hands on a towel and checked the food in the furnace.

As the smell of pork chops wafted out, Mason’s mouth watered. “Hey, Asher,” he said, nudging his brother. “When was the last time we ate anything besides fish and dried kelp?”

Asher grinned and rubbed his hands together. “It’s been years, I think.”

Mason laughed out loud. “Not years,” he said. “But months, anyway.” How many months had they been living in an underwater village with their friend Luna? He’d lost count. But he was glad to be above water now, visiting Savannah and Chase in their small fishing village.

“Asher, are you going to help with the potatoes?” Chase waved him toward the cellar door.

“I’ll help too,” offered Mason. But Asher and Chase were already halfway down the cobblestone stairs, elbowing each other out of the way to see who could be first.

They’re exactly the same, thought Mason, shaking his head. Like twins.

As he followed them down, he shivered. The dank, damp cellar was lined with barrels, each filled with dried fish or root vegetables. He passed a bin filled with carrots and another with dusty beets. “Here?” he asked, pointing toward the bin heaping with golden potatoes. Then something caught his eye in the room beyond.

Through the cracked door he saw treasure chests lined up against the stone wall. He stared, lured by the glow of green emeralds spilling from the nearest chest.

Behind him, Asher sucked in his breath. “Is that treasure?”

“What?” Chase raised his head from the potato barrel. “Yeah, we moved it after our ship was wrecked in the storm. We’re storing it here until we rebuild our ship.” He waved his hand in the air, as if the treasure were no big deal. As if every family had a room filled with diamonds, emeralds, and gold in their cellar.

“Whoa,” said Asher under his breath as he pushed his way past Mason into the room.

“Slow down!” a familiar voice called. “We’re trying to organize in here.”

As Mason poked his head through the doorway, Luna waved. “Savannah and I are almost done stacking the gold ingots.”

Stacking the gold ingots? Mason couldn’t believe what he was hearing. But there was Luna placing the last bar in a row of shiny ingots, layered like an ocean monument made of gold.

Beside her, Savannah brushed off her hands. “We did it!” She gave Luna a fist-bump, which turned into a hug. Luna’s cheeks flushed pink.

Asher and Chase are best buds, and Luna and Savannah are, too, Mason noticed. He felt a niggle of loneliness.

“Mom wants potatoes, Savannah,” Chase called into the room. “You have to help!”

Savannah rolled her eyes and tugged on Luna’s hand. “We’re coming.”

As they left the room, Mason fell in step behind them. “Let’s go,” he called to Asher.

His brother didn’t answer. His head was stuck in a chest.

“Asher!” Mason scolded.

Asher stood up so fast, he smacked his head on the lid of the chest. “Ouch! What? I was just looking. Don’t you want to know what’s in there?”

Mason hesitated. He did kind of want to know.

“Diamonds,” Asher announced, throwing out his arms. “The whole chest is filled with diamonds.”

Mason blew out his breath. “That’s crazy.”

“I know!” said Asher. “Do you think Mr. and Mrs. Diaz are treasure hunters?”

Before Mason could answer, Savannah did. “They used to hunt treasure,” she said, a proud smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Every buried treasure from here to the Taiga—on beaches, in the extreme hills, and buried in the ocean floor.”

“Really?” said Luna. She rolled up the front of her T-shirt like a pouch and piled a few potatoes in.

“Even in the frozen ocean,” Chase piped up from the stairs above. Mason could see nothing but his jeans and sneakers, but he imagined Chase’s arms waving as he spoke. “They had to fight off polar bears and strays!”

“Shh, that’s enough now,” said Mrs. Diaz, who met them at the top of the stairs. “Did you bring my potatoes?”

Mason’s cheeks flushed. He’d forgotten all about the potatoes.

Asher had, too, but he didn’t act the slightest bit guilty about that. “I’m going to be a treasure hunter too,” he announced to Mrs. Diaz. “Just like you and Mr. Diaz. Just like Uncle Bart.”

Mason’s heart squeezed, like it did every time he heard his uncle’s name. Uncle Bart had been lost at sea during a storm. And we almost were too, he remembered, shuddering.

“Treasure hunting is dangerous business,” Mrs. Diaz said to Asher. “We do more trading now, sailing up and down the coast to trade the treasure we already have.”

Asher shook his head. “It won’t be dangerous if I have my crossbow.” He reached for the weapon he’d left hanging from the back of the chair.

Luna smiled. “You shouldn’t have given him that,” she said to Chase. “It’s all he talks about now. ‘My crossbow this,’ and ‘My crossbow that’ …” She reached over and mussed up Asher’s hair.

He waved her hand away. “Did Uncle Bart have a crossbow?” he asked.

Mason hesitated. “I don’t think so.” He tried to picture Uncle Bart’s stash of weapons, everything he kept in his supply chest on board their ship. “He had an old wooden bow,” he said slowly. “And a few iron swords and tridents.”

“Engraved with the letter B, right?” said Asher. “For Bart?”

Mason nodded. “Just like on his helmet.” As Mason traced the loopy letter B in his mind, he swallowed the lump in his throat.

“I still think we should look for him,” Savannah said quietly.

Mason shook his head. “Uncle Bart’s gone.” I saw him fall overboard myself, he wanted to add, but didn’t.

Savannah shrugged. “Maybe a passing ship rescued him. Maybe you’ll meet someone someday who has seen him. You never know.”

Mason couldn’t think of a thing to say. He was relieved when the front door burst open and Mr. Diaz stepped in. He set down his dusty pickaxe, but before he could latch the door, a poppy-red bird flew in after him.

“Hiss!” cried Luna, greeting the parrot. “I’ve missed you!”

It landed on her shoulder and bobbed its head as if to say, I’ve missed you too. Then it let out a long, low hiss.

Mason burst out laughing, all thoughts of Uncle Bart washed away. “Hiss still sounds more like a creeper than a parrot. Where did you get him again?”

Savannah reached into her pocket and pulled out a sunflower seed. She held it in her palm until Hiss hopped over to claim it. “We sailed to the jungle last year. That’s where we found him.”

“I’d love a pet parrot,” said Luna, reaching out to stroke the bird’s tail feathers. “Are you going back to the jungle any time soon? And can I come too?”

“Definitely!” said Savannah.

Chase shook his head. “Dad says we’re sailing north, to the Taiga. But maybe you could come along and tame a fox!” He cast Luna a sideways glance.

Savannah grinned. “Or maybe we’ll go south to the bamboo forest, where you could tame a panda.”

“No, I’ve got it,” said Chase, waving his hand. “We’ll go to Mushroom Island so you can get yourself a brown Mooshroom.”

Asher snorted with laughter. “There’s no such thing.”

“Yes, there is!” said Chase. “They spawn when lightning strikes a red Mooshroom. Honest!” He looked to his mother for confirmation.

“It’s true,” said Mrs. Diaz with a smile. “But it’s very rare. And, no, we’re not sailing to Mushroom Island to get one.”

Mr. Diaz sighed. “We’re not going anywhere until we fix the damaged hull of our ship,” he said, stroking his chin. “We need more wood and better tools. And sponges to dry out the cabin. We can’t get sponges at the market, but we can trade for a few tools.”

“The market?” asked Mason. His pulse quickened. He’d been to the market only once in the last few months, but he remembered the hustle and bustle and all the interesting goods the villagers had traded for emeralds.

Savannah caught his eye. “We should all go,” she said. “We might run into someone who has seen your uncle.”

Mason’s throat tightened. Stop talking about him! he wanted to say. But he knew Savannah was only trying to help.

“We can all go,” said Mrs. Diaz, “but come to the dinner table first. These pork chops and potatoes aren’t going to eat themselves.”

As Mason slid into a chair beside his brother, a tingle ran down his spine. He plowed through his potato and dove into the steaming hot pork chop on his plate.

In an hour or so, he’d be heading to the market—with a family who had a chest full of emeralds. What will they trade for? he wondered. Diamond pickaxes? Barrels full of enchanted books? Buried treasure maps?

Or … information about Uncle Bart?

When Mason’s stomach lurched, he pushed his plate away.





CHAPTER 2

“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty!” Luna crouched low and held out her hand, but the brown and white tabby cat only stared at her with wary yellow eyes.

Chase, who was leading Asher down the dirt path ahead, stopped and turned. “You should have brought fish,” he reminded Luna. “That’s how you tame a stray.”

Savannah shook her head. “No way. If we’d brought fish, we would have had a hundred stray cats swarming us! They’re everywhere at the market.”

“I just want one. One kitty to call my own.” Luna sighed as she pushed herself up to her feet.

“You already have a pet!” Mason pointed out. “You have Edward.” The thought of the squid that lived near Luna’s underwater home made him smile—and feel just a bit homesick.

She shrugged. “Edward’s alright, but you can’t cuddle with a squid. Or ride one.”

Chase laughed out loud. “Plus, cats are better hunters.”

“That’s because they can see really well at night,” said Luna. “They can even see people who have taken potion of invisibility.”

Luna would know, thought Mason. She was a master potion brewer, and probably carried potion of invisibility in her sack right now.

“Speaking of disappearing,” said Chase, “I can barely see Mom and Dad anymore. We’d better catch up!” He took off down the dirt path, with Asher on his heels.

The girls walked more slowly, lingering behind Mason. With the two younger boys running ahead and the two girls walking behind, Mason once again felt a twinge of loneliness, like the fifth wheel on a minecart. He studied the landscape, the rocky coastline that separated the village from the ocean beyond. And his thoughts drifted back to Uncle Bart. Are you still out there somewhere? Mason couldn’t help wondering. If Uncle Bart were here, Mason wouldn’t feel quite so alone.

He was so lost in his thoughts that he nearly ran into Asher, who had suddenly stopped walking. “What’s that bell for?” Asher asked.

A giant bell hung beside the village well. Savannah stepped toward it and ran her hand over its smooth surface. “It’s a warning bell,” she said, lowering her voice as she spoke. “It warns villagers of danger—like when the sun goes down and mobs come out, or when there’s about to be an illager raid.”

“A what now?” Mason’s heart skipped a beat.
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