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CHAPTER 1

Hang on!” Uncle Bart hollered from the ship’s wheel. His words were swallowed up by the gusty wind and rain.

Mason gripped the rail, fighting to keep his footing on the slick wet deck. Below, fierce waves swirled around the hull of the ship. Around and around like a whirlpool, the waves tugged at the boat, as if trying to suck it downward to the ocean floor.

Beneath Mason’s feet, the boat shook and shuddered. The sea tugged it in one direction. Uncle Bart braced the wheel, forcing the boat in another. Mason stared at the dark oak planks beneath his feet. Would the ship split in two?

And where was Asher? Mason spun his head, searching the deck for his little brother. He called out for him, choking on rainwater. “Asher!” He listened for a response, but heard only the rumble of thunder overhead.

Gripping the rail, Mason staggered toward the bow of the ship. Step by step, he kept his head down, braced against the thrashing wind. When he had nearly reached his uncle, he felt the ship shift sideways.

The deck slid out from beneath Mason’s feet. He tumbled and slid, grasping desperately for something—anything—to hold on to. As he crashed into the base of the thick wooden mast, he grabbed on tight.

Mason struggled to right himself, just as a crack of lightning split the night sky. There was Uncle Bart, silhouetted in blinding light. He hung from the deck rail, his feet dangling as the ship toppled sideways. Mason watched in horror as his uncle lost his grip . . . and plunged toward the raging water below.

Mason woke with a start. He sucked in his breath and sat up straight, squinting into the sun that sunk low in the western sky.

Just a dream, he told himself. He relaxed into a stretch.

But when he wiped the sleep from his eyes, he could see more clearly. He was sitting on the deck of a ship. As he stood, he saw sand stretching out for miles to his left. And to his right? Ocean waters, calmer now but vast—nothing but blue for as far as the eye could see.

Reality hit Mason like a punch to the gut. The storm wasn’t just a dream. It had actually happened—every horrifying moment. The ship had overturned. And Uncle Bart had fallen into the fierce waves and . . . disappeared.

Mason slid his finger across the notches carved into the rail of the ship. He and Asher had carved one for every day that had passed since the storm.

Three days since the boat had been sucked into a whirlpool.

Three days since the boys had been shipwrecked on shore.

Three days since they had last seen Uncle Bart.

Mason fought the urge to sink back down to the deck and curl up into a ball. But he couldn’t. He had to look out for his brother. Had Asher been sleeping, too?

Mason spun in a slow circle, searching the deck. “Asher!”

A fishing pole waved in the air near the stern of the boat. Mason hurried along the deck until he could see Asher’s shock of red hair. His brother was fishing off the stern, which was close to the water now that the tide had rolled in.

“Catch anything?” Mason called.

Asher shook his head. “Only a few fish. I tossed them back.”

Mason threw up his hands. “Why did you toss them back? We’re running low on food, remember?”

Asher shot him a disgusted look. “I don’t eat fish! Gross. You know that.”

Mason counted to five before answering—a trick he used whenever Asher was driving him crazy. One, two, three, four . . . oh, forget it. “So why are you fishing if you don’t want to catch fish?” Mason snapped.

Asher shrugged. “I’m fishing for treasure. Uncle Bart says I might catch a nautilus shell, or maybe an enchanted book.”

Uncle Bart, thought Mason, remembering again the moment when his uncle had been swept off the deck. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to erase the memory. Then he opened them and glanced at Asher, who was the spitting image of their uncle. Red hair. Pale skin. Freckles. And that gleam in his eye whenever the word treasure came up.

We wouldn’t even be in this mess if Uncle Bart hadn’t been searching for buried treasure, Mason thought bitterly.

But now Uncle Bart was gone. And Asher was acting as if it were just another day, another treasure hunt. As if Uncle Bart would come jogging along the beach any minute now to say that he’d found some loot and that it was time to set sail for home.

“We don’t need nautilus shells,” said Mason, trying to keep his voice steady. “But if you want to do something useful, you could help me patch the holes in the hull.”

Asher snorted. “Useful? You were just napping for like three hours. What’s so useful about sleeping all the time?”

“I don’t sleep—” Mason started to say. I don’t sleep anymore. Not a wink. Not since a creeper blew holes in the hull of our ship. Not since I’ve had to spend my nights wide awake, standing guard on deck—guarding YOU.

But he didn’t say any of that. What good would it do? Instead, he hopped to his feet and started pacing, which always helped him think. “We have to make a plan,” he told Asher. “It’s been three days, and we have to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

Asher glanced up. “You’re going to wear a hole in the deck from pacing,” he said with a crooked smile. “That’s pretty much what you’re going to do next.”

“There are already holes,” said Mason. “Take a look around.”

In the fading sunlight, the ship looked especially tattered. Planks of wood stuck up every which way along the deck. The rail had snapped in half near the bow of the ship. And the sail had been stripped from its mast. Nothing flew overhead except a pirate flag that Asher had raised—to make the shipwreck look “tougher,” he’d said.

“This ship won’t sail again,” declared Mason. “We need to move on. Maybe we can take the rowboat across the water back to the mainland.”

Both boys turned toward the rowboat that hung from the deck rail. It was so tiny. And the ocean? The waves looked choppier now against the setting sun. We’d never make it, thought Mason. His stomach sunk.

“We can’t leave Uncle Bart,” said Asher, sticking out his chin. “What if he comes back and we’re gone?”

“He’s not coming back.” The harsh words slipped out of Mason’s mouth before he could stop them.

“He is!” argued Asher.

Mason crouched beside his brother, staring him right in the eye. “He was swept off the deck, Asher. I saw it happen. There’s no way he survived the storm.” He fought down the lump in his throat.

“He did survive,” Asher said firmly. “And I’ll tell you why.” He counted off the reasons on his fingers. “First, he had his helmet on, enchanted with respiration. He can breathe underwater. Also, he was wearing his Depth Strider boots. He can swim faster than any fish in the sea. And he knows the ocean. He has a map, remember?”

Mason wanted to point out that enchantments don’t last that long—not for three days. But Asher’s cheeks were flaming red now, so he stayed silent.

“Plus, Uncle Bart had his buried treasure map. He always carried that with him.”

Mason nodded. He could picture the map, too—folded in quarters. His uncle had opened and closed it so many times, the map had practically torn in two.

Asher’s eyes lit up. “He’s probably hunting for buried treasure right now. Maybe he already found the Heart of the Sea!” He jumped to his feet and peered out over the deck rail, as if Uncle Bart might pop up out of the waves any second now.

Heart of the Sea, thought Mason, shaking his head. It was all Uncle Bart had talked about for weeks. Forget emeralds, diamonds, and gold. All he wanted was the rare Heart of the Sea, to build a conduit so he could safely explore the ocean’s floor.

With a conduit, they could breathe underwater, see more easily, and mine more quickly. But Uncle Bart will never craft it now, thought Mason, his stomach clenching. And he’s not coming back for us. We’re on our own—just like before.

Just like when their parents had been killed in a mining accident. That’s when Uncle Bart had taken the boys in, and started bringing them along on his ocean adventures. For a while, they had felt like a real family. But not anymore, thought Mason.

As he stood beside Asher on the deck of the wrecked ship, he felt as if they were the last two kids in the entire Overworld. He threw his arm around Asher’s shoulders. “Time to eat,” he said. “And then bed.”

The sun dipped so low in the sky now, shadows spilled across the deck. That meant mobs would spawn soon.

And I’ll have another sleepless night, thought Mason with a sigh.

* * *

Mason pulled his head out of the supply chest and frowned. “Limp carrots, wrinkly potatoes, or mushroom stew. Which sounds better?”

“Um, stew,” said Asher. “Definitely stew.”

They’d eaten nothing but stew for the last few days. But as Mason pulled the stew from the chest, he took a whiff. Something smelled off—almost sweet, like flowers. He shook his head and put it back. “Nope. Smells suspicious.”

“It’s fine!” said Asher. “C’mon, I’m hungry.”

“It could be poisonous,” said Mason. “I’ve heard about people going blind from eating suspicious stew.”

Asher snorted. “You made that up.”

But Mason had already put some withered carrots and potatoes into the furnace. “It’s roasted vegetables tonight,” he said firmly. “Unless you want to catch us some fish.”

Asher’s face practically turned green. “I just lost my appetite.”

But a few minutes later, he gobbled down those roasted vegetables as if he hadn’t eaten in a week. Mason slid one more potato onto his brother’s plate, even though his own stomach grumbled.

As darkness fell, Mason’s eyelids grew heavy. But he’d made only one bed of blankets on the deck of the ship. As he hung a brightly lit torch on the wooden mast, he pointed to the blankets. “You sleep,” he told Asher. “I’ll keep watch.”

By the time Asher had climbed into the bed, Mason had armed his bow. Mobs could already be spawning on the beach below. He had to be ready.

But the bow was so heavy! As Mason’s arms grew weak with sleepiness, the bow sunk lower into his lap. The last thing he remembered was studying the loopy letter B—Uncle Bart’s initial engraved into the bow. Then Mason’s eyelids closed and his head fell backward, hitting the mast with a thud.

That’s when something swooped down from overhead.

He heard the whoosh of wings. Something grazed his hair. Bats?

Mason’s eyes flew open.

For a moment, he was blinded by the light of the torch. As his eyes adjusted, he spotted the shadowy creature swirling overhead—no, two of them. Maybe three.

The winged creatures circled the mast, swooping lower and lower. But these weren’t bats. No, they were much, much larger.

As one dipped low, Mason saw green, glowing eyes.

He heard the growl of the undead mob.

And he came face to face with . . . a phantom.
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