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Dedication

For Amelia and Marcelo—you’ll always be my favorite adventure.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Acknowledgements

About the Author

About the Type

By Angel Luis Colón

About the Publisher




[image: Prologue.]

“I didn’t mean to …” Amy choked on her words as tears welled in her eyes. She wanted to move in a thousand different directions at once but stayed locked in place.

Her brother, Marc, sat at the dinner table, his mother bandaging his arm. He shook his head and broke into a smile. “Ames, it’s fine, really.”

“Yeah, but, if I hadn’t …”

“Seriously, Amy, it wasn’t your fault. I’m just glad the spider came after me instead of you.” Marc looked down at his arm. “It isn’t even that bad, right, Mom?”

Their mother grimaced. “It isn’t that bad, but it isn’t that good either. I warned you two that those caves are dangerous.” She finished bandaging Marc’s arm and pointed at him. “Leave that on this time.”

Marc scoffed. “We barely went underground, Ma. Besides, the treasure I’d heard about wasn’t supposed to be that deep into the caves.” He smiled at Amy, a sparkle in his eye. “And Amy’s map was dead-on. We were exactly where we needed to be. We weren’t in any real danger.”

“Except you were. You know the spiders out here get big.” Mom turned to Amy and crouched down to meet her gaze. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “Marc is right, though, sweetheart. It wasn’t your fault. We all make mistakes. Now you know what to look out for next time.”

“Exactly,” Marc said, “It’s been almost, what, a year since you started adventuring with me? That’s better than my record.” He gave her a reassuring smile.

Amy nodded, choosing to stay quiet. She didn’t believe either of them. This had been her fault. She was supposed to watch their backs, like Marc told her to, but she was distracted by some gold ore she’d spotted in the cave walls. The next thing she knew, the spider attacked. In the chaos, she lost the map she’d crafted for them, and Marc had been hurt.

Amy locked eyes with her brother. He’d left out the worst parts. Marc was fibbing when he said they’d barely gone into the cave. They had ventured deep into the cavern and indeed had been very close to getting lost down there. She got distracted, but for more than a moment. She’d completely lost track of him, happy to inspect the cave for ore as he ventured farther down, still technically visible from where she stood, but quite a distance away. When the spider showed up, Marc told her all she had to do was run and jump, that he would catch her—but she froze up, forcing him to come to her rescue. He’d arrived in time to get between the spider’s hungry mandibles and her, his arm taking the worst of it.

Amy looked at the floor. She didn’t know what to say or do. She felt like a failure, like she didn’t deserve to look her big brother in the eye ever again. On top of it all, she knew he was mad at her. He was too nice to say anything because that was who Marc was: always happy, always able to go that extra mile. He wasn’t bad at anything he ever tried, even getting hurt.

Amy decided then and there she’d never go out on an adventure again. No way, no how. It didn’t matter how much her brother or her parents ever assured her; they were just trying to make her feel better. The truth was she was better off at home and far away from anything resembling danger or adventure.

“Can I go now?” Amy asked, desperate to go to her room so she could cry without anyone telling her she didn’t need to feel bad.

How could she not feel bad?

How could anything anyone said make these feelings go away?
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All Amy wanted was quiet.

No, wait. That’s not all she wanted.

Peace and quiet.

Okay. Peace, quiet, and solitude.

Ugh. Last time, promise. Peace, quiet, solitude, and cake.

Those four things, not in any particular order.

But that didn’t include her pet cat, Tuna, or her collection of pickaxes and shovels, did it?

So, really, six things mattered to Amy. Peace, quiet, solitude, cake, Tuna (the cat, not the fish), and her tools. She didn’t need anything else, just a good time at the back of the house with her furry friend, going through whatever she found in the dirt and the stone of her land. It felt good to dig into the ground, never knowing what could emerge or what she might discover. Add a slice of cake to that, and it was perfection.

Well, whenever Tuna didn’t swipe her last bite.

“Oh, come on, Tuna, seriously?” Amy called out to the cat as she ran, nose covered in whipped cream, back into the house.

Amy stared at her empty plate and sighed. She loved that little twerp, but she also loved cake. The cat made enough trouble as it was, and now that she had a sugar rush, Amy was sure she’d hear her mother scream once Tuna decided to stir things up back inside.

“Amelia!” As if on cue. There was her full name. A sure sign of trouble. Not huge trouble—her mother would raise her voice an octave on that last “a” if it were real trouble, but still, a good chewing out felt inevitable.

Amy sat still. Maybe Mom was checking to see if she was in the house. She could pretend she hadn’t heard her name—from the window, ten feet away from the ditch she was digging—if she stayed quiet for long enough.

“Amelia!” Louder this time. “Get in here now. I know you’re out there messing up my yard again.”

Okay. Great. Awesome. Here we go, Amy thought.

“Coming.” Her heart sank into her stomach. What would it be now? Had she tracked dirt into the house again? She was sure she’d checked after last time. Had Tuna made a brand-new mess? Maybe she got into the food. Her parents still weren’t thrilled about Tuna, but what else was Amy supposed to do? Let a kitten starve in the wild on its own? It hadn’t been that hard of a fight to keep Tuna, though, since her parents still felt bad after the adventure-that-shall-not-be-named, so they were willing to give in if it made Amy a little happier.

Amy’s house wasn’t the biggest in town, but it was the prettiest—to her. It was a two-floor house, all wood. Amy and her brother had rooms upstairs, while her parents slept downstairs. She liked the simplicity of their home, the way the windows were lined up and how her parents made sure they had exactly what they needed and nothing more. It was a homey home— a place that felt safe and warm.

Well, when she wasn’t in trouble.

“Hey, Mom,” Amy called out nervously from the threshold. “Is something wrong?”

Amy’s mother stormed out of the kitchen holding a shovel caked in dirt. “How many times have I told you to stop hiding your filthy tools in your brother’s room?”

Amy felt a wave of relief. This again. She could argue against this one any time of day. “I’m sorry, whose room?”

Her mother scowled. “Amelia, you know very well that Marc uses his room.”

“When he’s home, what, every other month now?”

“We never used either of your rooms as storage when you were out there with him,” Mom said, “and now you act as if he’s done something wrong to continue adventuring without you.”

Amy nearly laughed. She’d gone on, what, maybe two or three adventures with Marc before the incident? When would they have had the time to use her room as storage?

“Mom, please, I don’t care that he’s out there adventuring. I promise, the last thing I need is to deal with whatever craziness Marc’s getting into. I’m not mad at him.”

That was mostly true. They had hashed things out. It wasn’t even a big deal. They were cool about it. Marc kept adventuring, and she did her own thing. It wasn’t like they ignored each other or pretended not to be interested in each other’s hobbies. She was always around to hear him talk about his adventures, and he listened to her when she talked about all the cool stuff she found outside.

Well, mostly. Marc’s eyes always glazed over a little when she got into facts about ore.

Maybe they weren’t as close as they used to be, but that was fine. They were happy. That was what mattered.

“It doesn’t matter if anything’s wrong or not, young woman. Please clean your things out of your brother’s room before tonight. He’s due back from that big trip with all his friends.”

“I thought they were going into slime caves to ‘punch squishy things,’ ” Amy said as she rolled her eyes.

“Your brother is broadening his horizons, Amy.”

“By punching squishy things.”

“Everyone learns in different ways. You dig holes in my yard and your brother harasses local wildlife.”

“Ha ha.”

“So, about those shovels and pickaxes.” Mom gave her a solid mom stare—like a four out of ten on the mom-stare scale of scariness.

Amy sighed and threw her hands up in surrender. “Fine. Can I put them in the shed?”

“The shed is Dad’s happy place. No tools.”

Dad’s happy place. Sure. He just farted around in there avoiding housework. “But everything is dirty, and my room is so clean.”

Mom clapped her hands. “Oh, then there’s something to occupy your time.” She narrowed her eyes. “Clean your tools.”

Amy hunched over and pouted. “Really?”

Mom stare level six. Any more back talk would bring it straight to an eight.

Nobody had ever seen ten, but Marc claimed it nearly happened once before Amy was born. Something about Marc trying to lure a creeper into their house and nearly succeeding.

“I’m going. Bye.” Amy spun on one heel and marched toward her brother’s room. Fine, she’d clean her stuff. Better yet, maybe she’d use her tools more and then clean them. Mom wanted her to use her time, right? What better way than to dig around and see what she found? Amy doubled back and slipped into the kitchen, grabbing half a loaf of bread and stuffing it into her satchel. A snack for her and Tuna.

“Are you still down here?” Mom called out.

Amy scampered to the stairs and went to her brother’s room. She didn’t want to be able to tell her brother how close to ten Mom could get.
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Amy sighed at the sight of her stuff in Marc’s room.

“Okay, maybe Mom was right,” she said as she surveyed the mess she’d left.

Amy had a habit of collecting unused tools folks in town gave up on. Shovels with wobbly handles. Pickaxes that were more pick than axe. Everything was worn down to the very limit, but Amy felt it all still had a use.

Besides, once she found enough iron ore, she’d be able to trade up at a toolsmith’s for better tools—well, maybe. She’d have to dig and mine somewhere other than the backyard to find anything better than stone. While she did love her home, the surrounding land was barren of any really interesting finds. There were so many opportunities to find exciting new materials in the outside world, but she couldn’t muster the spirit to go back out there, not like her brother who wasted his days chasing treasures and rumors as if any of those things would turn out to be true.

Amy knelt and brushed dirt away. Mom was right: She really did need to start cleaning her tools. It took nearly an hour to clean Marc’s room, and she didn’t much look forward to taking the same amount of time to clean her own space now that she’d moved the tools there.

Amy rolled her eyes. This was life. Cleaning her room. Digging in the backyard. Feeling a sense of dread every time she thought about walking over four hundred blocks away where she could find more than rock.

There was a thump downstairs and boisterous laughter. The sound of metal against the wooden floors—a sure sign that there would be a scuff mark.

He was home.

“Ma! Pa! Amy!” Marc’s voice sounded deeper than the last time he’d been home. “Where is everybody?”

Amy fought back the little surge of excitement at the sound of her brother’s return. She was still mad he’d been gone so long this time. She didn’t have anything against adventuring— whatever, it was fine—but the longer he stayed away, the more their parents piled on her. Amy wondered if that was Marc’s plan: Absence made the heart grow fonder, and the longer he was gone, the more love he’d get. It was devious and evil and … very much not the kind of thing Marc would do.

Sometimes she wished he were a little sneakier.

“I’m upstairs,” Amy called out.

She listened to the thudding steps and clanking armor as Marc made his way to her room. He appeared at the threshold, almost as dirty as her tools.

“Why aren’t you keeping those in my room?” Marc pointed to the dirty shovels lined across the wall. “Not like I’m in there.”

Amy gave her brother a long look. He was filthy. There was a cut under his left eye that didn’t look too deep, but it was still nasty. He was missing a shoulder pauldron and, wait …

“Where did you get those leggings?”

Marc looked down at the scraggly leather leggings he was wearing. “Oh, yeah. There was a thing. I sort of lost the ones I had.”

“Lost? I gave you enough of my iron ingots to craft three or four pairs.”

“Well, I lost like, all my leggings.”

Amy was confused. “Just the leggings?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“That you lost your leggings. The ones I gave my ingots to craft.”

“Well, yeah. But also, how I got these leggings.”

“From an armorer or leatherworker like most normal people?”

“Not really?” Marc sighed. “I sort of borrowed them.”

Amy’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding? Did you …”

Marc raised his hand. “I didn’t steal them or anything. I found them, but they definitely aren’t mine.”

Amy made a face. “Whose leggings are those?”

“There was a zombie …”

“Ugh, Marc, you found those on a zombie?”

Marc shrugged and looked down at the leggings again. “I mean, they were fine when we took them off the zombie. Not even that damaged. They held up on the whole journey back home.”

Amy couldn’t close her mouth—she didn’t have the courage to breathe through her nose. “And you don’t feel gross or weird about that?” she asked. “Like, you could have made the choice to get rid of those when you got home, but you came upstairs to my room knowing how bad those smell.”

“Well, yeah, but I mean, I needed to wear something.” Marc chuckled. “I couldn’t come back home without pants.”

“So, the nasty zombie leggings were your first choice. Nobody in your little crew could lend you leggings?”

Marc made a face—he clearly hadn’t thought of that.

“How are you so good at all the things you do, but also so gross?” Amy asked.

Marc brightened up. “It’s a gift.”

Amy grunted and turned to check a storage box by her bed. Inside, yep, an extra pair of leggings she’d held on to after Marc swore off leather. “You’re lucky I hoard things.” She threw the leggings at Marc. They wrapped around his head. “Those should be clean-ish. Better than soggy zombie pants.”

“Sweet. See, you’re awesome, Ames.” He pulled the leggings off his head and turned to leave. “You want the zombie leggings?”

“Absolutely not, burn those.” Amy gagged. “And don’t call me Ames.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m gonna find food. Love ya.”

Amy shook her head as Marc walked off. “You big goof.”

She’d missed him. Not that she’d ever say that out loud, but still, the house felt a little more … alive with Marc around again.
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“I mean, are you all serious? He just got back.” Amy stared at her family from across the table. It had to be a joke.

Marc sat across from her with his usual friendly grin, his hair tousled and sticking straight up in the air—the ultimate bedhead. “I ended up finding something really cool, Ames. It’s too good to pass up, and I’m not about to sit on my hands, because it isn’t like it’s a big secret. If I wait, someone else is gonna get there before me.”

Amy looked at Mom and Dad, both more focused on their breakfast than the conversation. “You’re both okay with that? You said we needed Marc around to help with all those plans for the yard and setting up the garden.”

“If your brother sees an opportunity, it’s best he chases it,” Mom said. “He’s old enough to make that decision, and it isn’t as if we need that garden now.” She furrowed her brow. “Though, I am disappointed you’re going so soon, Marc. And alone at that.”

“I know, Ma, but I have this feeling in my gut that this is the big one. This is the one where I actually accomplish something.”

“And if he finds something of value, it’ll do us better than a few carrots will,” Dad added with a smile. He smacked Marc on the back. “I was doing the same at your age.” He looked at Amy. “And my little brother went with me. Never hurts to have extra folks along on an adventure.” He motioned to Marc. “He said he’s going solo. Maybe you can lend a hand, be his navigator again.”

Amy felt her stomach sink at the thought of going back out there with her brother. The familiar fear emerged from the back of her mind and bounced around her brain. All the what-ifs, all the dangers—the ways to get hurt or get someone else hurt. No way, no how. Her parents knew how she felt about adventuring, but they still couldn’t help themselves but to push her toward trying again.

Amy swallowed her words, not wanting to start an argument and not wanting to admit that she was hoping to spend time with Marc and show him the random little places she’d found out back. He didn’t need to travel the whole region to find adventure. It was right there in the backyard—close to home, close to Mom and Dad.

Close to her.

“Seriously, Ames, you should come along,” Marc said. “You’re still the best mapmaker I’ve ever known, and I am trash at drawing anything more complicated than a box.” He pulled a compass from his pocket. “And it isn’t like I’m that great at navigating. Last time I tried, I’m pretty sure I walked in a circle for two hours.”

Amy smirked. “What does it say about the people you adventure with that I’m the best mapmaker you know?”

Marc scrunched up his face. “It’s not like I know a ton of people in the first place. I mean, I know …” Marc thought. “Six? Oh, no, wait, seven. Yeah, seven adventurers that are worth going out with. Nobody I trust as much as you. Well, maybe except Gummo. That guy’s awesome. You’d like him.” Marc smiled. “He’s not as awesome as my very cool, map-making sister, though.”

Amy shook her head and laughed. Marc was good at making her blues go away, even if he was trying way too hard to get on her good side. “I’ll take the compliment, thanks.”

“Well, Marc, before you head out, help Amy till the little patch we’ve marked off,” Mom said. “Shouldn’t take you longer than a couple of hours to till us enough farmland. Then you can head into town and pick up whatever you need.” She eyed Amy. “Unless …”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Amy said.

Mom nodded. “As I was saying …”

“Whatever I need?” Marc smiled wider—his “I definitely, positively, one hundred percent need something” smile. “Well, Ma, if you’re offering …”

Amy wiped the sweat from her brow and let the handle of her hoe lean against her side. “You can join in at any time, you know.”

Marc was busy studying a map he’d pulled from his pocket. He scanned it over and over, as if something new had been written on it in the milliseconds his eyes were away. Amy was tempted to take the map away from him, but she wasn’t about to get involved.

It was dangerous, and Amy knew firsthand that while Marc was capable of handling himself, he was slow to realize that not everybody else was like him. Well, apparently seven people were. From the way he spoke, they seemed capable of keeping up with his never-ending store of energy. That was a good thing, Amy thought, since she’d barely managed to last a full year of adventuring with him. But he was planning on heading off without them this time, wasn’t he? That didn’t sit well with her. Unfortunately, she knew that if she brought it up, Marc would only stand firm in his conviction. He was more donkey than boy sometimes.

Marc remained still, staring at his map and silently moving his lips.

“Are you asking that map out?” Amy asked.

No answer.

“Hey.” She waved at him. “Hello?”

Marc blinked, and his head snapped up to focus on her. “Sorry. Just thinking.”

Amy nodded. “Sure looks like it.” She pointed at a hoe. “Are you, uh, going to help anytime soon? At least so I’m not mad at you for a few weeks while you’re gone.”

Marc grabbed a hoe and got to work, though he was clearly distracted. He moved aimlessly, incapable of following the lines Amy had set while she was working. There was no energy in him … Or, well, there was, but not for this chore. Amy watched him for a few minutes before laying her hoe aside and grabbing his.

“Seriously, what’s up with you?”

Marc grunted and walked over to the fence. He hopped up and sat on top of it. “This treasure map. I can’t get it out of my mind. I can’t stand the idea of waiting any longer than I need to.”

“Sure, I get that, but it isn’t like you’re leaving in a week. You’ll be on your way soon enough.” Amy eyed the map and finally held out her hand. “Let me see.”

Marc dug into his shirt pocket and held the map out to Amy. She grabbed it and inspected. It was a map, for sure: a region north of where they lived. Big forest. A clearing near water. There was a house near the water and what looked to be an island dead center. There was a black X over the house.

“So is the house the place you’re going, or is there buried treasure near the house?” Amy asked. Something about that X really bugged her.

“It’s clearly the house,” Marc said. “Why else would the X be there?”

Amy shrugged. “I dunno; if I meant for the house to be your destination, I’d put the X in front of the house, is all.”

“But wouldn’t that mean what I’m looking for is in front of the house?”

Amy shook her head. “That’s not my point. I’m not arguing about the X with you, Marc,” she said. “Where did you get this? You said none of your friends were any good at mapmaking.”

“A friend of a friend of a friend,” Marc said. “But plenty of people have heard of this place. Lots of stories about the house. They say it’s haunted and that nobody’s ever come back from there. Well, the one person who looked it over for me said that.” He smiled. “The reward, though, they say it’s worth it. So worth it, I managed to snag both copies of the map. I’ve got the other one upstairs for safekeeping.”

That might explain why he didn’t have the emeralds to trade for proper leggings, Amy thought. “Why not get rid of the other map if you’re so worried about nobody else having it? Keep it to a single map and you’re good to go.”

“I lose things all the time,” Marc said. “If I can’t keep my pants, do you really think I might not need an extra copy of this thing?”

“Point taken. So, what’s the treasure?”

Marc smiled softly and leaned over to Amy. “The rumors are the owner of the house had a pair of elytra that mends itself,” he whispered, “and other things too. All sorts of weird rumors.”

Amy raised her eyebrows, clearly suspicious.

“I know. It sounds ridiculous, but there’s so much buzz, there has to be a kernel of truth to it.”

“It sounds impossible. Nothing can last forever, especially not magical wings they say people can only find on End ships. On top of all that, nobody in their right mind would lock it up in a house for anyone to find with a shoddy map like that.” Amy handed the map back to him.

“You’re no fun.” Marc grinned. “The what-ifs are too big for me not to check this out. I spend a day back home and I feel like I’m in a cage, you know? I’m not like you.” He pointed at Amy, then seemed to catch himself. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being you.”

Tuna burst out of the brush then, chirping as she ran to Marc. Marc smiled and jumped down from the fence, crouching to give Tuna some much enjoyed scratches under the chin.

“I guess I don’t understand how you’re happy staying so close to home. It’s so quiet here. Nothing happens. Mom and Dad are boring and there’s nothing to discover. It’s dull.”

Amy felt a small pang of annoyance. It wasn’t that Marc was wrong, but she didn’t appreciate the way he said it. “Look, I decided adventuring wasn’t my thing. We both know what happened last time I went out there. I’d rather not repeat any of that.”

“What is your thing?”

Amy gripped the handle of her hoe tightly. “I’m still figuring that out. I mean, maybe I’ll start making things with the ores I find here. Or I can open a little store in town, sell whatever I find here to folks passing through.”

Marc gave her a skeptical look. “Seriously? A business?”

Amy shrugged. “I don’t know, and hey, this was about you helping me finish this tilling. This wasn’t supposed to be about why I’m staying home.” Amy pointed back to the house. “And even if it was, with you out fighting zombies and stealing their pants, I’m trying to help Mom and Dad.”

“They don’t need your help. This place is perfect, and we’ve always had everything we ever needed.” Marc began to work in earnest. “But you’re right. Sorry. I’ll help.”

Amy sighed and returned to work. She was more than annoyed; she was on the verge of anger. It wasn’t fair that Marc came back and made her feel this way. Who was he to judge her decisions? He was older. He could do what he wanted. She was still young—still learning about herself and the world. Why should she have to be like him anyway? He acted like it was weird that she would think about metalworking or farming or animal handling. Why shouldn’t she have other options besides adventuring?
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