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The Accidental Minecraft Family

 
Book 5
 




Chapter 1 

 
“We’re all gonna die!” Elijah ran in circles, flailing his arms. 
“What do you mean?” Dad asked Ethan. “What is a bad omen?” 
Ethan hung his head. “When you defeat a pillager captain- one of those guys with flags- they curse you with a bad omen. That curse calls in a raid when you come back into a village. They will be here within hours now. It was nice meeting you respawners, but Elijah is right. We’re gonna die.”
“Don’t say that!” Mom put her hands on her hips. “That's a terrible way to think. You need to stay positive. Remember, you have us here, and we will help.” 
Elijah continued to run around in crazy circles, flinging his hands in the air. Charlotte started running in circles with him. Marigold rolled her eyes.
Ethan looked at Mom and shrugged. “Sure, you’re here to help us, but one of you respawned just fighting a patrol. A raid is much bigger!” 
Dad put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Ethan, we are here, and we will keep you safe.”
Ethan hung his head again. “I know, I’m just scared. The raids are always so... terrifying.” 
Dad nodded. “Do you know what courage means?” 
Ethan shook his head, looking up at him. 
“Courage,” Dad continued, “doesn’t mean you aren't scared. It means that even though you are scared, you still do what is right. You push through the fear for something greater than yourself.”
Ethan’s face scrunched up in thought for a few silent moments. “Are you scared, Mr. Smith?” 
Dad nodded. “I am. Yes, we can respawn, but it still hurts. But more than anything, I am scared for my wife and my kids. I never want them to be hurt, and I’m scared that I will fail to protect them.” 
“But you don’t LOOK scared!” 
Dad crossed his arms. “I may not look it, but I feel it. The thing is, I can be scared of all those things, but if I let the fear win, if I let it take over and control me, it would keep me from doing my best to protect my family, myself, and even you and this village. I won’t let that happen.” 
By this time Elijah and Charlotte had stopped running around like crazy people to listen to Dad's words. Ethan looked at Dad, then the rest of the family, and stood up straight and tall. “You know what? You’re right. I may be scared, but I’m not going to let it control me, either. I want to be able to protect my family and my village. I won't let fear win anymore!” 
Elijah listened to his brothers and stood up straighter as well. “Me either! We are a team, a family, like the Smiths, and we are going to stick together!” He pumped his fist in the air and Marigold did the same, then Charlotte, then Ethan. 
“YEAH!” they shouted together.




Chapter 2

 
“That’s wonderful,” Mom said, her happy smile reaching all the way to her eyes. “Now, what can we do to help?” 
“I know,” Jack said, “we can build a wall!” 
“I don't know if we have enough time for that, even with your respawner super-builder powers,” Elijah said with a frown. 
“We will at least get started,” Dad said. “It will help protect you in the future, too. Mom, do you and Kate want to get going on that?” 
Kate raised her hand in the air. “Actually, I think I want to do something different.” She grimaced.
Dad frowned. “Why do you always have to argue about the tasks I give to you?”
“I just have another idea I think would be helpful.”
He shook his head. “Okay, Kate. What are you thinking?” 
“I have a bunch of bones. I want to find some wolves and tame them. Once you tame a wolf, they will fight with you.” 
“Oh, good thinking, Kate!” Jack high-fived his sister. 
“I wish we had our iron golem,” Charlotte said. “It would help fight too, and they are STRONG!” 
“Where is your golem?” Mom asked. 
“The raiders stole it the very first time they came here,” Ethan said. “There were too many of them, and us villagers were all so scared.” 
“Where did they take it?” Dad asked. 
“Probably to their outpost,” Elijah said. 
“What’s an outpost?” Kate asked. 
“Only one of the most frightening things ever!” Elijah said. “They are huge and filled to the brim with pillagers!” 
“So you’ve seen one?” 
Elijah cleared his throat, “Uhm... uh... no, actually. But the wandering traders have and that’s how they always described them.” 
“Is this outpost close by?” Dad asked. 
Ethan nodded. “Yeah, it’s to the east of us. It's where the pillagers come from when they raid us.” 
“And your golem is there?” 
Ethan nodded again. 
“Well then, I know what I’ll be doing. I’m going to get that golem back.”  Dad rubbed his hands together in front of him. 
“You can't do that! You’ll be killed! Oh... wait...”
Dad grinned. “Yep, I’ll respawn. I may not be able to get the golem, but it's worth a try, and then I can get an idea of what we are up against.” 
“What should I do?” Jack asked.
“Well, you can help build the wall with Mom, or you could make weapons and armor for the villagers. There are plenty of things you can do.” 
Jack nodded. “OH! And I can make arrows for Kate's crossbow, and maybe bows for all of us!”
“There you go, son. That’s a great idea.”
“I don't think we can use a bow,” Ethan said. 
“What? Why not?” Jack’s eyebrows shoved together in confusion.
Ethan thought about it for a moment. “I don’t really know. I just don’t think it’s something villagers can do.” 
“Well, that is going to change,” Jack said. “If you guys want to stop being treated like normal villagers, then you are going to have to do more than normal villagers from now on.”
“I guess... we could try?” Elijah said. 
“Darn tootin!” Jack shouted.




Chapter 3

 
They separated, each of them going off to do what they hoped would help the most. Kate went out of town to find wolves, while Jack started looking through the recipes in the crafting table to find out what he needed to make ranged weapons. Mom began building a dirt wall around the entire town.
With a deep breath, Dad took off running to the east towards where the Double-E’s had said there was an outpost. He kept running, through grassy plains, and soon the village was out of sight, but up ahead of him, towering higher than any building he had seen in the game yet, was a tall, brown building. He was thankful there was plenty of grass for him to hide in. He slowed down and brainstormed the best way to approach what he guessed must be the outpost. 
It was a tall structure, like the Double-E’s had said, but not quite reaching into the sky. The base was made of cobblestone with the top made of dark wood. The boys had been right about one thing: there were a TON of pillagers around. 
He crept along, trying not to be seen, carefully watching and listening the whole time. He was annoyed there were no trees or other places to hide the closer he got to the building. He decided he would have to go all the way around from a distance, so he wouldn’t be caught.
It was a slow process, staying far away and walking all around the outpost. It paid off because he got to see everything around it and got an idea of just how many pillagers there were. He saw several tents around the outpost, as well as two wooden cages, one of which held the iron golem the Double-E’s had been talking about. 
It was a shame that the cage with the golem was the one closest to the outpost. Dad didn’t know what to do. Then something happened that both scared him and gave him hope. 
A horn sounded loudly in the air, and nearly twenty pillagers grouped together in front of the outpost. There were the normal pillagers with crossbows, but there were also extra fierce looking ones carrying axes! The worst part, by far, was the giant four-legged beast they had with them.
The monster almost looked like a rhinoceros, but had horns on the sides of its head instead of one on its snout. It snorted and snuffed and pounded its gigantic feet into the ground, leaving huge dents.
The pillagers formed into groups, blasted the horn again, and started walking in the direction of the village.
“No!” Dad mouthed a silent scream, panic filling his chest.
There was no doubt in his mind: they must be the raid group! Time was quickly running out. 
He watched silently as they marched away. When the last group had left, he knew it was his chance. The raid group had taken around half of the pillagers from the outpost and he would not get a better time to try to free the golem.
Dad ran toward the cage, hiding as best as he could around blocks of dirt, random plants, or anything else he could find. He finally made it all the way to the cage with the golem, unseen.
He smiled. There it was, in all its glory. The iron golem was big and bulky, made of iron that looked rough and stony, and covered in vines. It was not moving and looked far more like a statue than anything alive. He hoped it was a golem and not actually a statue. But since it was the only thing in a cage, he figured it had to be what he was looking for. 
Dad pulled at the lock, but it held tightly shut and he didn’t have a key or anything. He glanced around for a small stick or something he could shove into the lock to pry it open. After a couple minutes of no luck, he facepalmed. “Of course!” He grumbled at himself as he pulled out a wooden axe from his inventory and simply chopped down the door. It didn’t make quite a big enough opening for the giant golem, so he had to chop more and more of the cage. 
He had just about finished when a voice came from behind him. “Well, well, well. Now what do we have here?” The voice was deep and gravelly and made a shiver go up Dad’s spine. He spun around to see one of those pillagers with an axe standing behind him. He had two of the normal pillagers with crossbows with him as well. “A brave one you are! Coming here to try to free this golem. Too bad you got caught! Round him up boys!” 
The pillager waved his axe and the two other pillagers with crossbows moved forward and grabbed at Dad. Dad held up his wooden axe fiercely. “Stay back! I’m warning you!” he shouted, making his voice as deep and booming as he could. 
The pillagers stopped moving but pointed their crossbows at him. “It’s okay, boys,” the axe-pillager said with an evil smile. “We don't need him alive. Let’s see what kind of loot he has!” 
The pillagers fired, and Dad dodged quickly, one arrow hitting the golem behind him and making it flash red. As Dad spun in the air, the other arrow landed squarely in his butt. “Not again!” Dad moaned as his hearts plummeted. He looked for anywhere to go, anything to hide behind, but he was trapped. The golem, on the other hand, had just figured out it was free, and it was ANGRY. 
The iron golem launched itself out of its cage, exploding splinters of wood around them, and swinging massive, powerful arms at the pillager that had shot it. The pillager screamed and ran, the golem hitting him from behind.
“You’re going to regret that,” the axe-pillager said, his voice sounded like Santa with a sore throat. “It’s going to take forever to recapture that thing again, and now...” The pillager’s eyebrows narrowed, and he dropped his voice lower that what seemed natural. “... You’re going to pay.” 
The axe-pillager charged in at Dad with his sharp weapon held high above his head. Dad felt good that he had at least done some damage to the pillager outpost and released the iron golem. He held his axe up in front of him to defend himself, but the axe-pillager was powerful and sent him for respawn.




Chapter 4

 
“Come on, Bruce!” Jack yelled at the cat as soon as Dad left to check out the outpost. “Let’s go make some stuff!” 
“Meow,” Bruce said, and sauntered over to Jack, whose arms were open to carry him. Bruce jumped on top of his head instead. Jack rolled his eyes but left the cat there anyway and walked over to the chicken pen. 
“Okay, kitty,” Jack said to the cat on his head, “here's what we’re going to do. I’ll let a chicken out, and you poof it quick. I'll try to only let one out at a time so we don't cause a mess like last time.” He remembered how he had left the gate open on the last chicken pen Kate had made and came back to see everyone in his family chasing chickens around everywhere. While it was hilarious, he thought now would be a pretty bad time for a chicken roundup. 
“Meow,” Bruce said and leaned down in front of Jack’s face, cocking his head. Jack shrugged and hoped the cat understood what he wanted to do. He grabbed Bruce from his head and gently set him on the ground.
Very slowly and carefully he opened the gate and stood there waiting. A single chicken came out and Jack slammed the gate shut behind it. The chicken freaked out, flapping and squawking all around, jumping in the air right in front of Jack, its feathers smacking him in the face.
Bruce got super excited and leapt at the chicken, but missed, landing right on Jack’s face instead. “Meoooooow!” the cat hollered as he bounced off and went after the chicken. 
“Ow, Bruce!” Jack tumbled backward toward the fence and bonked into it, bouncing him forward. He tripped over the flapping chicken and landed face first in the dirt. Bruce jumped again, landing on Jack's back, and leapt off into a midair flip, landing right on the chicken. 
“Meow!” he said proudly as he poofed the chicken into a floating feather and raw chicken. Bruce pranced over to the raw chicken and gobbled it up so fast that Jack didn’t even see it before he got up. 
“Okay, that was not quite how I had imagined that going.” Jack dusted himself off. Bruce just looked at him and licked his paw clean. Jack picked up the feather, the thing he wanted from this little event, and looked at Bruce. “Okay, aim better this time alright? The last thing I need is you taking all my hearts.” 
Jack went to the gate again and Bruce seemed to have a better understanding of what was happening. He lined himself up perfectly with the entrance and wiggled his butt in the air, ready to pounce. Jack opened it, but no chicken came out. After a few moments of waiting, still nothing.
“Meow?”
“Hang on, kitty. I’ll go get one.”
He walked a little way into the pen. “Come on, chicky, chicky, chicky,” he said, but the chickens all ignored him. 
He sighed and went a little further into the pen. As soon as Bruce couldn’t see him anymore, he assumed he should probably follow Jack in and help. Of course, THIS got the chickens' attention, and they went absolutely bonkers.
It took Jack a minute to realize why the chickens all of a sudden thought they were dead meat. Because they were. “Aaaah! Bruce, get out!” Jack yelled and slammed the gate closed so no chickens could escape. 
Bruce was a good kitty, but even good kitties only have so much self-discipline. After all, he was a cat. Those flapping, feathery snacks were just too much to resist, and he was in full-fledged hunter mode, his ears cocked back and his whiskers shaking. His tail stuck straight in the air, twitching back and forth.
The chickens were flying all over and Jack couldn’t see anything through the wings and feathers. He could hear Bruce though, as he meowed all over the place, pouncing on the birds. Jack didn’t know if he should try to get out of the pen or not. He was useless in there, but Kate would be really mad if he let the chickens out and they ran all over the village. 
He stuck it out and hoped that Bruce would have his fill soon. It took longer than he thought. Bruce finally finished his crazy hunter mode on the very last chicken. He gobbled up the raw chicken it dropped after it poofed, then he burped, paced in a circle, laid down and immediately fell asleep. His belly was extremely round and looked bloated and uncomfortable as Bruce rested on his side. He had eaten so many chickens, Jack wondered how he had even fit them all in there. It looked like if he poked at it, his belly would explode!
Jack walked around the pen picking up all the eggs and feathers. It didn’t go as planned, but he definitely had enough feathers for making arrows now. He picked up Bruce, careful not to squish any farts from his swollen belly, and left the pen.
In what Jack considered a genius idea, he pulled out all the eggs he’d collected and threw them into the pen, popping a bunch of chickens. Not nearly as many as Bruce had eaten, but still better than nothing. Hopefully enough to keep Kate off his back.
“Let’s not tell Kate about this, Bruce,” Jack said, petting his sleeping cat as he walked to the house he had claimed as his workshop. 
“Meozzzzzzzz,” Bruce said.




Chapter 5

 
Kate watched Jack run off after Dad left and smiled. She was excited to tame some wolves to help in the raid! First things first though, she needed to find them. She ran up to Elijah, who was pulling out a chunk of fence from the ground. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“I’m cold, I need some firewood and Ethan said I’m not allowed to burn any more furniture,” he said with a shrug. 
“You sure are cold a lot,” Kate said. “You should wear a jacket, it might help.” 
“What's a jacket?” Elijah asked, his voice shaking as he pulled harder on the fence. 
Kate opened her mouth but paused before saying anything. Then she shut her mouth. Minecraft didn’t have any way to make clothes that she knew of. She felt bad for Elijah.
“Never mind. Listen, I can get you tons of firewood, but I need your help to do it. Is there a forest near here?” 
“Oh sure, you know, the dark forest is that way.” He pointed over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t go there, though. It's full of mobs.”
Kate nodded. She remembered the dark forest; her family had traveled over the top of it because of how many mobs were inside. “Okay, but is there another forest? Maybe one with fewer mobs and more... wolves?” 
Elijah gave her a funny look. “Wolves?” He shook his head. “You should stay away from wolves. Those things aren't very nice. They always attack villagers if we get close. But if you go that way,” -he pointed in the opposite direction- “there are some hills with spruce trees in them. Our old woodcutter used to always complain about the wolves there.” 
“Thanks Elijah, that was really helpful! I’ll bring you back as much wood as I can for you to make fires with to stay warm.” Kate gave him a high-five and left. Elijah looked at his hand, wondering what on earth she had just done. He eventually shrugged and went back to work. 
Kate left the town at a run. She wanted to get some wolves and get back quickly to make sure she could be there before the raid came. She was worried about it. She knew her family would be okay, being respawners, but she really liked the villagers and wanted them to be safe, too. Everyone deserved to be safe in their own home. That’s why she was coming up with this plan. 
She had never seen a village with a wolf breeding pen in it before, and didn’t know if villagers could have pets, but she hoped they’d be willing to try. Wolves were fierce and loyal, and if she could get the villagers to tame them, they would be really helpful. Plus, how cool is it to have a pet wolf?! Almost as good as having a pet dog.
She kept moving, thinking about the village and different ways to help until she came to the area Elijah must have been talking about. There were some good size hills, and lots of spruce trees. She put some bones in her hotbar so she could get to them quickly and figured the best way to get wolves would be to get right into the thick of the woods. 
She equipped a stone axe, found the closest tree, and started chopping. She planned to bring home a lot of wood for Elijah. After she had chopped down the whole thing, she explored a bit to find another good tree, and hopefully a wolf. 
She came to a dip in the hills and saw a particularly nice-looking tree that she thought would make good firewood, so she climbed down to get to it. She started chopping at the big tree, CHOP CHOP CHOP! One block down, then the next one- CHOP CHOP SPLORCH! She paused at the weird sound. Chopping wood didn’t normally sound like splorch. 
As she paused, she heard another noise that sounded like it was getting closer. Boing, splorch, boing splorch. She turned and her eyes went wide. A huge, square cube that looked like lime Jello was coming right towards her, bouncing with splorchy-boings! 
She quickly got out a sword since there wasn’t enough time to run. The huge cube- a slime- was already on her. How could something without legs move so quickly?! It bounced, slamming into her and taking a heart away. She still had armor, so it didn’t hurt as much as it could have. But it attacked FAST and hit her again, taking another heart.
Kate quickly dodged behind the tree and when the slime bounced into it, she popped out, hitting it with her sword. It kept trying to get to her, but she kept putting the tree in between them, moving out to hit it, then going right back behind. “Hah!” she shouted. “This is easy!” She hit it again with her sword, but this time it was able to hit her too. 
She gritted her teeth and remembered Dad’s words about courage. She stood her ground and attacked fiercely. It bounced a final time, then fell to the ground in a poof. “Yes!” she shouted as she raised her sword in the air. Then the puddle of slime turned into four medium sized slimes. “Ah! No!” Kate yelled and backed away. 
She wouldn’t be able to use the tree as a shield anymore now that there were so many of them. They surrounded her, boing-splorching her from all sides, taking away hearts with each hit. “This isn’t fair!” she yelled as she swung wildly at the closest slime. 
Her hit connected, and it exploded into four even smaller slimes, which also began bouncing into her. She was down to half health and was wondering if she was going to have to run, or respawn, when she heard a growl. She spun her head and saw it: a wolf! 
As fast as she could, she pulled out a bone and waved it at the wolf. She took a few more hits to her back, but the wolf caught sight of the bone and instantly a heart appeared above its head. It scarfed the bone down in one bite, and a red collar appeared around its neck. Kate cheered.
With a boost of confidence, she pulled off a spin attack with her sword, hitting as many of the slimes as possible. 
The wolf snarled and leapt into action at her side, chomping one of the medium slimes into smaller ones. “Good wolfie!” Kate yelled as it continued to attack. Her health was less than half full, but with her new wolf friend by her side, she wasn't worried. 
She concentrated on the bigger slimes while her wolf chomped through the tiny ones, and in only a few more moments and another couple of hearts, they had defeated the slime. “Whew! That was tough, wolfie, but you are a good little warrior puppy, aren't you?” The wolf whined and cocked its head at her. 
She went around and collected all the slimeballs, gathering eleven of the slimy things. “These things are much more fun when this is just a game, not when you have to actually touch them,” she told her wolf as she wiped the slimy goop off her hands. 
She started going through the trees again, this time avoiding the lower valleys. Slimes were annoying to fight. She chopped and hunted for a while before she decided she had to give up. There just wasn’t enough time to find another wolf. One would have to do. 
She started walking back toward the village, disappointed she had only found one wolf, when she heard a tiny growl somewhere close by. She snapped her head around, listening closely for the sound. When she heard it again, she followed it behind a tree and discovered a mama wolf and a baby wolf, trapped against a rocky area as a creeper was walking towards them! 
Kate didn’t know what to do. If she didn’t stop the creeper it would blow up itself and the wolves, but if she attacked it, her wolf would charge in and probably get blown up too. She didn't have any extra time, so she pulled out her crossbow and shot the creeper. The creeper stopped moving towards the wolves and turned its creepy head to look at her. 
Then she remembered, she could tell her wolf to ‘sit’ and it wouldn’t follow her! She turned to her wolf, who was just about to charge in to attack, and said, “SIT wolfie!” The wolf sat down and looked at her. 
The creeper was coming right towards her and her wolf, so she moved sideways, away from her pet wolf, while loading her crossbow. The creeper changed direction to follow her and she shot it again. This made the creeper mad and it charged her, immediately flashing. Kate forgot about loading her crossbow and grabbed a block of dirt. 
As soon as the creeper got close and started flashing, she plopped the dirt down in front of it and ran. The creeper looked confused for a moment but got caught on the block of dirt as it tried to chase after her, losing time to climb it. It exploded powerfully and Kate laughed. “Creepers are dumb, wolfie!” she shouted at her pet. 
She quickly grabbed the bones out of her hotbar and ran to the mama wolf, waving it at her. Just like before, a heart appeared above the wolf’s head, and she gave it the bone to chew on. The baby wolf gave a tiny bark, and she gave it a bone too. Before she had even waved it at the baby, a heart appeared above its head, too. 
“Yes! Now I have three wolves and one is a BABY! IT’S SO CUTE!” Kate yelled as she told all her wolves to follow her back to the village.




Chapter 6

 
Elijah headed out right away to find more wood to burn after Dad and the kids had left for their tasks. Mom looked at Ethan. “Well, can you help me build the wall?” 
Ethan shrugged. “I could try, but I have never built a wall before. Also, I don't know if I could do it as fast as you. I’m pretty sure I can’t.” 
Mom nodded. “That’s okay. It is still important to try. Never let yourself think you can’t do something, especially something you haven’t tried.” 
Charlotte raised her hand. “I want to try, too!” Marigold pointed to Charlotte and nodded in agreement. 
“Great!” Mom said. “That’s what I like to see! Believe in yourself and try new things. Come on!” She led the three of them just outside the village, with a big smile on her face. The further they walked, the more they seemed to drag their feet. In fact, they all seemed a bit nervous. “What's going on?” Mom asked, the smile fading from her face.
“Well,” Ethan said, “it’s nothing really, just... none of us have been outside of the village before.” 
Mom looked shocked. “Ever? You’ve never even stepped foot out?” 
Marigold and Charlotte nodded. “Usually that's what traders do,” Charlotte said. 
Ethan put his arm around them in a protective hug. “It’s okay girls, we can do this!”
Mom smiled. She loved seeing family members take care of each other, and being protective was an excellent trait for a big brother. “Okay then! Here's what I want you to do. Charlotte and Marigold, you two dig in a line on this side of the village.” Mom pointed to a row of three dirt blocks. “Charlotte, you dig here, and Marigold here.” She showed them by digging two blocks of dirt out of the ground, one from either side, leaving one in the middle. 
“Ethan, you get the dirt from the girls, and start placing blocks on the section in the middle. I don't know exactly how high the wall should be, but if we do it this way, we should be able to make it three blocks high.” 
“Okay! We can do that!” Charlotte said, but Marigold shrugged her shoulders. “Just one question,” Charlotte frowned. “How do we dig?” 
Mom's jaw dropped. “How do you dig?” 
Ethan nodded, looking a little embarrassed. “We’ve never done it before.” 
Mom shook her head and pulled out a few wooden shovels from her inventory, handing them to the girls. “Not a problem, equip these shovels.” 
The girls fiddled around, like doing this was something completely new and unusual for them. Finally, they both ended up with shovels in their hands. 
Mom nodded and smiled reassuringly, then showed them how to use the shovels. “Okay, like this.” In a split second, she had a block of dirt up. Both the girls copied her, and it took a lot longer, but they both eventually were able to dig up a block of dirt. They were breathing heavily, covered in dirt and sweat, like it was the hardest work they had ever done. 
Mom looked worried. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Charlotte nodded, smiling. “I think so. We’ve just... I feel like we’ve done something no other villager has ever done before.”
Mom was very confused. This was a game world, though, and she knew that many things were not like real life. She pointed to Ethan. “Okay, now give the blocks of dirt you dug up to Ethan.” It took a moment, but the girls figured it out. 
Mom equipped a block of dirt and walked towards the middle block of the lines the girls had been digging. “Okay Ethan, I’m going to guess you have never placed a block before either, so I’ll show you. Just like this.” As slowly as she could, she placed a dirt block on top, making a two-block tall tower. 
Ethan walked over to the small tower, walking all around it, and got a look of serious concentration on his face. Soon a dirt block was equipped in his hand, and he placed it on top, forming a three-block high dirt tower. “I did it!” he shouted and jumped up and down. 
The girls all cheered for him. “That was weird!” Ethan said. “It totally felt like something villagers aren't supposed to do. But somehow, with you helping, I could do it!” 
Mom grinned hugely. “I knew you could. You guys are smart and capable, you can do anything you put your mind to!” 
Ethan placed another block next to the small tower. “You know, I think because you are a respawner, you are helping us do things we normally couldn’t do. It’s amazing!” He looked sad for a moment. “I wish more of the villagers could have seen this.” 
Mom was sad as well. The poor villagers had gone through so many terrible things with the raids. But that was going to end now. “We won't let those raiders get to you!” she said with enthusiasm. “Then when more villagers move here, you can teach them these things, too. You won’t have to suffer anymore!” She smiled and set a kind hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Now start building the wall all the way down this side of the village. I’ll start working on the other side.”
The villagers nodded, looking serious and determined. “We will be courageous and smart, just like you and Mr. Smith!” Ethan pumped his fist in the air, and they all started working together. They were still very, very slow at everything, but Mom was confident they would work hard and was proud of them for even trying.




Chapter 7

 
Dad respawned back in the village. He was angry. Those raiders were mean as skunks and probably smelled just as bad. He would not let them hurt his new friends.
He walked around to find out what was going on in the village. He waved at Ethan and the girls as they were building a wall around one side of the town. They were about halfway through and he was a little nervous at their slow progress. 
Then he found Mom, who had completed one whole side of the wall, and was halfway done with another. He greeted her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “How’s it going out here?” he asked. 
Mom waved at the wall. “It’s hard to make a wall this big. It takes a lot of time and dirt.” 
Dad nodded. “You got the villagers to help, I see. Good work.” 
Mom grinned then her face became serious. “I did, but you know what? It’s really weird, it seems like they can’t build the same way we do. They are so much slower, and they told me they had never dug or placed blocks before. They said it felt like they shouldn’t even be able to, but for some reason still could. Ethan thinks it’s because we’re here.” 
Dad gave her a puzzled look. “Is that some kind of game thing?” 
“It must be,” Mom said, “but once I showed them how, they’ve been able to. Slowly, but they’re doing it. How did it go on your scouting mission? Did you free the golem?” 
Dad coughed. “Well, yes, I did manage to free it. But then the pillagers sent me to respawn.”
Mom looked angry. “Oooh, I do not like that,” she said through clenched teeth. “I don’t like that one bit.”
Dad put his arm around her shoulder. “I don't like it either, mama bear. There are a lot of pillagers and a bunch of them are making their way here right now.” Dad explained the waves of pillagers he saw grouping up, and the huge beast that he had seen. 
Mom shuddered. “Will we have enough time to finish the wall?” 
Dad looked at how much was built. “Maybe not enough to finish it, but keep working on it anyway. Some protection is better than none. Besides, if it makes them all come in from a certain direction, that can only help us.” 
Mom nodded in agreement. “Well, you should see what the others are up to, and maybe everyone should stop what they are doing to help focus on the wall.” 
Dad hugged her. “Alright, you keep working. I’ll gather everyone together.”




Chapter 8

 
Dad called for Jack but didn’t get a response so he continued walking through the village until he came to Kate, who had built another pen. She was inside the new pen with three wolves. “Hey there kiddo,” Dad said. “I see you found some wolves?” 
Kate jumped, startled, then smiled at Dad. “Dad! You’re back! I did find some wolves, and I’m going to breed more. I’m gonna be the Wolf Queen!” 
Dad chuckled. “Wolf Queen, huh? Do you think they will be helpful in a raid?” 
Kate nodded. “Big time. If I attack something, or something attacks me, my sweet babies will charge in there.” She stroked the ears of one wolf that looked a little smaller than the others. “This one was a baby a little bit ago, but it grew on the way back. It’s almost full grown. I’m calling her Brie-Brie.” 
Dad made a funny face. “Brie-Brie?” 
Kate laughed. “Yeah! Like the cheese, you know?” Kate had loved eating brie cheese at home, baked and drizzled with honey and jam and covered in pecans. She considered it sophisticated. Jack was still in the ‘only-wanting-to-try-new-things-if-they-were-covered-in-ketchup’ phase.
Dad smiled at her. “Well then, good job, Kate. I’m rounding everyone up for a meeting. Do you know where Jack is?” 
Kate shrugged. “I saw him and Bruce running somewhere that way.” She pointed to another part of the village. 
Dad waved at her. “Thanks! I’ll go get him. Can you get the villagers and meet me in the village hall? I have some bad news.” 
Kate frowned. “Uh oh. Is it the raiders?” 
Dad nodded. “Yes. They are going to be here soon.”
Kate stood tall, a serious look on her face. “You know, when this was all just a game we played from the couch, it was a lot easier. But I like these people, Dad. I don't want them to get hurt. It’s not fair they can’t respawn like us. We didn’t do anything to deserve to be able to respawn. We need to protect them.” Her eyes got red and watery.
Dad opened the gate to the pen, careful not to let out any of the wolves. Then he moved to Kate and gave her a big hug. “Now you have a small idea how us parents feel about you kids.”
Kate hugged him back and wiped her eyes, taking in a big, deep breath. “Okay, I’ll go get the villagers, but I need to finish up here first. It won't take long.” She pulled a cooked beef out of her inventory and the wolves immediately turned to stare at her, drooling. 
“All right, I’m going to find your brother.” Dad left and walked the way Kate had pointed. He wondered how far Jack had gone, and was looking at the roofs of the houses as he strolled, trying to think of other things they could do to defend against raiders, when he suddenly tripped and fell over and over down a set of stairs carved into the dirt.
“Ow!”
“Oh, hey Dad. Nice of you to DROP in.” Jack laughed as Dad got up. “Get it? Drop!? Cause you fell?” 
Dad grumped and looked around. He was in a small mine that Jack had dug and not in any kind of nice, neat way. It was a mess, with chunks taken out in every direction and random blocks spread around the ground.
“Jack, did you build a mine IN THE VILLAGE?” 
Jack thought about it for a moment. “Y-eees?” 
Dad gave his son a look. “This doesn’t seem like the best place for a mine does it? What if someone fell in?” 
“Like you?” Jack laughed again. “Sorry Dad, but I had to. I didn’t want to go too far out, but I needed to get flint and more iron.” 
Dad opened his mouth to talk when Bruce, who must have been hiding in one of the many holes in the wall Jack had made, suddenly jumped and landed on Dad's blockhead, curling up. “Purr,” he said. 
“What the!?” Dad tried to get the cat off his head, but Bruce dodged his hands. Dad made a grumpy face and ignored him. “You know Jack, Bruce wasn’t nearly this annoying in the real world.” 
“Well, yeah,” Jack said, “but back there you didn’t have a big ole comfy square head.” 
Dad sighed. “Well did you get everything you needed? The raiders are going to be here soon, and we need to prepare.” 
Jack frowned. “Already? I found some stuff, but not as much as I wanted. I haven’t even made the arrows yet.” 
“Let's get back up there, you can work while they approach.” 
Jack got a serious look in his face just like Kate had. “Okay Dad, let's show those raiders they can’t mess with us or our friends.” He left up the stairs and Dad followed, proud of his kids.




Chapter 9

 
When Dad and Jack got to the village hall, everyone except Kate was already there. There was an air of sadness and worry, and Dad wanted to make that end right away.
“Alright everyone.” Dad rubbed his hands together. “The raiders are coming. They’re on their way now. When I was scouting their base, I was able to free the iron golem-” 
“Yay!” Ethan and Elijah cheered at the same time. 
“-but I respawned before I could get it home.”
“Aww,” Ethan and Elijah moaned at the same time. 
“Let him talk,” Charlotte said, “or I’ll start singing again.” 
Ethan covered his ears. “No! Anything but that!” 
Mom rolled her eyes. “Okay, Dad, what else do you know?” 
“It looks like there are three waves. One with just four of the normal guys-” 
“Pillagers,” Ethan interrupted.
“Okay, pillagers. Then another wave with some pillagers and some really strong looking guys with axes-”
“Vindicators?!” Elijah shouted. “Those guys are bad news!” 
Dad continued again. “Right, er- vindicators, I guess. The last wave I saw only had more of those pillagers, but it also had some huge beast. It looked like a rhinoceros without the front horns.” 
Charlotte gasped. “A ravager? Oh no!”
“Pillagers and vindicators and ravagers, oh my!” The three villagers said at the same time. Marigold just looked terrified.
The family stared at them like they were all crazy. “Aaannyway...” Dad said, “they are probably going to be here soon, so we need to finish up whatever defenses we can.” 
“I wish we had our iron golem.” Ethan frowned. “They are tough and could really help.” 
“Well, I’ve been thinking...” Dad turned to face Ethan. “Do you know how to build one?” 
Ethan shook his head, but Elijah spoke up. “I do! It takes a bunch of iron!” 
“Wait, how do you know?” Ethan squinted his eyes at his brother. 
“When our village elder, Zac, made it, he showed me how,” Elijah said with a smug look on his face. “I watched the whole thing.”
“No fair!” Ethan shouted. “You got to do all the cool things!” 
“Well you got to ride the trader’s llamas, so it is fair!” 
“Well you-” 
Charlotte opened her mouth and started singing very loudly. “The snow glows-” 
“Ack!” Ethan shouted. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Stop!” 
Charlotte grinned and gave Dad a nod. 
“Well, Elijah, if you know how to make one, I want you to go with Mrs. Smith and Marigold into the mine. We can block it off so the raiders won't find you.” 
“What mine?” Elijah asked. 
“Oh, I built a mine in town,” Jack said. 
“Wait, you built a mine, IN TOWN?” Ethan asked. “As the mayor-” 
“Co-mayor!” Elijah shouted. 
 
“As the co-mayor,” Ethan corrected, “I feel like that is something you should have asked us.”
Jack shrugged. “Well excuse me for trying to save your lives.” 
Mom gasped. “Jack! Don’t be rude!” 
“Sorry.” 
“Enough already!” Dad shouted. He looked tired and annoyed. “Elijah, you go with Mrs. Smith and Marigold to the mine.” 
Mom kissed Dad on the cheek and took Marigold's hand. “Come on you two. Elijah, we are going to build a golem-thingy for your town.” 
Ethan crossed his arms over his chest and looked sullen. Dad clasped him on the shoulder. “Alright, Ethan, Charlotte. You two are going to learn how to use a bow.” Ethan’s eyes lit up and Charlotte looked nervous. “As soon as Jack makes some.” 
“Oh yeah! I should do that!” Jack said.




Chapter 10

 
Jack popped out a crafting table and got right to work. Well, he tried to get right to work but Bruce kept jumping on the table and Jack had to keep pushing him off. “Come on you crazy cat, I’m trying to work here!” 
“Meow.” Bruce linked his paws, trying to look innocent. 
“Listen up, Ethan,” Dad said. “I am going to have you two stationed over there on top of that house.” He pointed towards a village home just in front of the mine. “That way, if any pillagers get through us, you and Charlotte will be the last line of defense. Hopefully, that won't happen, but we need to plan for everything.” 
Ethan looked over where Dad was pointing. “Okay. But, uh... how do I get on top of a house?” He tilted his head.
“Easy. I'll just build some stairs and take them down once you’re up,” Dad said. 
“Right, I forgot you can do that. Build so fast, I mean. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to.”
“I can dig! I couldn’t do that yesterday, so I’m sure we can learn to build.” Charlotte said. 
“Done!” Jack held up a bow. He moved to hand it to Ethan, but Bruce got in the way, tripping him. Jack fell to the ground and the bow toppled out of his hand. Bruce pounced on it right away and began nibbling. Suddenly the bow disappeared!
“Bruce!” Jack yelled. “You just ate the bow! It’s not even tasty!”  
“Meow?” Bruce asked. 
Jack’s eyes were huge. He didn’t even know you COULD eat a bow in Minecraft. Leave it to Bruce to figure out how. He took another bow from his inventory and tried a bite but could not bite through it. “How did you even do that?” he asked the cat. 
Jack stood up and handed the bow to Ethan, got out another one and handed it to Charlotte. Then he pulled out a spare stone sword and handed it to Ethan as well. “Better take this, too, just in case.” 
“Gross, Jack!” Kate said as she walked up, three powerful looking wolves with her. “Why were you trying to eat that bow?” 
“Bruce did it! I just wanted to see if it was possible, maybe it's a respawner thing or something,” he said with an embarrassed shrug.
Ethan held out the weapons like they were something he had just cleaned out of a litter box. “I have no idea how to use these.” 
Dad laughed. “That’s okay. Like I said, hopefully you won't need to, but just in case you do, you’ll have them.” 
Jack pulled out the bow he had made for himself. “Let me show you how this works. First you make sure you have some arrows.” He handed Charlotte and Ethan a bunch of arrows. “Then you just pull back on the string, like this.” He pulled the string of the bow back, aiming for the side of a building, and fired. The arrow streaked through the air and slammed into the building, burying itself into the wall. 
“That’s easy!” Ethan said, then tried to copy Jack but fired the arrow straight up instead. 
“Look out!” Dad yelled as he covered his head. The arrow came hurtling down and hit a rock, bouncing hard and landed right in Dad's butt. “OW! What the heck!”
Everyone but Dad laughed. Ethan looked nervous, but still chuckled. “I’m sorry!” he squeaked. 
Dad grumped. “It’s fine. Just... make sure you keep your aim on what you want to hit.” 
Charlotte pulled the string back and aimed at the building Jack had shot, letting an arrow fly. It hit the wall like Jack’s did, although a lot slower and a little wobbly. “Aha! Got it!” she said. 
Ethan’s face took on a look of serious concentration as he pulled his string back and fired again. His arrow flew straight and fast, landing in the wall next to Charlotte’s. “I see what I did wrong now.” 
“Great job guys!” Jack said. “I gave you a bunch of arrows so you can practice shooting from the roof.” 
“Are you ready to defend your village?” Dad asked Ethan. 
Ethan nodded, but stood up a little straighter. “I’m scared, but I will not let that stop me anymore. I refuse to just hide away.” 
“Me too,” Charlotte said. 
Dad nodded at them. “Good, I believe in you. I’m going to get you set up now, then we have our own plans to figure out.” He led them to the building by the entrance to the mine that Mom had already boarded up. He made some stairs, which the villagers climbed up, and when they were safely on the roof, he mined the stairs. 
“Hey! I can see really far from up here!” Ethan said. 
“Good, you’ll see the pillagers come if they get past us,” Dad said. He gave them a thumbs up and went back to the kids.




Chapter 11

 
“Nice doggies,” Jack said to Kate. 
“I am Queen of the Wolves!” Kate said in a funny voice and flexed her muscles. 
Jack rolled his eyes. “What you are... is a weirdo.”
Kate put her hands on her hips. “I’m weird? We are stuck in an actual video game! I think the entire world is a little weird right now.” 
Jack frowned. “Huh. Yeah, I guess you're right. Well, you're still weird.” 
Kate stuck her tongue out at him. “My pups are going to help stop the raid.” 
“Are these all you have?” Jack asked. 
“No, I have more at the pen, but they aren't fully grown yet. I only just started my breeding program.”
“Boy you sure like breeding animals, don’t you?”
“Have you seen a wolf pup? They’re the cutest things EVER!” Kate swooned.
Dad came over, back from escorting Ethan and Charlotte. “Okay guys, I think we have everything set up as best we can. I don’t know how long they are going to take to get here, but I can’t imagine it will be much longer.”
“I’m nervous,” Jack said. 
“Me too,” Kate agreed. “I know we’ve fought before, but that felt different. These raids seem so... cruel.” 
Dad nodded. “They do. I wish I knew why the pillagers raid the villages.”
 
Jack shrugged. “Well, I mean, it is a video game. You have to have bad guys.” 
“I guess so,” Dad said, “but living in it makes it feel much more... intense.” 
They started walking towards the road out of town. Mom and the villagers had done a good job of building walls around the town, even though they had only gotten a little over halfway done.
“These walls will be really helpful when they’re finished,” Dad said. He turned to the kids and pointed to an unfinished section. “I think while we wait, we should-” Suddenly an arrow zipped by, and collided right into his butt. “OW! Okay, that’s it. Something is wrong with this game. Why do I keep getting shot in the butt!?” 
The kids didn’t have time to chuckle before a horn sounded loudly. All three of them snapped their necks around, and sure enough, just behind Dad on the road, four pillagers approached.
They didn’t even try to talk and launched straight into an attack, shooting arrow after arrow at the family. “Hey!” Kate scowled and took aim at one pillager, hitting him with an arrow from her enchanted crossbow. 
Immediately Kate’s wolves charged the one she had attacked, surrounding it on all sides. The pillager tried to flee, reloading his crossbow as he went, but the wolves wouldn’t let him go. Kate kept firing arrows at him, and soon he poofed away. “I am KATE! Queen of the Wolves!” She let out a howl. 
Jack ran up to the closest pillager, dodging left and right as he tried to shoot at him. The pillager took aim and fired again, but Jack slid underneath the arrow, which missed him and hit Dad. “Hey!” Dad yelled. 
Jack jumped back to his feet, and before the pillager could load his crossbow, he was attacking him with his sword. The pillager growled and backed away, finally getting an arrow loaded. Jack jumped forward, somersaulting, and rolling right at the pillager, faster than he could aim his crossbow. As his slide slowed, he leapt up, striking the pillager and knocking his crossbow into the dirt. 
Jack and the pillager looked at the crossbow, then at each other, then back at the crossbow again. They both leapt for it at the same time, but Jack got there first, and fired it, launching an arrow that poofed the raider into a cloud. Jack breathed hard, trying to stay cool and not smile too big. He had just royally kicked that guy’s butt.
The two remaining pillagers were firing at Dad, who was trying his best to dodge, but wasn’t anywhere near as good at it as Jack. Being kinda little had its advantages.
Dad was like an arrow magnet. They zoomed through the air, and even if he dodged or they weren’t aimed toward him, they seemed to land right on him. “Ow!” he kept saying with each thunk! of an arrow, but he was happy he at least had the most armor of all the family, and that keeping the arrows on him, meant they weren’t on the kids. 
Still, he was hurting. His hearts were really low. He stalked towards the pillagers but knew that he wouldn’t make it since they could separate and keep firing at him like he was the monkey in the middle. He smiled as an idea came to him, and he pulled out a cooked beef and chomped it down.
“BARRRRBEEEECUUUEEE!!!” he roared and charged at the closest pillager. 
The pillager’s eyes went wide with fear as Dad approached while he was loading his crossbow again. Another arrow popped into Dad’s butt from the other pillager. By this point, Dad look like a porcupine. He didn’t seem to notice, though, as he wolfed down more barbecue and quickly swapped to his sword. 
The pillager he was charging moved backwards, fumbling with his crossbow. Dad finally caught up to him and fiercely attacked, fueled by the arrows in his butt. His sword swiped fast and hard like he was chopping down a tree. Finally, the pillager poofed, but another arrow hit Dad in the rear, who spun around to face the last pillager. 
The pillager shot Dad again, and he fell to his knees, hurting. “Hah!” the pillager shouted. “This village will be ours!” 
Dad looked up at the pillager and tried to get up to attack, but he was too tired and hurt. The pillager aimed at Dad again, who could do nothing but stare back at him. He heard the thwoop! thwoop! of an arrow leaving a bow string and braced for the hit. Instead, he watched as two arrows hit the pillager from both sides, as Kate and Jack each fired their crossbows at their enemy. 
The pillager yelped and spun around, finally realizing he was all alone. He wildly aimed his crossbow, not knowing who to shoot at, when a deep growl from behind him made him turn white. One of Kate's wolves had snuck up behind him when he wasn’t looking and bit him hard, poofing him. 
“Well, that wasn’t too bad,” Jack said, helping his dad off the ground. 
Then another horn blasted.




Chapter 12

 
“Speak for yourself.” Dad pulled the arrows out with a flinch and tossed them to the side. “Those arrows HURT.” He rubbed his poor rear end. “I need some better defenses.” 
“I think you can make a shield,” Kate said.
“That would be nice.” The family stood together at the entrance, waiting for the next wave to appear. “Where are they? They already sounded their horn.” Screaming coming from the village behind them suddenly told them where they were. 
The family spun towards the sound to find pillagers had made their way into the village from the other entrance and were already wreaking havoc. Three pillagers were taking aim at Ethan and Charlotte on the roof. There were two other pillagers that looked extra mean and tough. They walked around with axes, chopping into things just to destroy them. 
“Vindicators,” Dad said quietly, almost a whisper. “Jack, Kate, go after the archers. I’ll get the vindicators.” He ran back to the village, towards the axe-wielding men. “Hey you! Yeah you! Get out of here, you’re stinking up the place!” he yelled as he ran. 
Jack looked at Kate and both of them shrugged, running towards the battle. They loaded their crossbows as they ran, firing at the archers, distracting them. “Come on Ethan!” Jack yelled. “You can do it!”
Ethan stood on top of the building, shaking with fear as he put an arrow to the bow Jack had made him. Charlotte was biting her nails as she hid behind Ethan. The co-mayor pulled the string back on the bow, letting the arrow fly with his eyes closed. The arrow flew right past the pillagers and hit Jack. 
“Open your eyes!” Jack yelled as he rubbed the spot where the arrow had hit. Jack fired another arrow at the pillagers then switched to his sword. “Focus, Ethan, you can do this!”
Kate kept back, shooting from a distance, and hit one of the pillagers. She pointed at him and yelled, “Puppy ATTACK!” and her wolves leapt forward to surround that poor pillager. The pillager was able to fire once, hitting one of the wolves, who yelped. Between the wolves surrounding him and Kate's arrows, he poofed away quickly. 
Dad yelled at the vindicators, getting their attention. They were all dark and creepy looking, holding sharp axes. The two vindicators laughed as they got close to him, one on either side. They both swung their axes and Dad was only able to dodge one, getting hit by the other. His hearts dropped down and he gasped. These guys hit HARD. 
Dad tried to stay mobile, moving and dodging, but the vindicators didn’t only hit hard, they were also really fast. He took another blow before he even got one of his own attacks in. “Yikes!” Dad decided to lure them away from the kids and fight them somewhere else. 
He ran backwards as fast as he could without tripping, the two vindicators following with frightening looks on their faces. He moved around the side of a small house and waited. When one popped around the corner Dad did a jump attack, hitting him hard and making stars appear. The other vindicator popped out and swung at Dad, just barely missing. Dad ran again, going all the way around the house as fast as he could to get to them from behind.
***
Jack performed his favorite move, and slid baseball style into the two remaining pillagers, tripping one. He liked how combat seemed so different when you were actually in the game, instead of when you were sitting on a couch playing. He couldn’t remember ever being able to pull off cool moves like that. 
The other pillager shot him while he was distracted in thought, and Jack yelped. He had to stay focused! He rolled to his feet and attacked the pillager he had tripped, hitting him several times before having to dodge again. Thankfully, an arrow came streaking in from behind him and hit the pillager, and angry wolves followed the arrow. “Thanks Kate!” he shouted. 
The pillager he was facing finally stood up and was trying to load his crossbow when Jack performed an expert jump attack, scoring a critical hit and poofing him. Another arrow hit Jack, this time from above, and Jack looked to see Charlotte with her hands covering her mouth. “Sorry!” she shouted. 
Jack shook his head. “These villagers are BAD at combat.” Then a wolf yelped and Jack turned to help fight the final pillager. 
***
The vindicators couldn’t see where Dad had gone, he had run so fast around the building. He snuck up and jump-attacked the closest one, hoping it would make the pillager poof, but it just made him flash red instead. “Rats! You guys are tough!” 
The vindicators turned, looking madder than ever, and were about to attack when a streak of black fur leapt on top of the closest one, landing right on his head. The vindicator stopped, trying to see what was there. The other vindicator turned, surprised and confused. Dad also stopped, shocked. 
“Me-OW!” Bruce said as he dug his claws in hard. The vindicator under Bruce yelped in pain and surprise. Bruce clawed him again and the other vindicator swung at Bruce to knock him off. Bruce, of course, was much faster and leapt off the vindicator just as the axe came down. Right on top of the poor vindicator that had just been clawed. 
The vindicator poofed at the hand of his friend, and the one who had accidentally hit him gasped at his mistake. That bought Dad a moment of time, and he football-tackled the vindicator to the ground. Bruce jumped in, biting the vindicator in the butt. He screamed, and Dad was finally able to poof him. Dad breathed hard, catching his breath. 
“Good job Bruce!” He held his fist out to the cat and Bruce jumped up and smacked it with his paw. Dad's eyes went wide with surprise. “Uhh, when did you learn that trick?”
Bruce looked at Dad and licked his paw. “Meow.” 
A horn blasted again, signaling another wave.




Chapter 13

 
“You know, I kinda like it down here,” Elijah said. “It’s warm.” 
Mom rolled her eyes. “You’re sitting a foot away from a furnace, of course it's warm.” 
Marigold sat next to Elijah and looked at him while pointing at Mom and nodding. 
“Whatever!” Elijah said. “It helps to not think about what's going on outside.” 
“That’s okay dear,” Mom said. “I know this is hard. Why don't you take this pick and help me mine for iron?” 
Marigold and Elijah stood up and Mom handed them each picks. “Just watch where you’re swinging; I don’t want to respawn and leave you alone down here.” 
“Oh great, now I have that to worry about,” Elijah said, but copied Mom and swung the pick anyway. 
Mom spent some time correcting their movements and teaching them exactly how to swing the picks so they could mine. It was still strange to her that the villagers had to be shown these easy, basic skills, which made her wonder. “Elijah, who built the village?” she asked. 
Elijah stopped mining and shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s been here as long as I have.” 
“What do you do when it needs repairs?” 
He thought about it for a bit. “I don’t... I don’t really know. We’ve never fixed it.” 
Mom could tell she would not get much information out of Elijah. She wondered about the people in the book they had read- they seemed to be able to make things and mine easily. It was strange the villagers here didn’t know how. 
“How much iron do we need?” Elijah asked. 
Mom looked at him. “You were supposed to tell me that. Don’t you know?” 
“Oh! I mean yeah, I do know. Um, we need four iron blocks and a pumpkin.” 
“Let’s see...” Mom opened her inventory to look at all the recipes and found the one for iron blocks. “Okay. The iron block takes nine iron ingots, I have twelve right now, so that means we need... how many more ingots?” Mom asked Elijah, always acting like a teacher. 
“Twenty-four,” Elijah said as he swung his pick. “Yay! Got one! Twenty-three now!”
Mom worried about what was going on outside the mine, if her family was okay, or if they had been able to stop the raiders from coming. She continued mining with the villagers, worrying with each swing.




Chapter 14

 
“How many waves are there?!” Jack yelled to Ethan. 
“I don't know, I never really paid attention to that because of all the, you know, running and hiding and trying to stay alive.” 
“We got this!” Kate said. “Sure, they’ve been tough, but we prepared well, and between us all they have barely even hurt us.” She bent down smooching on one of her wolves’ faces, squishing the fur all up. “Isn’t that right my sweet widdle wolfie?” 
Jack rolled his eyes. “Yuck! Don't dogs eat poop?” 
“Not in Minecraft!” Kate said. 
“Cats are better.” 
“No they aren't! You can't teach a cat tricks!” 
“GUYS!” Dad yelled. “Can we maybe argue when there ISN’T an enemy coming to destroy our friends?” 
Bruce jumped up on Jack’s head. “Purr.” 
“Sorry, Dad,” Jack and Kate said together. 
“JYNX!” They said at the same time, then “JYNX! JYNX! JYNX!” They kept yelling trying to beat each other. 
“GUYS!” Dad yelled again, throwing his arms in the air. 
“Sorry!” Jack said. 
“Oops,” Kate said. 
Jack and Kate were a little slap happy. The rush of the fight and feeling like this raid was easy made them a little goofy. Then a loud roar that seemed to shake the entire village erupted from the end of town. “What was... that?” Jack asked. 
Ethan and Charlotte were pointing towards where the roar had come from. “R-r-r-RAVAGER!!!” Ethan yelled. 
“Ravager?” Kate asked. “Is that the big beast Dad was talking about?” 
Jack rubbed his hands together. “Whatever it is, it can't be too tough. Let’s go get it!” 
“Yeah! Nothing can stop the Wolf Queen!” Kate shouted. 
Jack frowned. “I need a cool name, too.” 
Dad started towards the roar. “You’ll need to do something cool to get a cool name,” he joked. 
“Hey!” Jack said. They casually strolled through town, feeling confident. Until they saw it. A creature that was as ugly as it was terrifying. It was huge and grey, with two horns on its head and legs like tree trunks. Jack gulped. 
Kate didn’t waste any time and fired an arrow, hitting it. “Bullseye! Now go forth, my wolfies! Show that thing who’s boss!” Her wolves launched towards the gigantic beast, snarling and barking. 
Dad stood tall and strong, not scared at all with his sword in his hand. “Stay here and shoot at it. I'll protect you if it gets close. Hopefully, Kate’s wolves will take it down for us.” 
Jack looked at his dad and stood up tall, mirroring his posture. “We’ll be brave, Dad,” he said as he swapped out his sword for his crossbow. 
The three of them stood at the entrance to the village, confident and strong, determined to protect it and the people inside.




Chapter 15

 
“That’s it!” Elijah shouted. “We got enough iron!”
“Great job!” Mom swooped him up for a hug. “Let's make a golem and get out there to help.” 
Marigold clapped and danced while Mom fed all the iron ore into the furnace. They waited impatiently while the furnace pulsed with light and turned it all into iron ingots. Elijah started mining more while they waited. He had gotten much faster at it than when he had started, but still was considerably slower than Mom or any of the respawners. 
Mom jumped when Elijah started screaming as he slammed the pick into the blocks. “YAAAAAH!” 
“Elijah!” Mom jumped. “What are you doing?!” 
He stopped and looked at her. “I just wanted to try something. I heard that if you scream it goes faster. I want to be as fast as you.” 
“Goodness gracious,” Mom said as she shook her head. Marigold giggled and pointed at Elijah.
“What?” he asked. “It works, watch.” He started mining, breaking blocks slowly, then he screamed again. “YAAAAAAAHHHH!!” Sure enough, he did seem to go a little faster. 
Mom shook her head and laughed, then the light in the furnace stopped. “Never mind,” she said, “let’s make a golem!”
She looked in her recipe list and frowned. “There isn’t a recipe for a golem in here.” 
Elijah nodded. “Yeah, it’s a secret. It’s been passed down from father to son since time began.” 
Mom raised an eyebrow. “So your dad built golems?” 
Elijah coughed. “Oh, uh... no.” 
Mom sighed. “Okay, anyway. Let’s do it.” 
“Hold on!” Elijah said. “We should probably do it out in the village. Iron golems aren't all that smart and it might not know how to get out of here.” 
“That’s a good point,” Mom said, “but let’s get everything we need ready so we can do it as soon as we get out.”
Elijah nodded. “Right, we need four iron blocks and pumpkin.” 
“You’re sure that’s everything?” Mom asked. 
“Yep!” 
“Hmm. Just doesn’t seem like much for a village defender,” Mom said. 
Elijah shrugged. “That’s it.” 
“Okay then, that’s easy,” Mom said and opened her inventory. “Oh no.” 
“What no?” Elijah asked. 
“I’m out of pumpkins. I made them all into pie!”
“Oh no!” Elijah said. “Do... do you happen to have any pie left?” 
Mom sighed.




Chapter 16

 
The wolves charged at the beast, barking and snarling. The beast let out a massive roar and in one powerful stomp, poofed a wolf instantly. “Wolfie!” Kate screamed as she fired at the ravager. The arrow flew in and hit it, but if it hurt the beast it didn’t show it at all. Instead, it slammed its horn into another wolf, poofing it too. “Nooo!” Kate yelled. 
“Keep shooting, Kate,” Dad yelled. “Jack get in there and-” a scream from behind cut them off. Dad looked and saw three pillagers with crossbows coming in the opposite side of town. “Oh no,” Dad muttered. “Change of plans. Jack, go help Ethan and Charlotte, we’ll handle this beast!” 
“Got it, coach!” Jack yelled and ran back towards the villagers.
Kate was yelling at the ravager, firing arrows with each word. “Don't! You! Poof! My! WOLVES!” 
The ravager ignored her and stomped another wolf out of existence. Dad ran up and chopped at the huge beast, trying to time a jump so he could score a critical hit, but missing as the ravager moved out of the way faster than Dad thought possible for such a massive creature.
The ravager stomped the last wolf, poofing it away and Kate went from angry to worried. Then the great beast slammed its head into Dad, taking his hearts and sending him flying. It pawed the ground, its eyes angry as it stared at Kate, who was loading another arrow. Then with an ear-shattering roar, it charged.
***
Jack made it back to the house Ethan and Charlotte were on, the pillagers taking aim at them. “Hey, stink-faces!” he yelled. Two of them turned, anger in their eyes, but the third one stayed on target, aiming at Ethan. 
The two looking at Jack fired, and he was only able to dodge one shot, his hearts plummeting from the other arrow. “Ow!” he shouted, holding his shoulder that had been hit. He tried to do his baseball-slide attack, but these pillagers must have been smarter than the last group as they backed up just as he started sliding, and he missed. 
The third pillager fired at Ethan, who thankfully was able to duck under the shot with a yelp. The other two had already reloaded and both fired again at Jack, who was now in between them, dropping his hearts to zero and sending him for respawn.
***
Kate screamed as the ravager barreled towards her. It was so big and powerful that she froze, not knowing how to react. It slammed into her, hitting her with its horns and knocking her, and her hearts, down. Then it trampled her with its tree-trunk legs, sending her to respawn. 
“Kate! Nooo!” Dad yelled, as he watched her poof into smoke before it turned towards him. It lowered its head and charged straight at Dad. He yelped and rolled on the ground to get out of the way. 
The ravager was fast on its feet and was able to turn quickly. While Dad was still down in the dirt, the ravager jumped, landing directly on him and sending him to respawn, too.




Chapter 17

 
Mom mined the dirt blocks they had put up as a barrier to the mine and popped out just in time to watch as two pillagers poofed Jack. She gasped, her hands over her mouth and a tear formed in her eye. She heard a roar at the edge of town and saw a huge grey beast run over Kate, turning her to smoke, then watched as Dad was also trampled.
Her heart sunk.
The beast turned and lumbered into the middle of town. Meanwhile, the pillagers that had shot Jack were surrounding the house that Ethan and Charlotte were on. “Oh no,” Mom whispered, and looked to find Dirtymud the donkey. She saw him, in a small pen by a house a little further away, happily ignoring everything going on. 
“Stay here,” she whisper-yelled to Elijah and Marigold. They stuck their heads out to see what was going on, and Marigold gasped and jumped back into the mine while Elijah's face went pale. “I know where I can get a pumpkin,” Mom whispered. “You two stay hidden here.” Elijah nodded and Mom started creeping towards Dirtymud as fast, and silently, as she could. 
***
“Rats and phooey!” Jack shouted as he reappeared above his bed in the village center. He looked around the room and realized a major flaw in their planning. “Double rats and phooey!” he shouted again and facepalmed. They hadn’t put a chest in here with any of their backup stuff. He peeked out the window and saw Dad rolling out of the way of the ravager. 
“Dang it!” Kate’s voice came from behind him, making him jump. He turned to see her there, armor missing. 
“You got respawned also?” he asked. 
She nodded and frowned. “That ravager thing is way stronger than the pillagers. Like, way, way stronger.” 
“We didn’t keep any backup items in here.” 
“Well that was kind of dumb,” Kate said. 
“What was dumb?” Dad asked as he respawned right next to her. 
“We don't have any backup items here,” Kate said. “They are all on Dirtymud.” 
“Ahhh yes. That was a terrible idea,” Dad agreed. 
“Well, we’ve got to do something, and soon,” Jack said. “Ethan and Charlotte are in danger! And they don’t...” Jack’s face was pale and he couldn’t even say it.
Dad nodded. “Okay, new plan. Jack run out there and distract them. You’re good at dodging, just don't actually get into a fight. Pretend you’re playing the most dangerous game of dodgeball ever. Get them to follow you if you can. Kate and I will go get some gear from Dirtymud.” 
“I’ll get my last wolves, too,” Kate said. “They will want to avenge their fallen friends.” 
Jack wanted to say something snarky about Kate being so dramatic, but he held it in. “Okay,” he said, “let’s go!” He mined out the door and jumped out waving his arms.
“Well, that’s one way to be distracting,” Dad said. 
Jack ran around like a crazy person making weird noises and yelling at the pillagers. They turned and stared at him, confused. One of them pointed at Jack. “Hey, we shot you!” 
Jack realized they didn’t know he was a respawner. “That’s right... I’m a GHOST! BOOOO!” he shouted at them. 
“Ah!” The pillager’s face turned as white as, well, a ghost, and ran behind the building, peeking out at Jack. The other two looked frightened as well but didn’t make any moves. The ravager was still plodding down the path to them, not scared at all, the ground vibrating with every step. 
Jack looked up to see Ethan and Charlotte on the roof, paralyzed with fear. He wished they hadn’t tried to bring villagers into a fight. It was a terrible idea. What had they even been thinking?! Charlotte had dropped all weapons and was crouching behind Ethan. 
“Booo-oooo!!!” Jack said as scary as he could, waving his arms and coming closer. Out of nowhere, Bruce leapt up on the roof of the house by Charlotte. 
“You numbskull!” one of the pillagers said to the other one. “There’s no such thing as ghosts! Shoot him!” 
“Aw man,” Jack said as he considered how to dodge the arrows that were sure to be flying towards him any moment. He frowned as he saw Bruce gobble down the stone sword Charlotte had dropped.
***
Mom made it to Dirtymud and opened his pack, quickly finding the pumpkin. She put it in her inventory and turned to go, only to run smack-dab into Dad. “Oh dear! You startled me!” she said. 
Dad gave her a fast kiss. “Sorry darling, got respawned, have to get some gear from Dirtymud.” 
Mom nodded, a worried look on her face. “I saw it happen. That beast is terrifying!” 
Dad opened the saddle bag chest and pulled out a couple stone swords. “Yep, but we have a plan to grab its attention and get it out of town.” 
“Well, change that,” Mom said. “We have everything we need for the golem; it should help!” 
Dad grabbed her in an enormous hug. “Yes! Can you do it right away?” 
She nodded. “I’ll meet you at the village center. We’ll finally stop these bullies.” She left, running back toward the mine. “I’ve got a pumpkin!”
“Great! What about pie?” Elijah asked.
“Stop it with the pie! Tell me how to make a golem,” Mom snapped. 
“Sheesh, sorry,” Elijah said. “First, place the iron blocks like this.” He drew a shape of a ‘T’ in the dirt. “Then, put the pumpkin on top! Easy-peasy lemon squeezy!” 
“Got it.” Mom set up the blocks just like Elijah had shown her, then held her breath as she set the pumpkin on top. Nothing happened. Mom sighed. “Difficult difficult lemon difficult.”




Chapter 18

 
Dad ran back towards the pillagers surrounding Ethan and Charlotte while Kate split off to get her last remaining wolves. Jack was there, pretending to be... a ghost? “Wha-” Dad mumbled, then laughed as he understood. 
He, too, jumped out and started screaming and making faces. “Blaaaaaarg!” he shouted while shaking his face and letting his lips flap around, but an arrow hit him, taking out a chunk of his hearts. “OW!” 
“Yeah, they don’t buy it,” Jack said, as he ran to hide behind another building. “You could have told me sooner!” Dad yelled as he followed Jack, taking an arrow once again, right in the tush. “Ah! My butt!” He grimaced as he saw his hearts were down to a single one. 
“Look,” Jack said pointing to the roof. “Bruce is being weird.” 
“Bruce is always weird.” Dad huffed. But he looked and saw Bruce on the roof with Ethan and Charlotte. “What this time?” 
“He ate a stone sword,” Jack said. 
“He’s lucky he doesn’t have to poop that out,” Dad said. “That reminds me, I have a sword for you.” He took out the sword he had gotten from Dirtymud and handed it to Jack. Jack didn’t notice as he stared at Bruce. 
“What the HECK?!” he suddenly shouted. 
Dad whirled to see the pillagers coming towards them now, very not afraid. Jack wasn’t looking at them, though. He was staring at Bruce. 
Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) held his paw out. All of his claws extended from his paws. They didn’t come out like normal, though, they shot out nearly twice as long, sounding like a sword unsheathing, and looked like they were made of stone. If a cat could smile, he certainly looked like he was, as he casually ran off the roof and leapt onto the nearest pillager, his new, huge stone claws extended. 
The pillager screamed as Bruce clawed him up, the other two pillagers turning to see their friend poof in front of their eyes. Bruce fell to the ground in front of them. “Meow,” he said, his claws flexing. 
“Uhhhh... what's going on?” one of the pillagers asked. “How did- GAH!” he screamed as Bruce, as fast as a cat, because, well, he was a cat, leapt right at him. The other pillager fired his crossbow and missed. Small and quick creatures are hard to hit.
“Go, Bruce, go!” Jack yelled, snatching the sword from Dad and running into the fight. Dad ran right after him, sword out. The pillager that had fired and missed ran away while Jack, Dad and Bruce sliced and slashed and quickly poofed the other one.
***
The last pillager growled in anger. These strangers were powerful, but he was going to complete his mission. He reloaded his crossbow and took aim, right at Charlotte, firing quickly. Charlotte was hit, the force of the arrow knocking her off the roof with a scream. 
“Noo!!!” Ethan screamed, as he grabbed at, but missed, his falling sister.
The ravager finally made it up to them, and the strangers and their weird cat stood in the path like a roadblock made of tissue paper. The pillager reloaded his crossbow and aimed for the last villager. But the villager wasn’t there. He turned to look around as a shadow blocked out the sun. The pillager looked up to see the last villager flying through the air, sword drawn, right at him. 
“You! Don't! Hurt! My! SISTER!” Ethan shouted as he slammed his stone sword into the pillager, landing a perfect critical hit that made huge stars appear and the pillager disappear in a poof of smoke. Ethan breathed in hard, his eyes red with anger. Then he tossed his sword and ran to find Charlotte.




Chapter 19

 
“What’s wrong with it?!” Mom yelled. 
“I don’t know!” Elijah yelled back. “I thought that was all we had to do! Put the pumpkin on the iron blocks in that shape and it turns into an iron golem!” He grabbed his hair, trying hard to remember. 
Mom turned to see her family standing in front of the ravager. They had no armor and Dad had an arrow sticking out of his butt. She wondered if she should go try to help and was ready to leave when Marigold tapped Elijah on the shoulder. 
“Not now Marigold! I’m trying to think!” He was getting frantic.
Mom looked at Marigold who was making all kinds of motions with her hands, like she was speaking with sign language. She recognized it, though. “Scissors?” Mom asked out loud. 
“What?” Elijah asked, eyes peeking through his fingers. 
“Something about scissors?” Mom said. 
“That’s it! Marigold, you are a GENIUS!” He grabbed Marigold up in a huge hug and spun her around. He dropped her to the ground and pulled something out of his inventory that looked like giant scissors. He gave them to Mom. “Here, since you are a respawner, you can probably do this faster than me. Use the shears on the pumpkin.” 
Mom took the shears, confused, but equipped them anyway. She shrugged and tired using them on the pumpkin.
***
Kate ran back to the center of the village with her final two wolves. The ravager was already there, stamping its feet and charging straight at Dad, Jack, and Bruce, who stood in a line blocking the terrible beast off from the villagers. 
“Wolves, attack!” she yelled, throwing an egg at the ravager. It hit, splattering but not affecting the beast in any way. But it was all her wolves needed to know who to attack, and they sprang into action. The wolves ran in and Kate equipped her sword, ready to fight as well. 
Dad and Jack jumped out of the way of the ravager, while Bruce jumped straight up into the air, landing on its humongous back. His bigger, more powerful stone claws digging in. The ravager roared and bucked, sending Bruce flying. The ravager jumped on top of Bruce, poofing him into a cloud and leaving a floating stone sword behind. 
Dad and Jack got to their feet on opposite sides of the ravager. Jack ran in with his sword high, jumping but getting the timing all wrong, landing a regular hit. The ravager bellowed, returning Jack’s hit with another from its horn, tearing away most of his hearts and sending him flying. 
Dad ran in but the ravager kicked before he could even get close, and he poofed away. The wolves attacked, causing flashing red hits on the ravager who was not looking in the best shape, but was still plenty dangerous. It kicked one wolf, poofing it, then hit the other with a horn, turning it into a cloud. 
Jack laid on the ground, the massive beast stomping towards him. Suddenly there was a scream of joy and the ground shook behind him. Jack closed his eyes, sure it was another ravager, and expecting to be smooshed any moment. 
That moment did not come though, and when Jack opened his eyes, he saw a powerful iron golem fighting the ravager. It swung its mighty iron arms, slamming them into the injured beast. The ravager fought back, hitting the iron golem, but it was fresh and new and iron, and could take the punishment. 
The golem attacked quickly and only a moment later, the ravager poofed. “Yes!” Jack shouted as he got up and started dancing the floss. Dad blasted through the doorway to the village hall and came to a halt when he saw Jack dancing, no enemies in sight. 
“We did it?” he asked. 
“We did it,” Mom said from behind him, sliding her arm through his. 
Dad grabbed her in a huge hug. “We did it! We stopped the raid!”




Chapter 20

 
Ethan came from behind the house, carrying Charlotte. Mom gasped at the sight of her. “What happened?!” 
“The pillager shot her and knocked her off the roof,” Ethan growled. 
Mom grabbed Charlotte and gently laid her down. She had an arrow in her side and was very pale. Mom took a pumpkin pie from her inventory and held it to Charlotte’s mouth. The injured villager gave her a confused look. “Eat it,” Mom said softly. “It will heal you.” She moved the pie closer to her mouth.
“Uhm...” Ethan said, “I think that’s just a respawner thing, it doesn’t work like that for us.” 
“And I thought you didn’t have any more pie!” Elijah said. Ethan poked him. 
“Please,” Mom begged. “Just try? For me?” 
Charlotte nodded and weakly took bites of the pie from Mom’s hand, then laid her head down, looking too tired to continue. Ethan sighed, “See? For us we-”
“Wait please,” Mom said. “It doesn’t happen instantly.” She smoothed Charlotte’s hair off her face. Mom didn’t like how cold she felt.
Nightly was quickly falling on the little village. Ethan frowned, looking very upset his sister was so badly hurt. A tear formed in his eye, but he wiped it away quickly as a little color returned to Charlotte's face. She sat up and promptly munched down the rest of the pie. A few moments later she stood up and the villager’s mouths dropped open. “It worked!” Charlotte said. She twirled as she examined herself.
Mom clapped her hands. “I told you it could help! Everyone loves pie!” 
“Still needs whipped cream,” Kate mumbled. 
The double-E’s and Charlotte and Marigold all laughed and hugged. “We did it! We survived a raid!” 
“This calls for something special,” Ethan said, and he took off to one of the houses. He returned quickly with an armload of red and white rockets. 
Jack's eyes lit up. “What are THOSE!?” 
Ethan gave him a huge smile. “Fireworks! An older villager named Atley really liked fire and explosions, and he made these before the raiders got him.” With no other explanation, he lit the fuses, and the village was bathed in the colored lights of an explosive fireworks display. 
They all celebrated that night, eating lots of great food, lighting off fireworks, singing, dancing, and having a great time. When it was finally time for bed, Jack and Kate had already fallen asleep.
Mom hugged Dad. “Good job today, we really made a difference here. That was wonderful. It feels so good.” Dad’s smiled, but it had a hint of sadness to it. Mom realized he had become quieter as the night wore on. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
He sighed. “I didn’t want to bring it up tonight because everyone was so happy, and I hate to the party pooper.”
Mom grabbed his hand. “Whatever it is, we can handle it together. We’re the Smiths- that’s what we do.”
Dad squeezed her hand. “It’s just... we may have stopped this raid, but we only won the battle, not the war. There are still plenty of pillagers at that outpost. If we want to keep this village safe, we are going to have to do something about them. All of them.”




The End of Book 5!
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Chapter 1

 
Bruce snuck into the house where his family was sleeping. He had just hunted down the last of the chickens that escaped earlier in the day, gobbling up the raw chicken they left behind. He burped and a feather flew out of his mouth. Circling a few times, he laid down on Jack’s bed. He had just rested his head on his paws when his rotund tummy rumbled.
Bruce opened his eyes as a massive toot escaped from his behind. He looked at his rear, licked his paw, and went back to sleep.
But not everyone could sleep through such noise. Bruce’s chicken induced mega-fart was so loud that Mom sat up in her bed with a start. “What was that!? Dad!” She shook Dad’s shoulder over and over. “Honey, wake up! I think a monster is in here!” she whisper-shouted. 
Dad sat up, rubbing his eyes, “Huh? What’s going on?” His face turned green as his nostrils flared. “Oh my goodness! What is that smell!?” He gagged and rolled out of the bed, falling to the ground, trying to find a safe place where he could breathe.
Mom screamed. “It’s an attack! Something is attacking us!” 
Bruce laid curled up on the bed, like nothing was out of the ordinary. His belly rumbled again, and another toot escaped him. This time Mom heard where the sound came from. “Bruce! You dang cat!” she yelled at him. “If you can’t stop eating everything, we’re going to lock you outside!”
Jack, who slept peacefully through the commotion, must have snored through his nose, the smell making its way through his nostrils as his eyes popped open. “Aaaah!” he yelled, holding his nose.  
Kate woke up next and held her mouth like she was going to be sick. She immediately ran towards the door but tripped on Dad and went rolling. 
Bruce yawned and looked all around. He stuck his nose in the air, annoyed his family was being so loud, and jumped off the bed in search of a quieter place to sleep.
Unable to stand it any longer, Jack leapt out of bed, grabbed a pick out of his inventory before his feet even touched the floor. He ran towards the closest wall and mined a huge hole in it, stuck his head out for a lungful of fresh air, then ran to the wall opposite and mined a hole in it, too. 
“Meow,” Bruce said as he jumped out of one of the convenient new holes. 
“What did that cat eat?” Kate asked, waving her hand in front of her face, but finally able to breathe a little as the wind from the new air holes diluted the stench. 
Jack held up the feather that Bruce had burped out.
“That TURD!” Kate yelled. “He better not have eaten all my chickens!” Her face was all squished up in anger, and she growled as she flung open the door and ran out. 
Mom was straightening her clothes and looked out the hole in the wall. “The sun is already rising and we're all out of bed so we may as well be up for the day.”
Jack frowned. “I hate getting up early.”
Dad was standing now, the green fading from his face and his normal color returning. “Your mom is right, buddy. We have a lot to do today.” 
Jack looked confused. “We do? We stopped the raid, what else do we have to do?” 
Dad had a serious look on his face. “We did stop the raid, but that isn’t enough to keep this village safe. You know they will just keep coming back.”
“Who is coming back?” Kate asked, walking through the door.
Dad put his hand on her shoulder. “I think the only way to keep this village safe, is to destroy the outpost.” 
Mom nodded. “And build more defenses for the villagers!”
“Destroy the outpost?” Kate asked, her eyebrows raised. “That seems really extreme.” 
Dad crossed his arms. “It does, I agree. But sometimes we have to do extreme things to protect those we care about. Your mom and I have been talking about it, and we’re just not sure there’s another way. We can try to talk to the pillagers first, but if they won’t work with us, we will have to do everything we can to protect our friends here. Based on what we’ve seen so far, I don’t think they’ll be willing to hear us out.”
Kate frowned. “I don't like that at all.” 
Mom grabbed Kate in a big hug. The kind that wraps all the way around so tight it feels like nothing bad could ever happen. “Oh Kate. I don’t like it either, honey. You know me, I never want to hurt anything. But Dad is right. What choice do we have? We must do everything to protect the ones we care about.” She pulled away and wiped a small tear from Kate’s cheek. “I’m going to stay here in the village to help them build defenses. Do you want to stay with us?”
Kate's eyes were wet, her mouth drooped in a frown. “Yeah, I’ll stay and help.” 
Jack didn’t look as sad, but his usual smile was gone, replaced by a more serious look. “Can I go with you, Dad?” 
Dad looked at him for a long time before he took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, you can come with me, as long as you know that we might be going to destroy the outpost.” 
Jack frowned and nodded. “I understand. Can we bring Bruce, too? I bet he could help.”
“Meow,” Bruce said from the hole in the wall where he’d heard his name and came to see if they had a snack for him.




Chapter 2

 
There was a knock on the door to the house and everyone jumped at the unexpected noise.
“Are you guys okay in there!?” came Ethan's voice from outside.
“There's a big hole in your wall!” Elijah shouted. 
“They know that; don't be ridiculous.” Ethan scolded him. 
“Maybe they don’t, you don't know.” 
“It's a giant hole! They have to know!” Ethan shouted. 
“Maybe they’re still asleep!” Elijah yelled back. 
“How could they sleep through a giant hole being put in their wall?” 
Mom rolled her eyes at the arguing and opened the door. Ethan and Elijah stood outside, their fingers in each other's faces as they yelled. As soon as the door opened, they both fell to the ground, holding their noses. “AHHH! What’s that smell!?” Ethan shouted. 
“I’m gonna puke!” Elijah screamed and ran off through the town, waving his arms in the air wildly. 
Ethan stood up, still holding his nose. “Are you guys okay!? What happened in there?” 
The family filed out of the house, each of them smiling as fresh air filled their nose holes, washing away the smell. “That was Bruce,” Jack groaned. “He must have eaten something that didn’t agree with him.” 
Ethan shook his head. “I’m never letting Elijah get a cat.” 
Mom chuckled. “Not all cats are like that, Bruce just has a delicate tummy.”
“And never stops eating,” Dad added. 
“Well, we were coming to see you when the hole in the wall scared us,” Ethan said. “How did that happen?” 
Kate barked out a laugh. “We had to get some ventilation.” 
Ethan shrugged. “Ooookay then. Well, what is the plan today?” 
“We need to have a village meeting.” Dad sighed heavily.
Ethan frowned. “Is everything okay? That doesn’t sound good. Meetings are usually bad.” 
“Let’s just all get together,” Mom said, “then we can explain everything.”
Ethan gave her a look.
“We’ll bring food,” Mom added. “Let’s meet in the garden.” 
Ethan smiled. “Okay, I’ll go get the others.” He left to find the villagers.
The family left to the garden and started harvesting the crops while they waited. Soon enough the villagers appeared, worried looks on their faces. Mom ran up and hugged Charlotte, then looked her over. “Are you doing okay?” 
Charlotte smiled and nodded. “I’m fine, thank you.” 
Elijah held up his foot. “I stubbed my toe on the way out here. Do you have any pie?” 
Kate and Jack laughed while Mom rolled her eyes but pulled a pumpkin pie from her inventory. “I made this before going to bed last night, just for you. It’s the last one until we get more pumpkins.” 
Elijah pumped his fist and snatched the pie out of Mom’s hand, immediately gobbling it up. 
“Holy cow!” Jack yelled. “You ate that faster than Bruce!” 
Elijah looked over at him, his cheeks bulging, crumbs all over his mouth. “Wha?” he mumbled through a mouthful of the sweet pastry. “I like pie...”




Chapter 3

 
As if someone had called to him, Bruce popped up and Elijah’s eyes went wild with joy. He almost leapt at the cat to pet him, but then stopped, remembering that Bruce didn’t like to be startled. Instead, he knelt down and pulled out a piece of raw beef, holding it in front of him and clicking his tongue. “Here kitty kitty Brucey...” 
Bruce looked over at him, deciding if he liked food more than he didn’t like being called ‘Brucey.’ Food won out, as always. “Meow,” he said, and took the beef from Elijah, hooking it on his paw and dropped it on the floor. Elijah smiled as he got to pet the kitty while he ate.
“We are all here now. What's going on?” Ethan asked. Marigold went to work in the garden around them, tending to the crops. 
Dad cleared his throat. “Mom and I were talking, and... I think we have to do something about that outpost so close to the village. There were a lot more pillagers there, and I'm worried they might keep coming to attack the village.” 
That stopped Elijah from petting Bruce. Even Marigold stopped working and came closer. Ethan looked worried. “What do you mean? You want us to leave the village?” 
Dad opened his mouth to say something, then stopped, changing his mind. He shook his head with a small smile. “No, no. We would take care of it; you don’t have to go. I know that villagers have a hard time leaving their villages.” 
The villagers all breathed a sigh of relief at the same time. “Whew!” Ethan said. “I don’t know, I think we could help defend against another raid. We learned a lot last time.” 
Elijah nodded. “I even gave myself a nickname, like Kate! I am Elijah, the Pie Eater!”
Kate chuckled. “That’s not very intimidating.”
“Have you seen him eat pie?” Jack mumbled. “It’s pretty scary.”
“Wait, it’s supposed to be intimidating?” Elijah said, looking confused.
Jack laughed, and Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’ll call you Elijah the Fart Smeller.” 
“What!?” Elijah shouted. “I'll call you Ethan the butt-head!” 
Ethan stood up straight, ready to yell another insult at his co-mayor when Charlotte started singing her princess song. “ACK!” Ethan and Elijah shouted, covering their ears. “Make it stop!”
“I know this one!” Kate said and started singing with Charlotte. To their surprise, even Marigold hummed along, and the girls sang loudly at the mayors who were covering their ears. When they were done Ethan lowered his hands and was about to talk but Mom cut him off. 
“No more fighting boys. This is serious.” Mom gave them ‘The Look’. She might not have been their mom, but Mom looks are universal.
Ethan and Elijah stopped talking and nodded. “As I was saying,” Dad said, “you don’t need to go with us. In fact, I think it will be just Jack and I going.” 
“And Bruce,” Jack added. 
“And Bruce.” Dad nodded. “Kate and Mom are going to stay here and help you finish building defenses.” 
“But if you’re going to destroy the outpost, why do we need defenses?” Ethan asked. 
“You have to plan for the future, Ethan, even the things we don’t know. What if there are more wandering pillagers, or if they come back and build another outpost?” Dad asked. “You can never be too safe.” Dad wondered how they had even survived this long.
Ethan blanched at that thought. “Oh yeah, I didn’t think about that.” 
“Besides,” Mom said, “I can help teach you how to grow pumpkins and make pie, too.” 
“IM STAYING!” Elijah yelled excitedly, making everyone jump in surprise. “Where should we grow the pumpkins? Should we put them by my house so I can check on them? Do you think we’ll get enough to have pie every day? How long do they take to grow?” He shot off questions like fireworks. Mom just stared at him.
“How come you aren't going?” Charlotte asked Mom. 
“I don't like violence. I think there should be a better way to solve things than hurting people.” Mom frowned. 
Dad sighed. “I don’t like it either. If I could think of any other way... but those pillagers didn’t even let us talk when they attacked the village. They have a one-track mind and that track is destruction.” 
Mom looked away. “I know, dear. I know sometimes we have to stand up for those we love, to protect them and ourselves.” She took a deep breath. “I just wish it could be another way.” 
Dad hugged her close. “I know.”




Chapter 4

 
“So what do we do now?” Ethan asked. 
“Grow pumpkins!” Elijah yelled. 
“Would you stop with the pumpkins already?” Ethan yelled at him. 
“No, he’s right,” Mom said. 
“He is?” Ethan asked, surprised like Elijah has never been right before.
“I am?” Elijah asked, just as surprised as his brother.
Mom nodded her head and let out a little laugh. Siblings were siblings, no matter what universe they were in. “Yes, we need pumpkins for the golems, remember?” 
“Oh yeah!” Elijah said. “Let’s do it! Plant the pumpkins for... golems. Right.” 
Mom chuckled. “Don’t worry. We’ll plant enough for pies, too.”
“You want to handle that while we work on defenses?” Dad asked Mom. 
She smiled up at him. “Sure! I told them I would teach them how to make the pie, too.” 
“Yes!” Elijah said as he pumped his fist. 
Ethan rolled his eyes. “Can I help you with the defenses?”
Dad nodded at him. “You sure can. Any help would be appreciated, and the practice will be good for you. Building up defenses is important, but they don’t last forever. You must know how to build, repair...” Dad went on and on about all the things Ethan should know how to do to keep his village safe.
Marigold walked up to Kate and whispered something in her ear. Kate looked surprised- hardly able to believe her ears- then her eyes shone bright, smiling hugely.
“Dad,” she interrupted, “Marigold wants me to show her how to raise animals. She really likes them and I know it would be useful. Can I help her with that while you guys build?” 
Dad gave her a look, smiled, and thought about it for a second. “Sure honey, I think that would be a good idea, actually. Those wolves came in handy during the raid, and if they could raise more as another type of defense, it would be helpful.” 
Marigold smiled at this and did a little spin. The other villagers were shocked. “Wait, she actually talked to you?” Charlotte asked. Kate smirked and nodded. “Wow,” Charlotte said, a tear forming in her eye. “She has spoken so little since the raids started. That's wonderful!” She ran and gave Marigold a hug, who hugged her back. 
“Blech,” Jack said, “it’s getting too sappy around here. Come on, Dad, Ethan. Let's go build some walls or something.” 
They both laughed and Dad put his hand on each of their shoulders, continuing to blab about the importance of safety, wall maintenance, perimeter checks... as the three of them left towards the edge of town.
“Come on Marigold, let's start with chickens.” Kate grabbed her hand, pulling her towards the chicken pen. Bruce’s ears and tail twitched. He licked his lips and with a sneaky look on his face, went slinking behind the girls. 
Mom turned to Charlotte and Elijah. “Alright you two, let's get to work. We need to make a big garden bed and get these pumpkin seeds planted. In fact, we should really make a huge garden in the center of town here and plant everything we have. We could make a wonderful garden that you could use to continue to grow plenty of delicious things.”
“Except vegetables,” Elijah said, sticking his tongue out. 
Mom pulled up short, stopping in mid-swing with her hoe. “What?” 
“Vegetables are gross! Not like that delicious barbecue stuff.”
“No, they are not,” Mom said. “Vegetables are healthy and good for you.” 
Charlotte rolled her eyes at Elijah and started hoeing the ground, listening to Mom. Elijah put his hands on his hips. “No way, barbecue, pie, meat, bread. Those things are good. Vegetables? No thank you.” He pointed his finger in his mouth and gagged.
Mom’s lips curled up in a smile and her eyes sparkled. “You do know that a pumpkin is a vegetable, don't you, Elijah?”
Elijah’s jaw dropped. “NOOOOO!”




Chapter 5

 
Dad, Jack, and Ethan walked to the front of the village where the wall was mostly constructed to see how far around it went. The wall started on one side of the road leading into town and continued around, surrounding about half of the town.
“Well, it looks like we have a lot of work ahead of us,” Dad said, “but once it's done, we should have a solid defense.” 
“We should build a moat!” Jack said, excited to be helping.
“What’s a moat?” Ethan asked. 
Jack waved his hands around in a circle. “It’s like a river that goes around a castle!” 
“What’s a castle?” Ethan asked. 
Jack paused, surprised for a moment. “Oh yeah, I guess they don't have those in this world. A castle is an enormous stone building, big enough for an entire village to live in. It has cool, towering doors, and a moat with a drawbridge-” 
“What’s a drawbridge?” Ethan asked. 
Jack sighed. “You know what, never mind. If I keep explaining everything we will never get done.” 
Dad laughed. “Good point. A moat is a good idea, but we would have to reroute a whole river or something to fill it up.” 
“Or you could just use a bucket?” Ethan said, confused.
“That would take forever. To fill up a bucket and empty it into a moat... just the walking back and forth would make you wish you’d never started,” Dad said. 
Ethan looked even more confused. “Why would you walk back and forth?” 
“Yeah,” Jack said, “that would be weird.” 
Dad looked at the two of them like they had turned into gummy bears. “To fill the bucket... You would have to walk to a river, fill it, walk back to the moat, empty it, walk back, fill, back, empty, back... and keep doing that over and over.”
Jack laughed while Ethan looked at Dad like HE had turned into a gummy bear. “Is this some kind of weird respawner thing? Why would you need to walk back to the river?” Jack just kept laughing. 
Dad blew out a breath. “Okay, what am I missing, Jack? What’s so funny?” 
Jack stopped laughing, holding his sides. “If you dig a three-block trench and fill it with water, you can take water out of the middle, and it stays full so you can use it over and over.”
“Is that... is that not how it works in respawner-land?” Ethan asked. 
“Respawner-land?” Dad asked. “We come from a place called Earth. And yes, that is how it works there.” 
Ethan shook his head. “Wow, that sounds horrible! No wonder you left.” 
Dad opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. They had already wasted too much time. “If that's really how a bucket works, then Jack’s right. We should build a moat.” 
“Wait, really?” Jack asked. 
Dad nodded. “The more defenses the better.” 
“Oh man, this is going to be so cool!” Jack shouted. “Now I need to make a bucket!”




Chapter 6

 
Kate and Marigold made it to the chicken pen, opened the gate carefully, and went in. Kate crossed her arms, annoyed at how few chickens there were. She was going to have to figure out a way to Bruce-proof the pen.
“Raising chickens is pretty easy,” she told Marigold. “The most important part is building a pen so they can’t run away. But you also need to make the fence big enough for monsters like BRUCE-” she shouted his name in frustration and bent over to pick up all the eggs the chickens had laid- “can’t get in to gobble up all your chickens.”
Marigold flinched as Kate yelled. “Sorry about that,” Kate said. “I love Bruce, but we call him a ninja cat because he is too sneaky for his own good and ends up eating our food. One time back home, I was eating a turkey and cheese sandwich, and Mom asked me a question. When I turned to look at her, Bruce had snuck up and snatched my sandwich. I couldn’t figure out why my plate was empty until I heard him burp. He was under the table with a piece of cheese left over on his mouth. I yelled at him and all he did was look at me and meow.” 
Marigold chuckled, smiling at Kate. “Anyway,” Kate said, “you guys don't have any cats here, especially ninja cats, so you should be okay.” She pulled out seeds from her inventory and the few chickens that were left popped their heads up, eyeing the delicious seeds. She handed them to Marigold, who hesitantly took them. 
“These seeds are the key,” Kate said. As soon as Marigold had the seeds in her hands, the chickens ran over to her, wiggling their feathery butts. She screamed and backed up all the way to the fence, covering her face with her arm and throwing the seeds at the birds, who turned and happily munched on them. “It’s okay, Marigold!” Kate shouted, moving to the girl. “They just want your seeds; they won't hurt you.”
Kate slowly lowered her arm and pressed some more seeds into her hands. This gathered the chicken’s attention again, and they moved back over to them. Marigold watched the chickens, carefully. Sure enough, they were not coming any closer or trying to hurt her. She held the seeds out and the chickens followed. Marigold chuckled as she waved the seeds around left and right, the chickens tracking them with their heads.
Kate smiled. “See? They just want the seeds; they’re nice chickens! They can’t hurt you.” 
Marigold surprised Kate by singing a song and moving the seeds around back and forth, making the chickens dance as they followed the seeds. Kate laughed and pulled out more seeds. Some of the chickens followed Kate, and she copied Marigold. The girls started cracking up as they ran around, singing and dancing and making the chickens do all kinds of funny dance moves. 
“We’re doing the chicken dance!” Kate yelled and Margold laughed. After a time, they calmed down and Kate smiled at Marigold. Marigold didn’t say anything, but she did smile back.
“Okay, next, let me show you how to breed them so we can get more. If you plan it right, you should never run out of chickens.” She held the seeds out and fed some to a chicken, making a heart appear over its head. She repeated the trick, causing another heart to appear of a different chicken. Those chickens found each other and soon a baby chick popped out!
Marigold clapped her hands, cooing at the cute little chicken, and ran over to pet it. She stood up and tried to repeat what Kate had done, but no hearts appeared over their heads.
“You have to choose different chickens,” Kate told her. “They need a few minutes to rest before they can make another baby.” Marigold picked a couple different chickens and gave them seeds. The hearts appeared along with another baby chicken. Marigold clapped again, thrilled that she had figured it out. 
“That’s pretty much all there is to it,” Kate said. “If you keep up with this, you will have tons of food and chickens and your village will never be hungry. The eggs are also part of the recipe for pumpkin pie, so make sure to collect those, too.”
The girls continued to work with the chickens, breeding them to increase the size of their flock. Whenever they had to wait for the heart timer to run out, they would do more chicken dancing, laughing at the birds as they followed them around.




Chapter 7

 
Bruce slowly stalked up to the girls in the chicken pen. He was hungry. To be fair, he was always hungry, but he hadn’t eaten since last night and he was also in a mood to be ninja-y. He loved stalking things; surprising them to gobble them up if they were food, or just to scare them if they weren’t. 
Bruce remembered the time when his friend Jack had been much smaller and was just learning to walk. Bruce would hide behind a corner and leap out at him, making him jump on his tiny little feet and fall on his diapered butt. That was one of Bruce's favorite memories.
His Jack and Kate had gotten too big to make them fall down anymore, but he still loved to leap out of the shadows at them and make them jump. They yelled and screamed, but he knew they liked it, too. They would call him ‘dang cat,’ which was his favorite nickname, and he was pretty sure it meant ‘good boy.’
He crept along, making sure he stayed out of sight of Kate as she talked to Marigold. His whiskers twitched though when the girls started dancing with the chickens. The tasty, tasty chickens. He imagined laying on his back, the plump chickens dancing all around him, poofing into raw chicken that floated up and landed in his mouth. He started drooling and couldn’t take it anymore.
Bruce sprinted out from his hiding place by a fence post, leapt off the top of the fence, landing on Marigold’s head, bouncing off onto Kate’s, and flying down to a chicken, claws extended and eyes wide with anticipation. 
The girls screamed so loud the chickens got scared and ran off. Bruce landed on the ground right where the chicken had been. “Meow,” he said in frustration. He enjoyed making the girls scream, it was fun, but he wanted some tasty, tasty chicken! He looked over at Kate, whose face had turned bright red. 
Marigold was looking at him with a scared and worried look, but that was probably because she just didn’t know Bruce was only after a little fun. And tasty, tasty chicken. He gave her a kind ‘purr’ and turned to find a chicken.
He crouched down into stalking mode, slowly creeping towards the closest chicken, a smaller one than the others. Was small chicken tastier? He was going to find out! 
His tail twitched and his whiskers wiggled as he crept forward slowly, one foot then another. The small chicken pecked about, and he was just about to leap onto his prey when an egg flew out of nowhere, hitting him in the butt and nearly knocking him over. 
“Get out of here, Bruce!” Kate yelled at him, another egg in her hand. 
He looked over at her, and raised his nose in the air, ignoring her to spin back towards the chickens. He was going to get some tasty, tasty chicken! 
“Oh no you don't!” Kate yelled, throwing another egg. Bruce saw it coming from a mile away, and leapt over it, landing gracefully back on the ground. She couldn’t get a ninja when his guard was up! She threw again, but again Bruce dodged, still stalking his lunch. 
“Get him, Marigold!” Kate said, handing her some eggs. Marigold laughed, and the two of them tossed eggs at him. He was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smelled Like Poop) though. There was no way they were going to get him! 
He leapt over an egg shouting “meow!” as it hit the ground with a pop. Then dodged another one, yelling “meow!” at them again. Kate and Marigold giggled as they threw and threw more and more eggs at him, each one missing as he expertly dodged with his ninja kitty skills. Pop, “meow!” pop, “meow!” pop, “meow!” pop, “meow!”
Bruce's whiskers twitched with an idea and he darted off, running directly between the girls, and leapt into the air. They both threw their eggs, and he curled his body tight, narrowly missing the eggs, which flew past him and hit each girl. “Meow meow meow!” He laughed at them as they spluttered, wiping egg off their faces. 
While they were distracted, he sprinted as fast as a ninja kitty could go, which no slow human could match, and dove onto the closest chicken, one of the bigger ones. It poofed under his claws and as fast as he could, he gobbled it up. 
“Darn you, Bruce!” Kate yelled. He turned away, his tail facing her, and his tummy rumbled. With a giant toot, he left them in the pen, as they screamed and held their noses.




Chapter 8

 
Mom had cleared out the rest of the village square, turning the area that had been mostly roads into a large patch of dirt, leaving the existing garden. Charlotte and Elijah had been a huge help, each of them hoeing the ground nicely.
“Okay guys, we have to figure out how to get the water that's in the garden to spread to the rest of our new, bigger garden.” 
“We could dig a trench. Like a path for it to flow down,” Elijah said and Charlotte nodded. 
“That's a good idea,” Mom said. “We should try that. The water just has to be close enough to make the dirt wet, I think. I don’t know exactly how it works, but we are learning together!” 
Charlotte shrugged. “We don’t know either. We used to have a gardener, Bonnie, who was really good at all this stuff-“ Charlotte waved to the garden beds- “and grew all of our plants. Before the raids.” She looked sad for a moment, remembering how full the village used to be. 
“Hey now! We can do it. Let’s focus on what we do know,” Mom said, trying to make the girl cheer up. These people had been through so much. “Charlotte, you dig the trench on that side-” she pointed to the edge of the raised garden that Charlotte was standing by- “and Elijah, you do that side. I’ll do this one. Hopefully there is enough water to give all the plants a little. Then when it rains, the trench should fill up.”
“Why would the rain do that?” Elijah asked.
“Because that’s what rain does.”
Elijah just looked at her with an eyebrow raised.
The raised garden was in the center of the village square and they had made all the rest of the square around it nice, plowed soil for planting. Charlotte smiled and nodded at Mom, Elijah nodding, too. “Alright, on three!” Mom said. “One... two... three!” They all swung their tools, digging out the sides where they had been standing. The water gushed out of the small trench of the raised garden bed, spilling into the trenches they had dug. 
“Go, go, go!” Mom shouted as she pumped her fist. Charlotte clapped as the water poured out and Elijah just watched in anticipation. The water rushed out, coming to a stop seven blocks away from the main source. Confusion crossed Mom’s face. The water in the original garden bed only seemed to go down a little bit, despite the amount that had left. She watched as the water still moved, but wouldn’t go any further, like there was an invisible barrier blocking it. “Okay... that’s weird...”
“What’s weird?” Elijah asked.
“The water. It's just staying there?” Mom pointed towards the original water source. “It’s not going down or anything. And the water at the ends of the trenches is just... stuck.”
Elijah inspected it all, looking at it from every angle. Charlotte also examined it, and both looked at Mom like she was speaking a different language. Elijah shrugged. “It looks right to me.” 
Mom sighed. “It must be another difference between our worlds. In my world, the water in the top would all drain away, leaving just a little in the original area, and would keep spreading out until it filled the trenches even if it were just a little, but it would be even everywhere.” 
Charlotte laughed and Elijah's eyebrows went up. “Wow! Your world is WEIRD!” He pointed towards the water in the center of the original garden. “Those are water source blocks. If you take just that one out, all the water would dry up.” 
Mom looked at him like his face had grown a carrot instead of a nose. “What? Really?” 
Charlotte nodded, chuckling. “That’s just how water works!”
“See, where I’m from, we have gravity, and gravity makes it so...” The confused stares from Charlotte and Elijah almost made Mom laugh. “You know what, never mind.” She blew out a breath. “I guess I still have a lot to learn about your world!”
The dirt around the water turned from light brown to dark as it became hydrated. The hydrated land extended four-blocks from the water and that gave them a lot of good farmland to work with. There was still plenty of dirt that wasn’t close enough to the water source, but it would do for now. “We’re going to have to get some more water for the rest of this, but we have a great start to a garden. Let's get to planting!”
“PIE!” Elijah shouted.
“Pumpkins first, dear.” Mom smiled.




Chapter 9

 
Dad and Ethan were working hard, digging out dirt blocks and stacking them in walls around the village. Jack would not stop talking his ear off about the moat and castles and dragons, so Dad sent him to the mine to get enough iron to make a bucket plus what they’d need to make some golems.
Jack skipped away towards the village mine they had created, and Dad shook his head as he left. “When he gets his mind on something, he just can't let go of it,” he told Ethan. 
“He is really nice though, and is a big help,” Ethan said. “He fought so well in the raid. He could defend, and attack, and had super cook moves.” He looked down, and his voice got lower. “Not like me.”
“Hey now, you did a great job,” Dad said. “You’ve never had to defend yourself before. When you came to Charlotte's aid, it was a very brave thing to do.”
Ethan shrugged. “I guess. I just wish I were more like you guys; strong and smart and brave. You have so many good ideas and are amazing in battle. This isn’t even your world, and you’re better at living in than we are.” 
Dad shrugged. “Listen, Ethan. You are doing very well. You need to focus on the positive. If you focus too much on the negatives, you will never see anything you are capable of and good at. Just look at all the new things you've done since we got here! You can dig and build and even shoot arrows. Give yourself a little grace.” 
“Grace? What's that?” Ethan asked. 
“It means forgiving yourself for things you’ve done wrong and allowing for the time you need to change and grow. It doesn’t mean you give up and don’t try anymore, it just means you stop beating yourself up over those things.” 
Ethan thought about Dad’s words and a smile came to his face. “You’re right. I guess I have grown a lot. Before you guys came here, I never would have even tried building or digging or any of those things. I’m sure I can keep learning and doing better.” 
Dad nodded. “That’s the spirit! Keep looking forward, you can only get better from here! And look at how big and awesome this wall is. You are doing great!” 
Ethan looked at the wall, and a warm pressure burned in his chest. His cheeks flushed pink, and while he wasn’t used to the feeling, he knew it was pride. He knew this wall he helped build would keep his village and family safe.
“Let’s finish this thing!” he said and began digging with more energy. Dad got in there with him digging as well, and they were making good process, getting closer and closer to having the entire village surrounded.
“The new villagers are going to love this,” Ethan said as they worked. 
“New villagers? What new villagers?” Dad asked, puzzled. 
Ethan shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Eventually new villagers will come. As long as there are beds and food and stuff, villagers show up.” 
“Huh, well, that's good to hear. But are there any beds left? Didn’t Elijah burn them all?” 
Ethan facepalmed. “Yes, yes he did. I guess more villagers won't be showing up. He better not go NEAR my bed,” he growled. “Brothers are so annoying.”
“That’s the best thing about family; even when they drive you crazy, you love them anyway. Family has to stick together.”
Ethan’s face was still squished up in anger, and Dad chuckled. “Well, you know, we could just make new beds.” 
Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s right! We should do that!” 
Dad nodded at him. “One thing at a time, let’s finish this wall. If we hop around from project to project, nothing will ever get done.” Ethan got to digging faster than he had ever dug before now, excited at the idea of the village growing. He thought about how he would show all the new villagers what he could do.
They were tired but felt accomplished and the promised safety spurred them on. They built strong gates attached to the walls, blocking off the roads in and out of the village. The two of them worked hard, and finally, they had finished the wall around the town.
They stood back looking at their handiwork. Dad put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder, and they both felt that warm sense of pride.
“What about that moat thing?” Ethan asked. 
“Well, that should go a lot faster,” Dad said. “We just need to dig a deep trench around the wall. Digging is always faster than building!” Ethan nodded and they started digging a trench that was two-squares wide and four-squares deep, all along the outside of the wall. It took them the rest of the day. 
“Ethan, you are a fantastic worker,” Dad said as they brushed off their hands and walked to the center of the village. “What the heck happened to Jack? He should have been done making a bucket awhile ago.”




Chapter 10

 
Jack had skipped away from Dad and Ethan, letting them build the wall. He was going to make a bucket and get some water! He was really excited about building a moat. If only he could put some alligators or crocodiles in it, too! Then he could get to work on making a huge castle with big, tall turrets and a million rooms for everyone to play hide and seek in. He shook his head and climbed into the mine.
He hadn’t seen the mine since he quickly carved it out, but inside once inside, Jack was really impressed. Mom and Elijah had done a lot of work on the place. They had evened out the tunnel, carving out a staircase for easy access. It went down pretty far, then opened up to a large room, as wide as it was long.
Torches hung from every wall, illuminating the entire room with soft, even circles of  light. They had built what looked to be a seating area and, in the corner, there was a crafting table! Jack rubbed his hands together and pulled out a stone pick. He whacked the wall and got going. 
Jack mined and mined and mined for what seemed like hours but was having terrible luck finding any iron ore. He had gotten tons of coal and even stopped picking up the cobblestone he had so much of it already. Mom would probably be annoyed at the mess he had made, leaving it all wherever it landed.
“Maybe I need to go deeper?” He looked at the ground and with a shrug started picking away at it. He dug down a whole other level, carving out steps and leave a ceiling so it was a double-decker mine! 
This new room was a lot darker, but he didn’t want to waste time stopping to make torches, so he kept on digging! He still hadn’t found any iron yet, but there was a promising block up above his head, so he whacked it, but a ton of gravel came crashing down over him. He yelped as it crushed him, sending him to respawn. 
“Oh, that was not cool!” he shouted. He was mad now and determined to mine as hard as he could to get the iron. He charged out of the house and back into the mine. He screamed as he swung his pick, which he was certain made it go even faster. This time he decided to make some torches. He didn’t want to have to stop again, so he made so many he ran out of coal and wood, ending up with hundreds of torches! 
He hung them as he worked, so he could avoid the mistake of dumping gravel on his head again. He also remembered the cardinal rule of Minecraft that he had forgotten: never dig straight up or straight down.
Jack swung and swung, feeling beyond frustrated. If he had been at home, he probably would have gotten so annoyed he would switch to creative. After carving out a big area, he placed a torch and there it was. The new torch lit up the grey blocks with those beautiful bronze specks. IRON!!
It wasn’t a big vein of it, only a few blocks worth, but it made him even more determined than ever.
With a slam, his pick broke rock and an empty area was behind it. “Huh?” Jack said as he looked through the hole he had just made. He broke another rock, making a hole big enough for him to walk through and found a small cave! He put a torch in his hand for some light to investigate with and turned around to look at the small area. As he spun, casting light along the opening and walls, he turned almost all the way towards the entrance he had made when a zombie attacked him!
“Ahh!” Jack screamed, more surprised than hurt by getting clobbered. The zombie continued to hit him, and Jack backpedaled quickly into the center of the new room, trying to avoid the zombie and its outstretched square arms. He tripped and fell into a pool he hadn’t known was in the room, sinking down into water that went over his head, his torch sputtering out and leaving him in darkness. 
“Glurblgurgle!” he tried to say through a mouth full of water. He was hit again from the side, one of his hearts going. The zombie must have followed him into the water! He tried to get out, but it was so dark he couldn’t tell which way was up or down. The zombie didn’t seem to have that problem as it kept attack after attack coming. “GLURB!” he shouted as the zombie poofed him, sending him to respawn. 
“Ugh, that sucked!” Jack took a deep breath to calm himself down and felt a soft, purring body rubbing against his legs. 
“Meow,” Bruce said. Jack picked him up and hugged him, rubbing his head against the cat’s. He loved Bruce and thought he was the best pet ever. Then he remembered Bruce was good at attacking bad guys, too! 
“Hey buddy, want to help me get my stuff from a zombie?” he asked the cat. 
“Meow,” Bruce said.
“Alright! Let’s do it!” Jack put Bruce on his shoulder then ran back to the mine. He practically jumped down the stairs running to where he had poofed, snatching some torches off the walls as he went. When he got close, he charged through the opening he had made, and quickly placed torches all over the walls closest to him. 
There was the zombie, standing in the shallow end of the water. He noticed them, made it on land, and started coming at Jack. Jack grabbed Bruce. “Ready buddy?” he asked.
Bruce looked at him and flexed his claws. “Meow!” he yowled. 
“Kitty bomb attack!” Jack yelled and threw the cat at the zombie. 
Bruce hit his target, landing right on the zombie’s head, digging in with his claws. Jack ran to the water where all his items were floating. He equipped a stone sword and charged into the fight. With Bruce and him attacking the zombie, they poofed it easily. 
“Alright buddy! That was awesome!” Jack yelled, pulling out some cooked beef and throwing it to the kitty. Bruce gobbled it up quickly and purred at him. 
Jack looked around at the surroundings. This little cave was just that: a little cave with a pool of water that was six-blocks wide and about that long. The pool was deep though, and Jack spent some time placing torches all over the cave. Bruce watched him the whole time he worked, not offering to help. Then Jack widened the entrance and dusted his hands off. “There we go!” 
He looked at his handiwork and was quite happy. He had a private little swimming pool! Jack loved swimming. Some of his favorite memories were when his parents would get a hotel room for his birthday, getting a place with a pool and hot tub where they could just swim and swim all day long.
He looked at Bruce. “There’s no hot tub, but it still looks like fun!” 
He took off at a run, shouted a loud “yeehaw!” and cannonballed into the water. The water splashed up and got Bruce, who was NOT happy. “Meow!” he yelled at Jack and tuned to leave the mine. Jack laughed and continued swimming, spinning in flips and diving as deep down as he could.
“I wonder if it would heat the water if I added a little pool of lava next to it,” he thought, brainstorming all kinds of ideas to make his own hot tub to go with his pool.




Chapter 11

 
Dad and Ethan made it back to the house just in time for dinner. Mom had pulled out a delicious smelling soup with warm, fresh bread. Dad’s stomach growled. “That smells delicious, what is it!?
“Beetroot soup!” Mom said. “We haven't had it before, but a good hearty soup warms the soul.” 
“It does?” Ethan asked, his eyebrows furrowed. 
“Well...not really, but it's tasty after a hard day of work,” Mom admitted. 
Kate and Marigold came in next, each of them with a wolf at their heels. “Look guys! Marigold tamed a wolf!” Marigold smiled and held out a treat for her wolf which followed her around and did little tricks like sitting and staying. 
“Wow!” Ethan and Elijah said, their eyes a little wider than normal. 
Charlotte ran up and hugged Marigold. “Mare Mare, that's so cool!” Marigold blushed. 
“Where’s Jack?” Dad asked. “He was supposed to make a bucket so we could fill the moat. He should have been done long ago.”
“We haven't seen him.” Kate shrugged. 
“Us either,” Mom said, then worry creased his face. “Oh dear! We have to find him! I hope he’s okay!” 
Mom’s concern was contagious, and everyone started moving quickly, leaving the delicious smelling food on the table.
They all piled into the mine one after another, Dad with his sword out, Kate with her glowing crossbow and wolf, on alert. They took the steps down to the lower level of the mine Jack had made and nervously made their way through to the end. 
Dad was holding his breath, nervous at what he might find. Was there some new kind of monster they had never seen before down here? Suddenly he heard Jack scream and swallowed his fear as he rushed through, sword first, to protect his son from whatever hideous thing might be eating him. 
Just as he barreled through the opening, a huge splash of water landed right on his face, soaking him. Before he could say anything, Jack’s head popped out to the surface of the water. “Yeah! That was awes- Oh!  Hi Dad!” He waved at everyone from the pool. 
“Jack! What are you doing in there! We were worried sick about you!” Mom shouted at him. Her face was a mixture of relief and anger.
Jack swam up to the shore and got out of the water. “Worried? I haven’t been gone all that long.” 
Dad wiped the water off his face. “It’s dinner time, Jack. You should have been back a long time ago.” 
Jack blushed, his face turning bright red. “Oh man, I’m so sorry! I was swimming and I guess I lost track of time.” 
Kate laughed and Dad put his weapon away. He frowned at Jack. “Did you at least make the bucket?” 
Jack looked away. “Uhhh...” 
Dad sighed. “Jack, I am very disappointed in you.” 
“I’m sorry! I was swimming and I just-”
“You were only thinking about yourself,” Dad said. “We were all worried. I think you owe every single one of us an apology.” 
Jack looked down, then took a deep breath and looked at each person individually. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you. Please forgive me?” 
Mom rushed in and gave him an enormous hug. The others nodded or signaled to Jack everything was okay and left back up the steps to eat their soup. Dad stayed behind, though, looking at Jack.
“Jack, you know we are in a rush. You’re not going to eat dinner until you’ve mined up the iron we need.” 
Jack gasped. “But I said I was sorry!” 
Dad nodded. “And I forgave you, but that doesn’t make it go away. We still need that iron, so you’ll still have to get it. Work first, play second, son. You know that.” 
Jack pouted a bit but nodded. “Okay.” 
Dad put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “I’ll stay and help you though, okay?” 
Jack grinned and hugged his dad. “That would be nice, then maybe we can get it faster, too. Plus, I’ve been planning the castle I’m going to build once we have to moat finished. Wanna hear about it?”




Chapter 12

 
Jack and Dad worked long into the night, singing songs and swinging their picks and brainstorming the coolest things every castle needs. They came across some good iron veins though and eventually got all the iron they needed to make buckets and golems. The sky was starting to lighten up, but the sun had not quite risen when they finally crawled into their beds to sleep. 
Jack woke up to the smell of fresh baked bread and jumped out of bed hungrier than he thought he had ever been. He flung the covers back so fast that Bruce, who had been laying on top of them, didn’t have enough time to get away and went sailing through the air, as if slung out of a slingshot. “Meooooooow!” he wailed as he did a double flip, landing on his paws. 
“Sorry Bruce!” Jack yelled. “I’m starving!” 
Bruce sniffed and raised his nose at Jack, then licked his paw.
Jack ran to the next room, to find his Mom had made a fresh loaf of bread for him. “Here you go sweetie,” she said, and handed him the bread. Little wisps of steam were pouring off it, it was still so warm. “I wanted to have some pie for you, but the pumpkins didn't grow fast enough. Today though!” Jack smiled, gave her a hug and ran out the door while munching on his bread. 
Dad was out patrolling the wall, looking for any problem areas or holes when Jack caught up to him. “Dad! Dad!” he said as he ran up to him. “I have the buckets now, let's make the moat!” He pulled a bucket out of his inventory and handed it to Dad then grabbed another one for himself. 
“Good morning,” Dad said, smiling at him, “Alright, let's fill up the moat. We just need to fill the bucket?” 
Jack nodded, and they both went to the garden to get water. The villagers were all there, the girls tending to the plants, but the double-E’s were building something. Jack walked up to them and saw they had constructed a crude gazebo with benches and were putting in a furnace and crafting table. “This looks great guys!” he said. 
Ethan and Elijah both jumped and turned around. “Jack!” Elijah said. “I’m putting an oven in here so we can bake pies as soon as the pumpkins are grown. It’s going to be AWESOME! A little place we can bake and eat treats!” 
Jack smiled at him and gave him a high-five. “Nice! It’s like your own little snack shop.”
“What’s that?” Elijah questioned.
“Never mind. Dad and I are going to fill the moat, do you want to help?” 
Elijah shook his head. “No way, we are too close to more pie!” 
Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’d like to help. At least SOME people are worried about the safety of our village.”
“Psh,” Elijah said. “I worry! Right now I’m worried about the morale of the village and know that yummy pie will fix it.” 
Charlotte laughed and Marigold chuckled. Ethan shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever. Come on guys, let’s go fill a moat.” 
Jack gave Ethan a bucket, and they all filled them with water. “Do you have another one of those?” Charlotte asked and Jack nodded. 
“I wanted to have one for everyone. Buckets are handy!” He gave her one and she, too, filled it with water, then poured it out into the trench that had been dug around the square, moving from spot to spot, adding more.
Dad just watched as the trench filled, but the bucket remained full. “Wow, that's just... wow.” 
Jack smirked. “Pretty cool right? Water is one of the best things in Minecraft!” 
Dad nodded then dumped his own bucket out right in front of him. A square of water formed and splashed out in all directions. “Dad! What!?” 
The water pushed them all back as it rushed out to from the water block. “Sorry! I just wanted to see what would happen!” 
Jack pushed his way up to the source block and built a block of dirt on it. The water swindled away and all the areas it had been dried up. Jack looked at Dad and raised an eyebrow. “Let’s not do that again, okay?” 
Dad blushed.




Chapter 13

 
Jack handed out the rest of buckets he had made to everyone who didn’t have one, and the three of them left to go fill the moat. Mom stayed back with Kate, Elijah, and the village girls. The girls all got to work filling the rest of the trenches around the garden, and finally the huge village square was hydrated. They pulled out seeds and started planting more food items, while Kate dug out a path around the garden and then through it, replacing the dirt with cobblestone to make a beautiful path. 
“YEEES!!” Elijah suddenly shouted, startling everyone else in the area, making them jump. “They’re done! They’re DONE!”
Mom walked over to him and saw what he was so excited about. Big, orange squares dotted the garden. The first batch of pumpkins was fully grown. 
She smiled at him. “Are you ready?” 
“Oh yeah!” he said, and they picked all the pumpkins. Mom put three away in her inventory to give to Dad and Jack for the golems they were going to make but gave the rest to Elijah. He did a little dance as he went to the gazebo. “What's next?” he asked, his eyes shining.
Mom gave him the rest of the ingredients and showed him how to make the pie. He put everything in the crafting table and stuck his head right up to it, trying to see. When he couldn’t, he tapped his foot impatiently. After a while, the pie came out and he held it above his head, cheering. “I did it! I did it! I can make pie!” He jumped up and down, but tripped, and the pie tumbled out of his hands, plopping onto his head and covering him in gooey, pumpkin goodness. 
“NOOOOO!” he collapsed to his knees crying out. A glob of pie fell from his head into his mouth and he stopped screaming and chewing it. “Mmmm, still good.” He scraped the pie off himself and kept eating. 
“Don’t be gross Elijah, just make another pie!” Mom yelled at him. 
Bruce snuck up and leapt onto Elijah's head, careful not to put his claws out. He took a nibble of the pie, stuck his tongue out and jumped off. “Blerm,” he said, and looked like he was going to hork it up.
Elijah got up and made another pie, this time careful not to jump around with it. He looked at it like he’d won the greatest prize known to man.
“Well?” Mom asked. “What do you think? Do you like it?”
“No.” Elijah hung his head. Then he smiled hugely. “I LOVE it!” He hugged Mom and put the pie in his inventory. “I gotta go show Ethan!” he shouted and ran off to find the co-mayor. 
“He didn’t even share,” Charlotte said with a pout. 
Mom rolled her eyes. “I’ll make some pies, don't worry.” She stopped what she was doing in the garden and went to the crafting table. 
Meanwhile, Dad, Jack and Ethan were filling the moat with water. It was a big job since it was such a long trench. Dad was having a great time messing around with the water. He even climbed on top of the wall to build an area that would allow water to fall into the moat like a waterfall. “You know,” he told Jack, “I can see why you like this game so much. Building things is FUN!” 
“Yeah, see? It’s not all about fighting like Mom thinks. A lot of the time we play in peaceful mode, and there's no fighting at all.”
Ethan sighed. “This world used to be peaceful.” 
Jack stopped pouring water. “What?” 
“Before the Ender dragon came, the entire world lived in peace. At least that's what we learned. It sure would be nice if we could be peaceful again. No more pillagers, no more monsters. It would be nice if we could just live life and not constantly worry about death and destruction.” Ethan sighed again. 
Dad was quiet as he thought about what Ethan was saying. They continued filling the moat and were almost done when Elijah came running around the corner screaming and waving his arms. Dad and Jack immediately got their swords out, ready to defend the village. Even Ethan pulled his out, holding it nervously in front of him. 
“What is it?” Ethan asked. “Is everyone okay?” 
Elijah finally pulled up to them. “Okay? Everyone is GREAT! LOOK!” He pulled the pie out of his inventory holding it up for everyone to see. “I made this!” Dad and Jack cracked up laughing, and after a moment, Ethan did too. “What?” Elijah asked. “Is something wrong with it?” 
Dad finally stopped laughing, then gestured to the rest of them. “Come on, guys. If the pumpkins are ready, that means it’s time to go find the outpost.” 
Everybody gathered at the huge garden, sitting on the benches under the newly made gazebo. Elijah was making more pies, blabbing on and on about how was going to make them every day for the rest of their lives, while the others sat munching on their lunch. Bruce was happily sneaking around underneath the benches, looking for any dropped morsels, but avoiding anything orange and pumpkiny.
When they were finished and full, Dad stood up to talk. “I think it’s time for Jack and me to find the outpost. We have to finish this once and for all, so the village can stay safe.” 
Mom sighed and looked away. “I agree. It is time. We will stay here and keep working on the village.” 
Ethan nodded at her. “Yeah, we still need to make it safe at night. The walls are good to stop monsters and pillagers from coming in, but plenty of monsters can still spawn inside the walls at night.” 
“How do we do that?” Mom asked. 
“Lights,” Jack said as he pulled out the stacks of torches he had made. “Hang these up everywhere.” He gave them to Mom who hugged him. “Make it look like Christmas!”
Mom moved over to Dad and grabbed his hand. “Promise me you’ll give them a chance. Maybe they won't fight you.”
Dad nodded at her. “I promise I’ll try to talk to them first.” He kissed her cheek and Jack gagged.
They all hugged and high-fived and Dad and Jack left. Bruce chased after them, jumping onto Jack’s shoulder.




Chapter 14

 
“Well buddy, let’s go see if we can stop them for good,” Dad said as they shut the new gates of the village behind them, and walk onto the path that would take them to the outpost. The sun was high overhead, giving off heat as they made their way down the road. 
“Were there really a lot of them?” Jack asked. 
Dad nodded. “Yeah, a bunch left for the raid, but there were still a lot of them.” 
“I hope we can make them leave the village alone forever.” 
“What do you think Ethan meant when he said the world was peaceful before the Ender dragon came?” Dad asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I don't really know. Kate and I usually just mess around and build stuff. We never went to the End to find the dragon.”
“But you know about it?” 
“Oh sure, lots of our friends have told us stuff about it,” Jack said. “It’s a pretty big deal in Minecraft.”
“So can the world be made peaceful again?” 
Jack shrugged. “I don't know. There are four difficulties to Minecraft: Peaceful, Easy, Normal and Hard. In peaceful there aren't any mobs. But I don't know how the actual world could have switched from peaceful to another mode. You have to do it from a menu before you log in to the game.”
“Hmmm,” Dad said, thinking. “What's the difference between the other difficulties?” 
“Oh, the mobs do a lot more damage the harder the difficulty. I think there are other things, too, but I don't really remember. There’s also Hardcore mode, but we never tried that.”  
“What’s Hardcore mode?” Dad asked. 
“When you die, it’s game over. It sounds REALLY hard.” 
“Oh wow, that does sound hard,” Dad said. “So besides building and exploring, what is the point?” 
“Well, getting to the End and fighting the Ender dragon is the last boss. But really you never have to do that. Kate and I don’t, we just have fun building.” Dad was quiet, thinking.
After a little silence, Jack spoke again. “Dad?” he asked. “What’s our plan for when we get to the outpost?” 
Dad shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Good question,” he said. “Here’s how I think we should do this. You’ll stay behind and hide, watching, while I go up to talk to them. Before you hide though, you’ll set up the pieces needed to make golems, all except for the last piece. Hopefully I can convince them to give up and go away. If they don't, I’m sure they will chase me, and I’ll run them back to your hiding spot. When I give the signal, you pop on the golem heads and they will fight for us.” 
Jack thought about that. “Are you sure I can’t come down with you?” 
Dad shook his head. “No, someone needs to bring out the golems in case they get me.” 
Jack sighed. “Alright, I guess that’s a good plan. I don’t like not being with you, though.” 
Dad clapped him on the shoulder. “I know, but you are brave and smart. We can do this.” They went down a hill and after a short bend in the road, there before them, was the outpost. “Here we are.” He waved his hand towards the outpost. 
Jack looked at it and his belly felt full of butterflies. It was a lot more intimidating seeing it in person like this than it was when he was sitting on his couch playing. The tower was much taller than he thought it would be and there were pillagers milling about all over. Jack saw a broken golem laying in a field next to the outpost and gulped. He pointed towards it. “That must have been the one they captured from the village.” 
Dad nodded. “Yeah, it’s the one I set free last time I was here. Hopefully it scared them.”
“I don’t know,” Jack said eyeing the broken pieces. “I think they handled it just fine.” Dad squeezed his shoulder and smiled at his son encouragingly.
They continued to walk ,this time going through the forest instead of the road, to hide themselves from the pillagers. When they were as close as the forest would let them get, Dad stopped. “Okay Jack, set up right here.” 
Jack nodded and set out three golem bodies out of iron blocks, with the carved pumpkins ready to go in his hotbar. “Ready,” he told Dad. Dad took a deep breath in and nodded. 
“Here we go.”




Chapter 15

 
Dad would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. He knew that he could respawn, and that calmed his nerves a little, but it was still a scary thing to know he was walking into a camp full of enemies, unarmed, especially. He walked up out of the forest towards the outpost. Counting, thought he could see around a dozen pillagers. 
That was less than he thought there might be, which was good, but it was still a whole lot of bad guys. A couple pillagers were playing a game, ignoring everything going on around them when he got close and cleared his throat. “Ahem.” 
The two pillagers jumped and spun around, pulling out their crossbows. “Harrr!” said one of them. 
“Hrrmmn!” said the other. 
The first one held up his crossbow at Dad and he wondered if they were just going to start firing. They didn’t though and Dad blew out a breath in relief.
“Hrrmm! Who are you!?” the lead pillager asked. 
“I’m-” Dad said but the other pillager cut him off.
“No talking! You come with us!” 
“But he asked me a question...”
“Don’t you talk to me! Now, who are you!?” he asked. 
Dad was confused. “Do you want me-” 
“No talking!” the second pillager said.
“Who are you!?” the first one asked again.
“Uhhhh...” Dad said. 
The second pillager pulled a firework just like the ones Ethan had in the village and shot it into the air. Immediately, all the other pillagers were on alert and ran over to see what was going on. In seconds, he was surrounded by the pillagers, so many crossbows out and ready.
Dad held up his hands. “Hey guys, I’m unarmed, I just want to talk.” 
One of the really scary guys with axes shoved his way to the front. Vindicators, Dad remembered them being called. Thankfully the really annoying pillager that wouldn’t let him talk was pushed to the back. “Who are you?” the vindicator asked. 
Dad opened his mouth, just about to say something, when one of the other pillagers squinted at him. “Hey! I remember him! He’s that guy who let the golem out!” 
“No way, we poofed him,” another one said. 
“I think he’s right! It is him!” yet another one said. 
“Shut up, you mugs!” the vindicator yelled, and they all went quiet. The one that had first said he recognized Dad was shaking. “Now, did you come from that village?”
Dad nodded his head and thought he might see a way to talk his way out of this mess. “I did, but I have to tell you, your friend here is right.” Dad pointed at the pillager who was still slight shaking. “I am the guy you caught before.” 
The vindicator looked at him like he was crazy. “You can’t be, we poofed him. Don’t you try to fool me!” 
Dad raised an eyebrow. “I am him. I am a respawner.” 
A few of the pillagers gasped, but most were confused. Whispers spread through the crowd. “I knew it!” said the scared one. “A respawner!”
“QUIET!” the vindicator yelled. He looked hard at Dad, confusion all over his face. 
“What’s a respawner?” the vindicator asked. 
“It’s just like the stories that girl told us. Respawners are immortal and can't be killed!” the pillager said. 
“Don’t be ridiculous!” the vindicator snarled. “Those are just fairy tales.” The vindicator turned back to Dad. “There’s no such thing as respawners, so you’re lying to me. Now you’re coming with us!” 
“No!” Dad shouted. “I AM a RESPAWNER! And I have powers you could not begin to imagine!” 
“I knew it! I knew it was him!” the scared pillager said. 
Dad pointed right at him. “I remember you from the last time I was here, right before I freed the golem.” Dad lowered his voice as deep as he could. “I am going to put a CURSE on you!” 
The pillager screamed. “No! No! The respawners are here! AHHHHH!” He dropped his crossbow and fled, running towards the outpost. 
“Get back here you scaredy-cat!” the vindicator yelled after him. Dad turned to go, but the vindicator grabbed his arm. “Not so fast you dirty trickster, you can’t fool the rest of us. Boys! Poof this guy!” 
Dad tried to yank his arm away as the other pillagers all aimed at him, but the vindicator was too strong. He closed his eyes ready to respawn, when a weight jumped on his head. He opened his eyes to see a black tail in front of his face.




Chapter 16

 
The pillagers didn’t fire, they were so utterly surprised at the strange cat that had just jumped on Dad's head and turned around. Bruce lifted his tail, looked back at the crowd of pillagers and said, “Meow.” Then let out a massive stinky fart that turned the air green. 
The pillagers all screamed holding their noses, some of them gagging and falling down. The vindicator let go of Dad’s arm to hold his nose. “ARRRGGGGHH, what is that foul poison!?” Green swirls floated above their heads.
“Yoink!” Dad shouted and took off now that his arm was free. 
“Get him you fools!” the vindicator yelled. 
Dad ran and arrows followed him out. “Yikes!” he shouted as he sped as fast as he could. Thankfully, most of the pillagers were still coughing and hacking through the cloud. Bruce jumped off Dad and ran alongside him. Dad could swear the cat was laughing. 
Arrows were flying all around him and Dad ran in a zigzag line to avoid getting shot. He thought he was doing great when an arrow collided with his butt, bouncing off the armor, but denting it. “Finally, I didn't get an arrow in the butt!” he shouted as he turned again. 
The pillagers were chasing after him now, recovered from the gas attack Bruce had hit them with. Another arrow flew and hit Dad in the dented armor, punching a holy through and landing right in his butt. “Ow! That didn’t last long.” He moaned as he rolled to a stop in between the iron blocks making up the bodies of the golems. 
“Now Dad?” Jack asked from behind one of the other iron blocks. 
“Not yet! I want to give them one more chance.” 
“Here they come!” Jack yelled, peeking from behind the iron block. 
Dad snatched Bruce off the ground with a “Yeow!” and held him up, butt out, holding onto his tail like a trigger. “Stop right there!” Dad shouted while Bruce squirmed. “I’m not afraid to use this!” 
The pillagers pulled to a stop, nervous about another gas attack. “Back up you fools!” the vindicator growled. “The gas doesn't go as far as your arrows!” 
They started to back up slowly, and Dad yelled at them. “Last chance for you to go away and never come back! Don’t make me use my respawner powers on you!” 
The vindicator was already out of range of Bruce's attack and laughed. “Hah! You won't get away this time.” He lifted his arms in the air and then threw them down. “Fire!” 
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Dad complained, then yelled, “Now Jack!” 
Jack popped up and as fast as he could, put the three carved pumpkins on top of the golem bodies. With a shatter of the iron blocks, three huge iron golems appeared. They immediately turned to the pillagers and started attacking, their massive arms beating them back. 
The vindicator growled again and ran in to attack one of the golems, but Jack jumped in between them landing a critical hit from the surprise attack, shooting a star up, and knocking the vindicator down. Jack rolled out of the way and let the golem finish off the vindicator, who poofed. 
The other golems were poofing pillagers left and right. The pillagers were so startled by their sudden appearance they had forgotten to even fight back. Soon there were only a couple left, one of them the cranky one that wouldn’t let Dad talk. 
That one looked at Dad with a sneer. “You may have beaten us, but you’ll never get the prisoner!” He ran off, the last two pillagers following him. The golems chased after them getting the two stragglers, but the last one got away. 
“Jack! He said they have a prisoner. We have to go save them!” Dad took off after the pillager, with Jack right after him.




Chapter 17

 
“Hrrrnn!” the pillager yelled as he dashed into the outpost. Dad and Jack chased after him, the golems following behind. Jack stopped to look up at the outpost, noticing another pillager on the balcony looking down. The pillager aimed a crossbow at them and Jack began running again. 
The arrow hit one golem, who flashed red and waved its arms. Dad was almost to the stairs up when a streak of black shot past him. There was a scream and a yowl and another scream, and Dad rounded the corner to see Bruce on top of the pillager's head, scratching with his claws. 
“Get him Bruce!” Dad yelled as he dodged around the cat and pillager to get up the stairs. Jack appeared in the doorway just as the pillager ran screaming out of it.
“You’ll regret this, respawners!” the pillager yelled as he ran off into the forest. 
Dad burst through the doorway onto the balcony and took an arrow to the chest from the pillager who was waiting there. “Stop or I’ll shoot!” the pillager yelled. 
“Ow!” Dad said. “You already shot!” 
“I mean... uhh... I’ll shoot again!” the pillager shouted back. 
Jack came around the corner and Dad turned to tell him to stop, but the pillager was startled and accidentally pulled the trigger, an arrow slamming right into Dad's butt. “Yewoch!” Dad yelled, holding his rump. 
“Oh, ah! Sorry! I mean... that’s what you get!” the pillager yelled. 
Dad looked at the pillager. “Okay buddy, I’m sure you saw what happened out there.” He pointed out the balcony. “My son and I are respawners with amazing powers. If you don't want to end up poofed away, you should put down your crossbow.” 
The pillager was shaking nervously. “You can’t be a respawner. Respawners aren't real!”
“They ARE real Alex!” came a voice from the next level up. 
The pillager winced at the voice and turned his face up towards it. “But I thought those were just stories!” 
“I told you they were true!” a girl’s voice shouted back.
The pillager, Alex, was still shaking, his crossbow bouncing around, and looked at Dad and Jack nervously.
Dad slowly raised his hands in the air. “Look. Alex, is it? We don’t want to hurt you. We just want to protect our village and keep the ones we care about safe.” 
Alex lowered his crossbow a bit, but still looked nervous. “You promise?” 
Jack nodded. “We promise! We just want to live in peace!”
Alex dropped the crossbow, “Oh thank goodness!” He sat down with a huge sigh, a look of relief on his face. Dad walked over and picked up the crossbow. “You did the right thing, Alex.” He held his hand out to the pillager. 
Alex looked at the hand, and took it, letting Dad help him up. “I’m sorry I shot you. I never wanted to do anything like that. It’s why they always made me stay here when they went on raids.” 
“It’s okay,” Dad said. “You can come with us. We won't hurt you.” 
Alex smiled weakly. “Thank you.” 
“What about that prisoner?” Jack asked. 
“Oh!” Alex said and pulled out a key from his pocket. “Come with me!” He ran up another set of stairs and Dad and Jack followed him. At the top level was a room with big windows. One wall of the room had an iron door with a window in it and a face covered in darkness looking out. There was also a chest in the middle of the room. 
“Ooh!  A chest!” Jack shouted and ran over to open it. 
“Jack. Priorities.” Dad nodded to the door with his head. 
Jack looked at the door and blushed. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” 
Alex unlocked the door and a blonde female villager in a red hat with yellow stripes came out. “Hello, I’m Birgitta.”




Chapter 18

 
“I’m Jack! And this is my Dad,” Jack said reaching out to the young woman to pull her out of the cell. “Why did they have you locked up in there?” 
Birgitta pointed back into the jail cell. “They captured me from a village a long way away and have been taking me with them all over.”
“I didn’t know pillagers took prisoners,” Jack said. “I thought they just... poofed everyone they came across.”
Birgitta smiled at him. “I was a librarian in my village, and I wouldn’t let them take me without bringing my books. When they realized I had enchanted books they took them, too, but I told them they were cursed, and only I could open them.” 
“She told us stories,” Alex said. “Stories about other worlds, some like ours and some very different. It was nice, and we kind of just got used to having her around.” 
“Even though you never let me out,” she said with a frown. 
“Hey! I would have, but I didn’t want to get in trouble. You know they would probably have poofed you, or me, if they found out.”
“Dad can I got check the chest now?” Jack asked. 
Dad rolled his eyes. “Sure. Birgitta, we are going to a village, would you like to come with us?” 
Her eyes lit up. “I would be very grateful if you could take me. I can't wait to see the sun again, and to have enough room to dance!” 
“Dance?” Dad asked. 
“Oh yes, I was a librarian in my other village, but I loved to dance. We would play music and our entire village would have huge dance parties.” 
“Woohoo!” Jack cheered as he saw something in the chest. “Check it out Dad!” He pulled out two crossbows from the chest. “I bet these will help the villagers' defenses!” 
Dad looked over at him. “Nice, Jack.” Then he turned to Alex and Birgitta. “We should get back, I bet the others are worrying about us.” 
Birgitta crossed her arms. “I’m not leaving without my books.” 
Jack jumped up. “I’ll carry them!” He ran into the cell. “Hey what's this weird box!” he called out.
Birgitta turned around. “That’s my jukebox, be careful with it. The books are in the bookshelf.” Jack turned and hit the jukebox with a pick, breaking it into a smaller version of itself in a crash of wood pieces. “NOOOO! I said be careful!”
“Oh, it’s okay,” Jack said, and placed the jukebox that had gone into his inventory down, where it appeared just like it was before.
Birgitta gasped. “You really ARE respawners!” 
“Wait, you didn’t know?” Alex asked. 
She shrugged. “I couldn't really hear what was going on from in here. I knew respawners were real, but didn’t know what was going on.” 
Alex looked at her and raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Oh well, I’m glad it worked out. Can we go now? I can't wait to get out of this place.” 
Dad nodded and gestured for them to head downstairs. They left the outpost and began walking on the path back to the village, happy that they were free from the threat of the pillagers.




Chapter 19

 
The four of them walked down the road toward the village. Bruce sprinted up and took his customary spot on Jack’s shoulders. 
Birgitta practically danced the whole way, causing Dad and Jack to smile. “I think the girls in the village are going to like you,” Jack said. “They are always singing.” 
“Yay!” Birgitta said. “It’s been so long since I’ve been around other villagers. I can't wait! I’ll get to tell more stories, and teach them dances, and finally have friends!” 
“Hey, I thought I was your friend,” Alex said, pouting. 
Birgitta laughed. “Of course you are! But I was also your prisoner. You have to admit it was a little different since I was locked in a cell the whole time we knew each other.” 
Alex nodded. “Yeah, I suppose so. Just another reason to be glad the other raiders are gone.” 
“What do you want to do Alex?” Jack asked. “I didn’t know pillagers could be anything other than pillagers.” 
Alex was going to open his mouth to say something but Birgitta spoke first. “It’s not very common, but it has been known to happen. Anything can happen in the Seedverse.” 
Dad looked confused. “Seedverse? What's that?” 
Birgitta stopped dancing, but the happiness on her face made up for the lack of movement. “Oh! The Seedverse is the collection of worlds, or rather, seeds, that make up all of, well... everything! There are some seeds where there are no monsters, some seeds where there are more respawners than anything, some seeds that are nothing but flat grasslands covered in experiments from the outsiders.”
“Outsiders?” Jack asked. 
Birgitta nodded. “Yes, they live outside the Seedverse and only come in it to make experiments. They make machines out of redstone and pistons and all kinds of things.” 
“How do you know all this?” Dad asked, a thick crease through his forehead.
“It’s in one of my books, ‘The Codex of Seeds’. It tells stories from across the seeds! That book is how I knew about respawners. Although I never thought I would meet one,” Birgitta said. “Or two.” She looked at Dad, then Jack.
“I would love to look at that some time,” Dad said. “It might help us figure out how to get home.” 
“Home?” Birgitta asked. “Are you lost?” 
“You could say that,” Jack said. “The one thing it sounds like your book got wrong is that outsiders and respawners are the same people. We came from outside the Seedverse, that’s why we can respawn.” 
That stopped Birgitta in her tracks, her mouth hanging open. “Really?!” 
Dad nodded. “Yep, and we really need to find out how to get home. We have family out there that will miss us.” 
Birgitta looked sad for a moment, as if the mention of family was a sad one, but that ended quickly, and she smiled again. She reached into her pouch and pulled out a big, enchanted book, handing it to Dad. “Here! You can have it. You saved my life and if I can help you get back to your family somehow, well, I would love to be a part of that. I could write my own book about it!” 
Dad stopped, looking at her. He took the book she held out and put it in his inventory, extremely touched at such a sweet gesture. “Thank you, Birgitta. That is truly kind of you. We’ll take good care of it, and I’m sure put it to good use.”
Bruce leapt off Jack’s shoulder and rubbed against Birgitta’s leg. “Purr,” he said, and she reached down to pet him. While she was scratching his ears, Bruce stuck a paw into her pouch, and pulled out a cooked beef. “Hey! You little thief!” Birgitta said. 
Bruce turned to her and gave her great big kitty eyes, “Meow?” he said, “Purr purr?” 
“Aww, you’re so cute! Birgitta swooned. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. Do you want some more?” 
“Purr,” Bruce said. Jack rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to feed him, he’s not hungry.” Birgitta pulled out another beef, giving it to the cat who gobbled it up faster than something that was fast. “Are you sure about that?” she asked. “He seems starved.” Bruce climbed up and rode on her shoulders. “Purr.” 
Alex’s face turned red as he tried to say something then stopped several times. “You... saved me from a life I really didn’t want. If there is anything, I can do to help you, I would like to.” 
They walked in silence for a while when Dad spoke up. “Actually, there very well might be something you can do Alex.” 
“Anything! You guys are heroes!” 
Dad chuckled. “Well, I don't know about that-” 
“Superdad! That can be your nickname!” Jack suddenly shouted. 
“Uh, no. Thanks anyway,” Dad said, then looked at Alex again. “Are you trained in fighting?” 
Alex nodded. “Yeah, all the raiders have to be. We train how to fight without being scared, how to use a crossbow, all that stuff.” 
“Perfect,” Dad said. “You can help guard the village then. Teach the villagers how to survive in case other raiders come.” 
Alex looked nervous. “I could do that. But I have to tell you, I was never really that good at fighting. Every time I was on a raid, I just couldn't bring myself to hurt anyone. It felt so... wrong.” 
“Even better!” Dad said. “That makes me like you even more. The villagers won't be raiding, they just want to live peacefully, and will only need to fight if they get attacked.” Alex didn’t look much happier at this news. “What’s wrong?” Dad asked. 
“Nothing, I’ll do it. I owe you big time, it's just, I really wanted to have a regular job,” he said. 
“You can do that too!” Jack said. “What do you want to do?” 
Alex mumbled something and Jack put his hand to his ear. “What?”
“A toolsmith!” Alex shouted, then immediately blushed. “I’ve always been fascinated with fixing and making tools.” 
“Perfect!” Jack said. “The village desperately needs someone who can do that.” 
“Really?” Alex asked. 
“Really,” Jack said.
Alex finally smiled.




Chapter 20

 
As soon as they made it to the village, Bruce leapt off Birgitta’s shoulder, bounced off Dad's head, and sprinted into the village towards the chicken pen. “That’s a strange cat,” Birgitta said. 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, he’s a respawner like us. He came from the same place.”
Birgitta stopped, her mouth dropped open again. “You never cease to amaze me!” Then she pirouetted around, turning towards the village. “It’s so wonderful! I’ve never seen a village like this before!” 
Alex inspected the walls and the moat. “Me either, it looks, really strong.” 
“Thank you,” Dad said, “we built it this way. We hope that with these defenses and your combat training, this village can stay safe and strong for a long, long time.”
Suddenly an arrow came flying out at them, hitting Dad right in the butt. “WHAT THE HECK!?” he shouted and spun around to see Charlotte with a crossbow on the other side of the gate. 
“Jack?! Mr. Smith?! Oh no, I’m so sorry!” Charlotte shouted, as she opened the gate and ran up to them. “You’re back! Why is there a pillager with you? Is he your prisoner? Who is THIS?” She pointed to Birgitta. 
Birgitta rushed up and gave Charlotte a hug. Charlotte looked like she had just stepped in a warm puddle. “Uh, you’re very huggy. Who are you?” 
Birgitta released her. “I’m Birgitta! I was captured by the pillagers, but these two freed me and now I get to live in your village and we’re going to be best friends.” 
Charlotte smiled hugely at that. “YAY! A new villager! Come with me, you have to meet the mayors!” 
Birgitta danced a small move. “Okay! Wait, mayor-S?” 
Charlotte nodded and grabbed her hand pulling her into the village. The two of them skipped and danced the whole way in. 
“I don’t dance,” Alex said, and Dad laughed.




Chapter 21

 
Dad, Jack and Alex strolled in, met by Mom and Kate. Mom immediately ran up and hugged Dad and Jack. “I missed you, I’m so glad you're back!”
Dad hugged her back, for a long time. “I missed you too. This is Alex. He has given up a life of being a raider and wants to live in the village in peace.” He hung his head a little. “I’m sorry I couldn’t convince them all.” He sighed and lifted his eyes. “But at least we got one.”
Mom smiled and hugged Dad again. “You did good, honey.” She turned to Alex. “It is a pleasure to meet you. You’re going to love it here. Are you hungry? Do you want some pie? Soup? Fresh bread?” Mom held out an assortment of food.
Alex’s eyes got big. “Um, sure, I uh, you don’t have to...”
“Just take the food, Alex,” Dad said.
A smile spread on Alex’s face, and he gobbled up the food Mom offered. Mom beamed, never happier than when she got to feed someone.
“Anyway, we better have a village meeting so I can tell everyone what's happened.” 
Mom nodded and gathered everyone into the huge garden gazebo, the new favorite spot to meet. The sun had set, but the villagers had been busy while Dad and Jack were away. Torches lined all the buildings and everywhere there could be one placed, there was one. The village was very well lit.
The villagers were nervous about Alex, but he made sure to not make any threatening moves, and even gave out some of the tools he had been tinkering with. A clock for Ethan, flint and steel for Elijah, a hoe for Charlotte, and a lead for Marigold. “Presents!” the double-E’s yelled, and Alex was welcomed happily into the village. 
Everyone was super excited to meet Birgitta, a real live librarian. When Birgitta pulled out the jukebox and started playing music, the girls almost fainted with joy. They started singing and Birgitta danced. The girls stopped singing while she danced, so entranced with how beautiful it was. 
“Would you like to learn this dance?” Birgitta asked. 
“YES!” Charlotte and Marigold screamed. It was the loudest anyone had ever heard Marigold. 
The village partied all night, singing and dancing, and eating pie. Bruce even ignored the chickens to watch everyone in the garden. It helped that Marigold kept throwing food to him. Dad pulled Mom aside and showed her the book, the ‘Codex of Seeds.’
“I think this might have some clues for how we can get back home.” Mom kissed him but pushed him away. “This is a time for fun and celebration! We can talk about that tomorrow!” She laughed and jumped up, pulling him to his feet to dance with her. 
Dad grinned as Mom spun circles around him, watching his family and friends having so much carefree fun.
“It’s a shame we are going to have to leave this village soon,” he said to himself.




Stories from the Codex of Seeds

 
Dad was tired after the long day and snuck away when everyone was still dancing and singing to relax on his bed. He was really interested in the book Birgitta had given him, the Codex of Seeds. He opened the book and flipped through it. The pages seemed to go on forever without ending. He closed it and looked at the spine, which wasn’t very thick. Dad shook his head. “Huh, a magic book. This really is cool,” he mumbled. 
He didn’t want to get too deep into it, looking at just some of the entries the book contained. Some were just lists, some pictures, and some were longer stories. There were so many and they told of all kinds of interesting things about the different ‘seeds’. 
One of the longest stories was called ‘Dave the Villager’ who went on many, many adventures, even crossing over from one seed to another and meeting a different villager who loved to surf.
That surfer villager also had a very long story in the codex called ‘Diary of a Surfer Villager.’ 
There was one story about another respawner named EncryptedDragEn who wore a black fedora and grey suit. He had green eyes and used an enchanted bow when he fought for good. 
One seed had an outsider named Shadow_Man, who wore armor and had a sword both made of bedrock. He had been a system admin who was messing around with command blocks when he got trapped in Minecraft.
Another family had become respawners on a different seed, the dad was named Sam, and was a bold figure.
One story was about a vindicator named Victor, who betrayed pillagers and helped save a village.
There was even a simple story about a wandering trader named Jake who traded nice goods for A LOT of emeralds.
On one seed, a respawner found a wild egg that hatched into a talking slime that got bigger with every enemy it ate, but could change its size whenever it wanted to.
Dad came across a story of a respawner that had wolf ears and could heal people or shapeshift into animals. 
And a ravager named CI Wabester.
The last story he looked at told of a talking enderman who could build with the snap of her fingers, and had a friend named Steve who LOVED cake.

Even if this book didn’t contain clues for how they could get back home, he pictured sitting around a campfire in the village, reading the stories aloud. There were so many interesting tales within its pages!

He flipped through a few more pages, stopping to read one of the lists.
It was titled, ‘Known Outsiders’, and he was curious if they would make the list. 




Known Outsiders:

Allison’s kids
Dan Absalonson
John & Mindy K
Kathy H
Cade
Kevin
The REAL Nerf boy 10
Tim Kaiver
M75
J Opatz
Elza
Karen Eckstein
Sarah
Leah
FLENNER
Jibu Abraham
BBS
Bobdavidtomscat
H. Hung
Liz
Xiaofeng Guan
YoBoiJimmy
JINYU
Bruce
_XxrainxX_
leda_bb
cratana (actually Louvre)
Chris & Sarah
SM
Yakuh Askew
Rosero Andres
Lindsey
S
He wondered if he would ever meet any of them, and if they’d enjoy swapping stories of their adventures in this crazy world. Dad wanted to investigate more, but his bed was comfy, Bruce had cuddled up with him and started purring, his eyelids were heavy, and he fell asleep, clutching the Codex of Seeds to his chest.




The End of Book 6!

 




The Accidental Minecraft Family

 
Book 7




Chapter 1

 
Everyone woke up late. The sun was up and shining, the crops were growing, the animals were animaling before the first villager came out of their house.
Mom and Dad snuck out quietly and let Jack and Kate sleep. Even Bruce stayed curled up on Jack’s back, snoring away. 
Dad yawned as they walked into the sunlight. “You know,” he said to Mom, “being stuck in this world isn’t all that bad, but I sure do miss coffee.” 
Mom scrunched up her face. She didn’t like coffee unless it had a bunch of things like flavored syrups and cream and sugar in it. She thought it tasted like burnt bean water. “Yuck. I sure don’t.” 
Dad chuckled and kissed her on the cheek. He led her to the village wall for a morning stroll. “I’m going to miss this place.” Mom smiled sadly. 
Dad nodded. “I am too. But now that you bring it up, we should probably talk about what we are going to do next. We can't just stay here forever. We have to get back home.” 
“I know, dear. It is nice here, but I miss our home and our family.”
“So what do you think we should do?” 
Mom reached for him and they held hands as they walked. “Well, we should probably talk to the kids about it- they know this world better than we do. Then we should talk to the villagers, see if they know anything that could help. And probably the new girl, Birgitta. She might have some clues about where to go next. Did you learn anything interesting in that book?” 
Dad pulled the book out of his inventory- The Codex of Seeds. “Nothing that could lead us back home, but I haven’t read much yet. It looks like there are a lot of different worlds.”
“Different worlds?”
“Yeah. All in Minecraft, but they have different histories and rules... it’s confusing. There are even stories of other outsiders, so we aren't the only ones who have come in.” 
“I wonder why we haven't ever heard of it before? You would think that people disappearing into a video game would be pretty big news,” Mom said. 
Dad shrugged. “Huh, that’s a good point. It’s definitely pretty weird.” Dad stopped walking and turned to Mom. “If you told someone you were sucked into a video game, do you think they would believe you?” 
Mom thought for a moment. “No, I guess not. People might even think I was just crazy!” 
Dad laughed. “Probably! I bet the other respawners who make it out probably write books about it or something.”
Mom was quiet and looking down at the ground, her face full of worry. She looked up at Dad. “Do you think we don’t hear about them because they just never get out?”
Dad put his arm around Mom’s shoulders and pulled her close. “I don’t know. But one way or another, we’re going to find our way back home. Together. Even if we’re the first outsiders to ever do it.”
Mom smiled at him and patted his hand on her shoulder.
Dad held out the Codex of Seeds again. “This book is enormous. I’m sure there are hints or clues or some kind of puzzle we can put together to help us figure out what to do, but we will really have to study it.” 
“Oh perfect!” Mom clapped her hands together. “The kids need to do some studying, anyway. Maybe they can even write reports on what they read. You know, they haven’t done any schoolwork in a long time. I would hate for them to fall behind in their studies.”
Dad rolled his eyes. “A long time here in this world, maybe. Remember back home hardly any time has passed at all.” 
“Not an excuse! They need to keep up with their studies. They can read through this book and write reports on what they find. A win, win.” 
“Sure dear, whatever you say.” 
Mom stopped and put her hands on her hips. She did not look happy. “Not ‘whatever I say.’ Their education is important!”
Dad pulled her close. “I know! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it seem like it wasn’t. It’s just- learning doesn’t only happen with books and pencils and classrooms. Life experience is excellent education too! Think of all the things they have done here. They have helped teach us about this world, they have explored and planned and built. They’ve solved problems, helped the villagers, grown gardens, raised animals. That’s a lot more than most kids do.”
Mom smirked. “Okay, that’s fair. They have done a lot of big things here that have taught them some good lessons. I’ve ever done a lot of learning! But there is still a place for good old reading, writing and math.” 
Dad sighed. “You’re right, we should probably give them some homework. But how will they do it? We don't have notebooks or anything.” 
“Well, there are books, so I’m sure we can figure it out somehow.” They had made their way all the way around the village and were back where they had started. The villagers were out and working in the garden to some soft music that Birgitta had put on her jukebox. A smile filled Mom’s face. “Birgitta probably knows! Let’s go ask her!” 
Dad sighed again, then mumbled softly. “The kids are going to love this.”




Chapter 2

 
They were greeted by the villagers who still looked a little sleepy from the night of celebrating. “Good morning!” Ethan said, waving, as Mom and Dad came into the garden. “Mornin’,” Dad said back.
Elijah, of course, was at the crafting table with a bunch of pumpkins around him. The girls were harvesting the plants but stopped when the parents came up. 
“Where's Alex?” Dad asked. 
Ethan shrugged and pointed to the wall. “He went to the wall to ‘inspect it.’” Dad nodded.
“Birgitta, would you mind helping us for a minute?” Mom asked. 
“I would be happy to,” Birgitta said, taking a seat on the bench under the gazebo. 
“Who wants piiiieeee!?” Elijah held up steaming hot pumpkin pie fresh from the crafting table. 
“Yay!” The girls jumped and cheered as they gathered around Elijah. These villagers never got sick of pumpkin pie for breakfast. 
Birgitta raised an eyebrow at them. “You guys sure are excited for pie.” 
Elijah handed her one. “Pie for breakfast is the best! Try it!” 
Birgitta took the pie, then took a cautious nibble. Her eyes lit up. “Okay, maybe this is worth freaking out about.” She chomped the whole thing down and wiped the crumbs from her face. She looked back at Mom and Dad. “Sorry about that, I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” 
“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day,” Mom said. 
“So, what did you guys need help with?” Birgitta asked. 
“We need to get something to write with,” Mom said. 
“We need to help figuring out where to go next,” Dad said at the same time. 
They looked at each other, then laughed. “Both of those things,” Mom said. 
“Well, I can help you find something to write with easy enough. You just need a book and a quill.” 
“Do you have any books we could use?” Mom asked. 
Birgitta shook her head. “I’m sorry, but my books are all written in already. You’ll have to make your own if you want blank ones.” 
Mom nodded her head. “But it’s something we could do then?” 
Birgitta nodded. “Yes. You’ll need ink sacs also, but I have some I could spare.” 
Just then Alex came back with a grin on his face. “You have a nice, secure village here!” he said.
“Thanks, Alex,” Dad said. “Everyone pitched in, and we worked really hard on it.” 
“REALLY hard!” Ethan said. “I even learned to craft and build the way repawners do.” 
“So did I!” Elijah shouted, glaring at his brother.
“I didn’t say you didn’t. Calm down,” Ethan told him. 
“You calm down! I’m probably a better builder than you!” 
“No you’re not!” 
“Yes I am!” 
Mom was going to tell them to stop, but arguing seemed to be the natural state of the double-E’s. She just shook her head and took Birgitta off to the side where she could hear over the arguing. 
Alex's smile disappeared, and he looked a little down. Dad walked up to him. “What’s the matter, Alex?” 
“It’s just, I feel like I don’t know what to do. On one hand, I really want to tinker and craft tools, but with a village this small we won't need them often. Then a part of me can’t stop thinking about defenses and weapons and fighting.” He shrugged. 
Dad thought about it. “Well, I think you should follow your dream of tinkering. It is a very worthwhile cause, and it’s important to do something you enjoy. But you do not need to completely forget your old life. You can help the villagers train and patrol the wall to make sure it stays safe.” 
Alex grinned. “You mean I don’t have to do only one thing?” 
Dad looked confused. “No, why would you need to only do one thing?”
“Well, because it would be my job. Villagers can’t have more than one job.”
“What? Why?” 
Alex thought about it for a long time, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it's just the way it’s always been.” 
“Hmph. Well, if you want to do more than one thing, you should. You can be the guard captain and the tinkerer. Just make sure you do the best you can at both jobs. You can do anything you set your mind to.” 
Alex smiled brightly. “Then that’s what I’ll do! I’m going to be the best tinkering guard captain the world has ever seen!” He strode over to Elijah and shared some pie with the rest of the villagers. Dad shook his head, laughing, and joined them, having some delicious pie as well. Once they finally got back to the actual world, they wouldn’t be able to have pie for breakfast so often.
When they had all finished eating, the girls went back to work, and Mom and Birgitta sat down on the bench again. 
Ethan walked up to Charlotte and gave her a hug. “Here, why don’t you let me help you. It’s your spawnday after all, I can do your chores.” 
Mom cocked her head and stood up, walking over to the two of them. She eyed them seriously. “What did you just say?” she asked Elijah. 
Elijah looked a little nervous, like he had done something wrong. “Uhhh, I just told Charlotte that since it's her spawnday, I’ll do her gardening for her,” he said. 
“What's a spawnday?” Mom asked. 
“Oh! They don't have that where you're from? It's the day she was spawned. Her first day in the world.” 
“A BIRTHDAY!?” Mom yelled, her hands waving around in the air. 
Elijah winced. “A what day? What's a birthday?” 
Mom shook her head. “It’s what we call a spawnday, I guess. But you CAN’T HAVE A BIRTHDAY WITHOUT A PARTY!”




Chapter 3

 
Jack woke up to Bruce licking his ear. Bruce's tongue was rough and scratchy, and Jack knew that when the cat woke him up like that, he only had a few moments to get up before Bruce would nibble him. Probably because he was hungry.
Jack rolled over, knocking Bruce to the ground. “Ugh, okay buddy,” Jack groaned. “I’m awake. Let’s get you some food.” 
“Purr,” Bruce said in agreement. 
“Zzzzz” Kate said. 
“Wow, she’s loud,” Jack said as he dug through his inventory for some food to give Bruce. 
“Meow,” Bruce said. 
Jack threw Bruce some chicken, then looked at his peacefully sleeping sister and got an evil grin on his face.
He quickly built a two-block tall tower out of dirt by the head of her bed. He built straight up, jumping after each block he placed down until he got to the ceiling. Then, as quietly as he could, he mined the ceiling and climbed out onto the roof. Looking down, he chuckled and pulled out the bucket that still had water in it.
Before he could change his mind, he poured the water on top of the tower of blocks, then ran and jumped off the roof to the ground below. He walked towards the front of the house, listening intently. Soon enough, a huge scream erupted from the house. Jack laughed and ran towards the garden. 
“Good morning, Jack!” Elijah shouted and handed him a pie. Jack was more than happy to eat it. As he was gobbling it down, a soaking wet Kate came running up. 
“JACK! YOU TURD!” she screamed. 
Jack looked at her with pretend innocence on his face. “Huh? What?”
“Don’t pretend you don't know what you did! I am going to get you for that!” Kate looked super angry, but it was pretty hard to take her seriously with her soaking wet clothes and wet hair.
Dad walked up at the outburst. “What in the world is going on here?” He crossed his arms, and his face was stern. 
Kate pointed at Jack. “He poured water on me while I was sleeping!” 
Jack laughed so hard he fell over and Dad sighed. “Jack, come on.” 
“Don’t worry about punishing him. I’m going to get him,” Kate said, wringing the water from her hair. “You hear that, Jack? I’m going to get you really good.” 
Jack didn’t stop laughing, and Mom came over to see what the commotion was all about. “That’s enough out of you two. You need to get it together. We have an emergency!” 
Jack stopped laughing, hoping everything was okay and stood up. Kate stared daggers at her brother but turned her attention to Mom. “What’s going on?” 
Mom pointed a finger at Charlotte. “It’s her BIRTHDAY and we don’t have any presents, or decorations, or party plans, or... anything!”
“Uhhhh...” Jack said. 
“Spawnday,” Elijah said. “Not birthday.” 
“Oh uhm, okay?” Kate said. 
“Okay? OKAY!?” Mom shouted. “It’s NOT okay!” 
Ethan ran up to see what the noise was. “Is everything okay?” 
“No!” Mom yelled. “You can't have a birth...er...spawnday without presents, cake, balloons and a party!” 
“We just had a party last night,” Birgitta said. 
“Not the same! Spawndays are special! We need to make Charlotte feel like the most special girl in the world today. It’s important.” Mom had a very serious look on her face. She was not joking.
“I do love birthdays,” Kate said. 
“Me too!” Jack said. “I love waking up to balloons all over my room.” 
“What are balloons?” Ethan asked. 
“They are little colorful floaty things,” Birgitta said. “I read about them in the Codex of Seeds. Some seeds have something called an ‘Element Constructor’ that lets you build things like that.”
Jack nodded. “They don't always float, though. Back home, one of our family's traditions is to wake up to a bunch of balloons dumped all over our room. It's so fun!” 
Mom nodded, as if Jack were teaching them something very important. “You see? We need to make today special! Elijah, can you make any more of those fireworks?” 
Elijah pondered for a bit. “I could try. I don’t know if we have all the ingredients.” 
“Get to it!” Mom shouted. “Ethan, you need to get all the ingredients for a cake! Marigold and Birgitta, would you practice a new song and dance? Dad, you get the best barbecue ever going.” 
Dad sighed. He knew that all talk of leaving was going to have to wait now. At least he got to barbecue. “You got it, honey.” He gave her a thumbs up and looked at the rest of the village. “You all better get to it, or else she will give you something else to do, too.” The villagers took off toward their individual goals. 
“What about us?” Jack asked. 
“Oh, I've got something special for you two.” Mom smiled widely. 
“Alright!” Jack and Kate said at the same time. 
“Homework!” 
“Noooooo!” Jack and Kate yelled. Dad chuckled. Mom was in a really feisty mood today.




Chapter 4

 
Jack and Kate were miserable. They thought by being in Minecraft they would have gotten away from homework. In fact, they hadn’t even thought about school or homework in days! Somehow Mom had found a way to make school follow them even into a video game. At least they had to make books and quills first. They harvested the sugar cane together, slowly. 
“Ugh. What kind of homework are we going to have to do?” Jack asked.
Kate ignored him. 
“Do you think it will be a lot?” 
Kate ignored him some more. 
“Do you think there will be math?” 
Kate ignored him harder. 
“Do you think we’ll have to write an essay?” 
Kate blew out a breath. “Can’t you tell I’m ignoring you!?”
Jack stopped, then looked at her. “Oh, I didn’t know. Sorry, you can keep ignoring me.” 
“It’s too late now,” Kate said, huffing and folding her arms over her chest. “You ruined it.” 
“Sorry,” Jack said. 
“I’m going to get you back,” Kate said. 
“Huh? For what?” 
“Pouring water on my head while I was asleep!” she threw her hands in the air.
“Ohhhh that. That was so long ago. Haven't you forgotten about it yet?” Jack asked. 
“It was literally like half an hour ago.” 
“Don’t you think this homework situation is something to be worried about?” 
Kate squinted at him. She didn’t think he understood how much trouble he was in. Then she shook her head and kept picking sugar cane.
“I hope it's not math,” Jack said, and Kate wanted to scream. 
Instead of screaming, Kate went ahead of Jack to get away from all his non-stop talking. When she was far enough away, she started on her plan. She knew it would take a while, but Jack was harvesting the sugar cane so slowly, she knew that wouldn’t be a problem.
First, she ran over to her chicken pen. She had about 20 chickens in there, and fed them some seeds to make some more. Chicks began appearing everywhere, and she smiled.
Then, she went about halfway between the chickens and Jack and called out to her brother. “Jack! I’m going to go get us a snack!” He looked up and waved at her, then turned back to the sugar cane. Perfect.
She dug a nice, deep hole. She made a staircase up to the surface and climbed out. Then she looked at the chicken pen, at the hole, and back at the chicken pen, getting a good feel for the direction.
Then she jumped in the hole.
Kate mined the dirt in the direction of the chicken pen and when she guessed she was close enough, began mining over and up, over and up, making a gradual path to the surface.
She hit the open air and scowled. She had missed her target! Still a few blocks away from the pen, she figured it was close enough. Grabbing some seeds from her inventory, she walked to the chicken pen and opened the gate. The chickens snapped their heads toward her and excitedly waddled over to the seeds.
No matter how many seeds they’d already had, chickens were always hungry for more. She smiled as the parade of birds followed her to the underground pathway and the chickens didn’t hesitate to follow her into the dark.
She followed the cube of light at the end of her tunnel, and in no time at all, was back in the hole she had dug.
The chickens filled the entire thing. She blocked off the path they had come from and smiled as the chickens bawked and pecked and flapped their wings. She fed them all more seeds, and again they multiplied. Birds filled every inch of the space, some even piled on top of each other. She felt a little bad, but would free them soon.
She quickly jumped onto the stairs, mining it behind her as she went. Then she filled in the hole's surface, all except for one block.
“Jack!” she said, allowing the excitement in her voice. “Jack hurry, come see this!” She stood a few blocks away from the chicken hole, ushering her brother over with her hand waving. Jack looked at her curiously. “Hurry!” she yelled again.
He started running toward her and she did her best to hide her smile. She forced herself not to look at the hole, and when he was within a few steps of it she pulled an egg out of her inventory. “Have you seen this yet?”
He squinted at the egg in her hand and looked confused. “Is that some kind of special egg or something?” he asked, just as his front foot stepped down where the hold was. “Ahhh!” His scream sounded further away as he fell, and Kate heard the thump and squawks as he landed. She giggled and put a dirt block in the hole.
“KAAAAATE!” Jack screamed, his voice muffled below the dirt. “Ahhh! What the- what are- this entire thing is filled with CHICKENS! And I can’t see anything!”
Kate busted up laughing. She debated going back in through the tunnel, but decided to wait for Jack at the surface. It took him awhile, but after a few minutes, a dirt block a few feet in front of her exploded into a hundred tiny blocks. Slowly, from the below the surface, Jack appeared.
His clothes were all wonky and twisted, and his hair stuck up in every direction. He had a few scratches along his face- oops- and feathers stuck out from all over him, including a few from his mouth and one in his nose.
As soon as he hit the fresh air, he sputtered and blew and feathers went flying. He glared at Kate and smoothed down his hair.
“How did you get all those chickens in there so fast?” He growled.
Kate frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Jack wrinkled his eyebrows so low in a scowl that Kate almost couldn’t see his eyes. She laughed and he lunged for her, but she was too quick for him and took off in a fit of giggles. “You deserved it!” she yelled over her shoulder.
***
Mom was a whirlwind, directing people and setting up decorations. She used the last of her wool to make pretty banners that she hung all over the garden. She was having a great time, and it was helping take her mind off what she knew was coming up. Mom was serious- everyone deserves to have a birthday party. But if she was being really honest with herself, she could have toned it down a little. 
Truth be told, she was genuinely worried. Worried about leaving the villagers to themselves, worried about getting back to the quest to find a way home. Everything was so different here. There were so many questions, so many unknowns, but a birthday party was something comfortable, something familiar. A birthday party helped her feel just a little bit more at home. She loved throwing them for her kids, and these villagers were so innocent they felt like her children to her. Plus, they didn’t have any parent-figures to do it for them, and they deserved to feel important and celebrated on their special day, just like everyone does.
Kate came strolling up and Mom stopped setting the table to put her hands on her hips. “Did you get a book and quill made?” she asked her daughter. 
Kate shook her head. “I got enough stuff, but haven’t made it yet.” 
Mom gave her a very ‘Mom’ look. 
Kate raised her arms. “What!? I just haven’t yet!” 
Mom nodded curtly at her then walked over and plucked a chicken feather from Kate’s hair.
Kate smiled shyly.
“Well, get to it little miss,” Mom said. “Work first, play later.” 
Kate sighed. “Okay, Mom.” 
Mom smiled at her. “We won't start homework until tomorrow. Tonight, we’re having a birthday party.” 
“Spawnday,” Kate said. 
“Where’s your brother?” Mom asked. 
Kate tried not to laugh. “I think I saw him playing with the chickens.” 
Mom sighed. “Oh, that boy. Well, as soon as you make your book and quill, you can help me with the party.” 
“Yay!” Kate opened her crafting window and quickly made the sugar cane into paper, then added the feather and Ink sac Mom had given her into it, making the book and quill. She showed it to Mom, who nodded in approval. 
“Very nice! Good job, honey. Now, we need some wool- think you can find some sheep?” Mom handed Kate the sheers.
“Oh yeah, I can do that!” Kate said, excited to find some more animals. And to keep out of Jack’s way until he calmed down.
“Take your brother with you, too,” Mom said, and Kate winced. “That boy needs to do something productive.”




Chapter 5

 
“Baaaaarrrbeeeecuuueeee...” Dad hummed with a smile on his face. He had been cooking up a storm while Mom ran around like a crazy person, trying to make the best birthday party ever. He had enlisted Alex to help him, but it was proving to be almost more trouble than it was worth. 
“It smells so good!” Alex said again, and Dad had to smack his hand away from the delicious prepared meat. 
“You’re almost as bad as Bruce!” Dad said. 
“Meow,” Bruce said, drooling. 
“Hey! At least I’m not drooling!” Alex shrugged. 
Bruce snuck around behind Alex, trying not to get seen by Dad. He crouched and pounced toward the smoky, juicy meat, but Dad snatched him out of the air just before he landed. Dad had almost superhuman speed and strength when it came to protecting barbecue. “Oh no you don't! Where is Jack? He needs to take you out for a walk or something.” 
“Meow, grrrr!” Bruce said, and Dad held him up, looking right in his face. 
“Don’t you growl at me, little kitty,” he said, and Bruce looked down.
Alex snuck behind Dad's back while he was scolding Bruce and snatched a cooked beef, gobbling it up before Dad could catch him. Dad spun around and Alex stood at attention, trying to look innocent. The barbecue sauce on his face gave him away. Dad rolled his eyes.
“Alright you two. How about I give you each a piece if you’ll just go away?”
“Meow!” Bruce said and leapt out of Dad's hand to grab his own barbecue. Alex high-pawed him and grabbed one too, then they both ran off. 
Dad shook his head, pulling out more meat to get cooking. 
***
Birgitta had been watching out of the corner of her eye as they danced. Charlotte had joined in with her and Marigold as they went through another dance routine. It was a lot of fun, but Birgitta was distracted by the delicious smells and why the strange cat and Alex were so fascinated by what Dad was cooking. She was patient, though, and turned back to the girls she was teaching. “You are doing great! I am so impressed.” 
“Thank you!” Charlotte said. “We’ve always loved to dance, but had no one to teach us before. Plus, the music maker you have is really nice. I’m so glad you're a part of our village now.” 
Birgitta blushed. “I am too, it was no fun being a prisoner. But that’s all behind me now. I can already tell I am going to be so much happier here.” 
Marigold stopped dancing to give Birgitta a big hug. She spoke softly, still not being one to talk a lot. “We are happy to have you here, too.” 
Birgitta smiled at the girl. Marigold was always so quiet, unless she was singing, then she opened up and could belt out loud songs with the best of them. They continued to dance and sing throughout the day as everyone else prepared for the spawnday party. 
***
Elijah dug through all the things he had collected from the village. He had tons of bits and bobs and random stuff lying around. He had hoped there was another full firework rocket left and frowned when he realized there wasn’t. He rubbed his hands together and brought up the recipe for firework rockets. 
“Let’s see... we need... gunpowder...” He checked off the items he needed as he went through the list, “... paper, and a firework star.” 
He dug around in all the random chests he had collected and found a single piece of paper and three gunpowder, but no firework star. “Rats, maybe I can make one of those too?” He kept digging around and finally came up with the required pink dye and feather. “Perfect!” he shouted, excited to make explodey things. 
He went to the crafting table and started putting things together, finally creating a set of three firework rockets. He felt proud of himself and excited to make his sister feel special. “This is going to be great! I hope Charlotte likes them.” He left his house to go join the rest of them. 
***
Ethan was in shock. He knew nothing about making cake and was surprised he was asked to be the one to do it. The only thing he knew about cake was eating it. His mind went to eating cake. MMMmmm... delicious frosting and spongy, yummy cake. His mouth started to water.
“I better be careful or I’m going to start drooling like that crazy cat,” he mumbled to himself. He shrugged. If he could learn how to mine and craft and protect his village, learning to bake a cake should be a piece of... cake! Besides, he was getting kind of sick of Elijah’s obsession with pumpkin pie. Ethan figured if he could make cake, then at least they would have two delicious things to eat. He wondered if cake was good for breakfast, then laughed at himself. Of course it would be!
He popped open his recipe list and looked at the ingredients needed for cake. It was pretty easy! They had plenty of buckets and wheat and eggs and sugar but... how would he get milk? There wasn’t a recipe for it. He knew it came from cows somehow, but they didn’t have any cows.
With an excited smile, he rushed out the gate to find Kate and Jack.




Chapter 6

 
Jack and Kate left the village in search of sheep. Kate had brought along her pet wolf to help. Jack was not happy about the prank Kate had pulled on him, but he did probably deserve it. “I have to admit, Kate, you got me good with that one.” 
Kate shrugged. “Well, the water trick was pretty good too. How in the world did you build all of that without waking me up?” 
Jack did a flip. “Didn’t you know? I’m a Minecraft ninja! Hi-yah!” he performed some random ninja moves. 
Kate laughed. “Okay, maybe we should call you Ninjack?” 
Jack stopped and thought about it. “Nahhhh, that's not a cool name.”
“Jaaaaaack! Kaaaate!” a voice shouted from behind them towards the village. They spun to find Ethan a ways behind, following them. He waved, and they waved back.
“Ethan? What are you doing out of the village?” Kate asked when he caught up to them. 
Ethan opened his mouth to say something, then paused, shocked. He had never been this far out of the village before! He froze in place, his mouth open as his mind went crazy with worry. “I uhhhh....”
Jack giggled and patted his friend on the shoulder. “It’s okay buddy, we’ll protect you. Besides, you have weapons now too.” 
Kate nodded. “Plus we have Fang here to help if we get in trouble.” She pointed at her wolf. 
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Fang?” 
Kate nodded. “He’s a good boy!” She pet him on the head and rubbed his neck. “Isn’t he? Yes he is, he’s such a good boy!” 
Jack rolled his eyes, but the sight of Kate being so lovey with the wolf shook Ethan out of his stupor. He coughed. “Wow, yeah, I guess I never have been out of the village this far. I just came to tell you that we need cows in order to get milk. I can’t make the cake without it and I don’t want to disappoint Mrs. Smith!” 
Kate nodded at him. “You got it! We will get a couple cows, too.” 
“You should come with us,” Jack said. “We will not go very far.” 
Ethan looked around at the lands outside the village. He took a deep breath and nodded. “You know what, I think I’ll do that.”
“Yay!” Jack yelled. “This will be fun!” 
They all set off together, wandering around to find sheep, and now cows, to bring back. It was rather uneventful, and it made Ethan wonder why he had never really gone out of the village before. It wasn’t really scary at all. They played games of tag, found interesting things to explore, and told stories about their times in Minecraft. 
They ended up finding three sheep and two cows. Kate tried to show Ethan how to tame them, but he was not interested. “Ugh, no thanks. They stink!” He plugged his long nose. As they walked back, Jack helped Ethan learn to use his bow better and by the time they arrived back at the village, he was hitting what he was aiming at more than half the time. Which was way better than he was before practicing.
Ethan had a gigantic smile on his face. There was a feeling of pride and freedom in learning everything he could. He was stronger now than he thought he ever could have been! He could shoot, hold a sword, build, mine. And now, after bringing home these cows they found outside of the village, he would learn how to make a cake, and eat it too!




Chapter 7

 
Kate and Jack quickly made some more animal pens and put the sheep and cows in them. Marigold got super excited in her own Marigold way when she saw all the animals and stopped dancing abruptly to help. Birgitta was so surprised that she followed as well. 
“Would you look at that!” Birgitta said as she watched Jack and Kate quickly build an animal pen. 
Marigold jumped right in the open gate to the cow pen and gave a cow some wheat. She clapped when a heart appeared above the cow’s head, then she moved on to the other cow, offering it wheat, too. Another heart appeared and soon a baby cow popped into existence.
“Wow! Marigold, you knew how to do that!? You’re so smart!” Birgitta said.
Marigold blushed and pet the baby cow. 
Ethan flexed. “Yeah, we’re a pretty cool village. We can do all kinds of things. I helped build the wall, you know.” 
Birgitta smiled hugely. “You did? That IS pretty cool! I hope I can learn new things too.” 
“Oh, I’ll be happy to help you learn,” Ethan said. 
Kate and Jack finished the sheep pen and put the sheep in it. Kate pulled out the village's shears, and with a chop chop chop there were three naked sheep! 
Ethan pulled out the buckets and eyed the cows. “So, uh, how do I get milk from them?” He looked a little worried.
Kate laughed. “Just hold the bucket up to the cow. Easy peasy.” Ethan nervously did as she said, and the buckets filled with milk. He smiled. “Hey Birgitta, want to help me make some cake?” 
“Sure!” she said, and they left for the gazebo. 
“Marigold? You want to come back with us?” Kate asked, but the girl didn’t hear her as she doted on the cute baby cow. Kate shrugged, and they went to find Mom. It was kind of hard to find her as she was flitting all around the village, fixing broken things and finding ways to decorate. 
“Mom!” Kate shouted as she saw her making a heart shaped statue. Kate shook her head at chuckled at her over-zealous mom.
Mom glanced over. “Oh, are you done already?” 
They nodded and Kate handed Mom the wool they had gathered and the sheers, too. “The sheep should grow more wool soon.” 
“Great! Thank you for doing a good job.” Mom hugged them both. “Now I just have one last thing for you to do, mister.” She pointed at Jack.
“What's that?” he asked. 
Mom crossed her arms. “Go make a book and quill for your homework!” 
“Awwww man,” Jack told Kate under his breath. “I was hoping she would forget.”




Chapter 8

 
Mom was still going crazy, hanging banners all over while Dad finished making the barbecue. Jack and Kate were walking together, pouting. “I really don’t want to do homework on the day of Charlotte’s birthday party,” Jack said.
“Spawnday,” Kate said.
“Whatever, it’s supposed to be a fun day! Cake and presents and-”
Kate stopped, gasping. “We need to make a present!”
Jack looked at her, his eyes wide, “Oh yeah! But what do we make? A pick?”
Kate looked at him like he had just offered to give her a squashed bug. “Don’t be ridiculous! It has to be something amazing and cool and unique!”
“Like what?” They both thought about it, forgetting all about their homework. They walked around the village wall, taking the long way around.
“How about a compass?” Kate asked.
“Nah,” Jack said. “What about golden tools?”
“You have gold?”
“No,” Jack sighed.
“My enchanted crossbow?” Kate asked.
“No, you’ll probably need it, and I don't know if you noticed, but she isn’t much of a fighter.” They thought more as they strolled around. Jack blew out a breath. “It’s too bad there aren't any stores in Minecraft. This would be a lot easier if we could get her like, some cool costumes or a microphone or something since she loves singing so much.”
“That’s it! Jack, you’re a genius!” Kate jumped up and down.
“I am?” Jack said. “I mean, yeah! I am! Wait... why?”
“A stage! We can build her a stage to perform shows!” Kate was still bouncing around.
“Oh yeah! I really AM a genius,” Jack said. “Let’s do it, I bet she would love her own stage.”
Kate nodded quickly. “How much wood do you have?”
Jack looked in his inventory. “Tons!”
Kate looked in hers. “Okay, I don’t have that much, but I do have a lot of stone. Let’s find a good spot.”
They wandered around until they came to the ideal place: it was along the wall where it made a sharp turn that left the perfect size corner. There were grass blocks all around, but it was very flat. “This is perfect,” Jack said. “We can even use the wall as a back to it so it can help bounce the sound off.”
“Isn’t it dangerous to use the wall, though? What if enemies climb it or something?” Kate asked.
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever seen an enemy climb a wall?”
Kate shrugged. “I’ve never seen a villager dig or build before, but now these ones can do it.”
“Oh… yeah. I guess they can learn. Hrm….” Jack rubbed his chin in thought. “You said you have plenty of stone? What if you just build the wall up REALLY tall where the stage will be?”
Kate looked at the wall, nodding. “Yeah… I think that could work! Plus, it would give the stage a grander feel.”
“What are we waiting for? Let’s get to work!” Jack shouted, eager to get building.
Together they build the general frame of the stage, cutting across the corner of the wall diagonally so it formed a triangle to maximize the amount of floor space for singing and dancing. They built the frame out of wood, three-blocks high with the third block being the floor. They kept the inside mostly hollow, but quickly threw together some rooms under it to use as dressing rooms for anyone who needed them.
They also took out the very corner of the floor to make a stairway down to under the stage area so people could come up and down to make the shows seem more professional. “They’ll be able to use this stage for all kinds of things!” Kate said. “This is so exciting! She’s going to love it!” Once the stage was complete, they worked on the wall behind it, making it ten blocks higher, and making stairs down on either side. It looked grand, like whoever preformed there was famous.
For the fishing touch, they placed torches all around the back of the wall and the bottom of the stage to give off a ritzy look, and so they could preform whatever time of day or night they pleased.
When they were done, they stepped back and admired their handiwork. Before them was the most epic stage they had ever seen. “This is so AWESOME!” Jack shouted.
“Yeah!” Kate high-fived her brother, then looked around to see that the sun was getting low in the sky. “Oh my goodness! We completely lost track of time. We need to get back!”
Together they raced back to the garden, Kate still skipping with joy, barely able to contain her excitement.




Chapter 9

 
Mom was getting annoyed. She took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Jack and Kate were supposed to come back a long time ago, and they hadn’t yet. She hadn’t had the time to go looking for them, but now that she had finished decorating the garden area she was about to, and boy were they going to be in trouble! Unless they had taken so long because they were doing their homework.
The rest of the villagers and Dad had come back to the garden and were hanging out chatting. Mom was about to go and find those naughty kids when they came running into the garden. She put her hands on her hips and gave them ‘The Look.’ Jack and Kate screeched to a halt right in front of her. 
“Sorry we’re late!” Kate said, and Jack nodded. 
“Yeah, sorry!” The kids looked around the garden, eyes wide. Mom had done a beautiful job decorating. Lovely banners hung all around the gazebo, snacks were set around, and torches flickered all over.
“Well, never mind about that. Now we can get the party started,” Mom said, but gave them a look that told Jack and Kate she would have words with them later. “Everyone! Please gather around!” she yelled suddenly, startling Jack and Kate, and waving everyone over to her. 
Everyone gathered around Mom in a circle and she grabbed Charlotte’s hand with a smile, pulling her into the middle of the circle. “Today is Charlottes birthday-”
“Spawnday,” Ethan said. 
Mom continued without missing a beat, “-so we are going to have fun and celebrate her! Dad, bring out the barbecue!” 
Everyone cheered. Dad’s barbecue was a huge hit, and they all feasted as Birgitta put some upbeat music on the jukebox. They ate and sang and danced and had a great time. Mom had even tied up old Dirtymud and had bushels of wheat lying around the play ‘Pin the Tail on the Donkey.’
They played lots of other games too: tag, red light green light, red rover- anything Mom could think of that didn’t have to have things like balls or items that didn’t exist in Minecraft.
She had even made a small, raised pool filled with water and apples. At first everyone was confused about it as Mom tied their hands behind their backs. But as they bobbed for the apples, trying to grab them using only their teeth, they laughed so hard their sides hurt. Marigold was shockingly good at it, and blew everyone out of the water, winning by over five apples.
After all the fun and games, Mom thought it was time she called a halt to everything and brought Charlotte forward again, sitting her down in a special “birthday seat” she had made. 
Ethan came out from the gazebo carrying one of the most delicious-looking cakes anyone had ever seen. They sang Happy Birthday a few times, changing the lyrics to spawnday. They taught the villagers the words until they got through a complete song without someone messing up.
Charlotte was beaming and thanked Mom over and over for such a fun, special day. Mom smiled at her and put her hand gently on her shoulder. “You’re welcome, dear. You deserve to be celebrated!” Then Mom’s face sunk and her cheeks turned beet red. She turned around to face her family. “Oh no!” she whisper-shouted. “I forgot all about presents! How could I forget about presents! OH dear! It’s ruined, it's all ruined!” Tears formed in her eyes, and Dad wrapped her in a big hug.
“It’s okay, Mom! We made her a present,” Kate said. 
“Yeah!” Jack was jumping up and down now. “Come see!” 
“You did?” Mom asked, surprised. 
“Yep,” Kate said. “Come on, everyone!” 
She waved everyone along and left toward the corner of the village where they had built the stage. Jack stayed a step behind everyone and mined the jukebox, then ran to catch up. When they were almost there, Kate covered Charlotte’s eyes and walked slowly with her, making sure she didn’t trip. Once everyone arrived, Jack spread his arms wide, taking a bow and said, “Ta-da!” 
Kate copied his bow. “Ta-da! Happy spawnday!” 
Everyone looked at it with confused looks, except Mom, Dad, and Birgitta. “Is this what I think it is?” Birgitta asked. 
“What is it?” Charlotte’s face was scrunched up in confusion. 
“It’s A STAGE!” Jack and Kate yelled at the same time. 
“What’s a stage?” Charlotte asked. 
“Only the best thing EVER!” Birgitta shouted, and grabbed Marigold and Charlotte's hands, pulling them up the stairs onto the stage. He placed the jukebox on the stage and Birgitta smiled and winked at him, then pressed play. 
Music flooded out of it, bouncing off the vast wall behind the stage and amplifying the sound so that the whole stage area was as loud as a theater. Everyone gasped at how much louder they could hear the music, how they could almost feel it in the air. Birgitta put Charlotte and Marigold into position, and while everyone watched excitedly, they performed the dance they had been practicing. 
The stage made it much more spectacular, giving it a sense of more than just a simple dance, but a show. Everyone clapped and cheered. After the performance, the girls ran around on top of the stage doing whatever dance moves came to mind, leaping and twirling and having a great time. 
Jack and Kate were thrilled at how excited everyone was. They looked at Mom, who had a tear coming out of her eye. 
“What’s wrong, Mom?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, we thought this would be a good thing!” Kate said, worried. 
Mom gave them both the biggest smile ever and hugged them so tight they thought their arms would fall off and they would go around looking like creepers. “It IS a good thing! You kids are so wonderful, I am just so happy. I love you both. You always are so thoughtful and considerate of others, and it makes me so proud.” 
The kids hugged their mom back, although not quite as hard. “We love you too, Mom.” 
The music went quiet and they turned to see Charlotte had stopped it and turned to face her crowd. “I just want to say that this is the best thing anyone has ever done for me. This is the best spawnday-” 
“Birthday!” Elijah shouted. 
Charlotte laughed. “The best birthday, spawnday, just- ANY day I have ever had. Thank you so much for making me feel so special!” She then turned to Birgitta and Marigold, giving them a nod. “To show my thanks, I will sing a song for you!” 
“Oh no,” Ethan said. 
With three beautiful voices singing as loud as they could and the amplified music, the entire village was filled with the sound of Charlotte's favorite song about an ice princess.
“Noooooo!!!!” Ethan screamed and started running in circles. “It’s so loud! I can't escape!” 
Elijah chose that moment to light off the fireworks.




Chapter 10

 
They ate cake and sang and danced and played games until late in the night. The entire evening felt so special, and everyone felt lucky to be a part of it. They were so loud that zombies came from out in the wild and wandered around behind the wall. Dad didn’t even worry about the next day, and eventually they all fell into bed, exhausted. 
The next morning, they were all still filled with joy at the memories of the night before. Dad gently woke everyone up this time, to avoid another water prank, and brought them all out to the garden area. They did some light work in the garden until all the villagers had shown up and Mom made breakfast for everyone. Then Dad stood up to address them all. 
“Everyone, we have loved being here in this village, helping you grow and learn and become safe.” He cleared his throat and looked around. The cheerful faces had changed just a little to sadness. They knew this day was coming, and though they had mentally prepared for it, it was still going to be painful. These strangers had become friends and then become family. “But unfortunately, it is time.” He choked back tears, hiding them with a cough. “Time for my family and me to move on. We have to find our way back home.” 
“Where are you going to go?” Ethan asked quietly. 
Dad looked apprehensive. “Well, we don’t really know. We were hoping you all might have some ideas.” 
“I think we need to find a witch,” Jack said, “They have magic, and in this book, they seem to be really nice.” Jack pulled out the copy of ‘World History’ they had fished out of the pond of their very first house. 
“Nobody has seen a witch in a really long time,” Elijah said. “I thought they were just a myth.” 
“Oh, they are very real,” Birgitta said. 
“And they aren't all nice,” Alex added. 
Dad looked at Birgitta. “You know they are real?” 
Mom looked at Alex. “What do you mean they aren't nice?” 
Both Alex and Birgitta started to talk, then laughed, and Alex motioned for Birgitta to speak first. She smiled at him. “Well, the Codex of Seeds talks about witches, and it hasn’t been wrong yet. Plus, in my old village we had a cartographer-” 
“What’s that?” Jack asked. 
“A mapmaker,” Birgitta told him. 
“Look, Mom, I’m learning!” Jack told Mom. She rolled her eyes at him and put her finger to her lips in a ‘shush’ motion. 
“Anyway,” the librarian continued, “in my old village there was a cartographer who traveled a lot to make his maps. He told me he had met a witch once in his travels. He was a very kind man, and I never knew him to lie.” 
“Hmmm,” Mom said. “Well, that does make it seem like they are real, but why do you say they aren't nice, Alex?” 
Alex nodded at her. “Before coming here to the outpost, where I had lived before, there was a big swamp. Some other pillagers with us had visited the swamp once to see if there was anything good out there. I guess a witch found them and cursed them. Turned them into frogs.” 
“You saw them turned into frogs!?” Kate gasped. 
Alex drug his foot through the dirt. “Well, no. I didn’t see it, but the other pillagers told me about it. They said there is a hut in the swamp that had a witch, and when they went in, she threw potions at them, turning them into frogs and eating them all up!” 
Dad looked confused. “If she ate them all, who told the story?” 
Alex looked confused now. “Oh uh... I don’t know. Like I said, I heard it from someone who heard it from someone. I’ll tell you what though, I never wanted to go to that swamp after that!” 
“Hmmm well, that’s an interesting story anyway,” Dad said. 
“There are other things too,” Birgitta said. “In the Codex I once read a story about a villager that was too close to a lightning strike and it turned them into a witch.” 
“Well, that won't help us find one, that’s for sure,” Jack said. “That could be anyone anywhere.” 
Birgitta shrugged. “It’s just something I thought you might find important.” 
“Could you tell us more about your old village, Birgitta?” Dad asked. “Do you think the cartographer is still there?” 
Birgitta looked sad for a moment, staring at her feet. “No, they were all taken or poofed. I fear the village is abandoned now.” 
“I’m so sorry,” Mom said, pulling the librarian in for a hug. 
“It’s okay,” Birgitta said. “It was a long time ago. Just makes me a little sad when I think about it sometimes.” 
“It’s okay to be sad,” Mom said. “It’s important to have and express healthy feelings and being sad is one of them. It can help you grow and be stronger.” 
Birgitta nodded, then smiled as an idea came to her. “Our cartographer mapped everything; he might have made a map to the witch he had found! You could go look through his house to see if you could find it?” 
Dad’s face lit up at this. “Do you know how to get there?” 
Birgitta thought for a moment, looking off into the distance at the mountains and the landscape. “If you go... that way I think-” she pointed towards the southwest- “there is a desert. If you cross the desert, my village will be just on the other side of it.” 
“What about that swamp, Dad?” Jack asked. “Swamps are good places to fight slimes to get slimeballs and make trampolines!” 
“What's that!?” Elijah asked, his eyes wide. “It sounds cool!” 
Jack nodded excitedly. “They are! You would love it. It's a bouncy thing that you can jump on to get higher and higher! They are a ton of fun!” 
Elijah gasped and turned to Ethan. “I want a trampoline! Can we please get a trampoline?!” 
Ethan shrugged. “Sure. I guess you need to go to a swamp and fight a slime, then.” 
Elijah frowned at that. “No thanks.” 
“The swamp was to the southeast of here,” Alex said. “You could go there and find the hut.” 
“Well, it sounds like we have two leads now. So which way do we go?” Dad asked.




Chapter 11

 
“Which way do we go, which way do we go?” Dad mumbled, rubbing his chin.
“I’m going to make you something, I’ll be right back!” Alex ran off to the crafting table.
Dad watched him go, curious about what he was going to do. “Well, we should probably start packing up.” Dad sighed sadly and pointed the family towards their house. “Get the beds and any chests we made.” 
“You’re leaving right now!?” the double-E’s said at the same time, their faces surprised. 
“No, not quite yet,” Dad said, “but probably after lunch. We need to get as much time on the road before dark as we can.” 
“Awwww,” Marigold said, a tear forming in her eye. 
“It’s okay, Marigold.” Kate gave her a hug. “I’m sure we’ll come back to visit.” 
The family left to get their things packed up and as they were working, Dad called their attention inside the house. “Alright everyone, we need to decide where to go. What do you guys think?” 
“I think the swamp sounds cool!” Jack said, and Kate rolled her eyes. 
“You just want to go to get slime balls,” she said. 
“Nuh-uh! Didn’t you hear what Alex said? There’s a witch hut there!” 
“He THINKS there’s a witch hut there,” Dad said. “It sounds like his story is a little... made-up.” 
“Oh dear, I don’t think he’s lying to us,” Mom said. 
Dad folded his arms over his chest. “I don’t think so either, but at the same time, his story is like that old game, telephone. Someone tells someone a story who tells someone else and so on until the story isn’t anything like what was actually said. There aren’t a lot of hard facts in it.” 
“I’ve never heard of witches turning people into frogs,” Kate said. 
“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen in this seed though,” Jack said. 
“Well, it could be true,” Mom said, “but to be honest, neither place sounds great. A swamp is gross and muddy with terrible monsters, and a desert is all hot and sandy. Yuck to both.” 
“That’s not very helpful,” Dad said, then looked at the kids. “Anyway, what do you two know about those places?” 
“Well, the desert has lots and lots of sand, like Mom said, and husks,” Jack said. 
“The swamp is all squishy and muddy, like Mom said, and has slimes, that sometimes can be huge,” Kate said. 
“See?” Mom said. Dad frowned. “Well, should we vote on it?” he asked. 
“I’m fine with whatever,” Mom said. “They both sound equally horrible, but I’ll be a good sport if it means we can get back home.” 
“Alright then, all in favor of going to the swamp raise your hand,” Dad said. 
Jack was the only one who raised his hand, until Bruce jumped on his head and began licking his paw. “That counts!” Jack said. 
Dad shook his head. “Okay, those in favor of the desert, raise your hand.” Dad and Kate raised their hands. “Well, it looks like two against two. You are going to have to be the tie breaker.” He pointed at Mom.
“Oh dear,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Mud or sand, mud or sand. Mud gets in your boots and leaves tracks all over. But sand gets everywhere and makes you all itchy.” 
“You aren't considering anything about those places? Like, one has a map and the other is just a story?” Dad asked. 
“Oh goodness, I forgot, I was just thinking about the mess!” She shook her head some more. 
“Come on, Mom!” Jack said. “Let’s go to the swamp, it’ll be fun!” 
“No, Mom!” Kate said. “The desert! At least we won't be cold.” 
“Now that’s a good point, Kate, I hate being cold. I think we will go to the desert!” 
“Awww man! That’s not fair. Kate, you know how much Mom hates being cold and used that against me.” Jack stomped his foot. 
“Come on, Jack, it’ll still be fun,” Dad said. “What’s a husk, anyway?” 
Jack stood with his arms out and put a blank look on his face. “Husks are zombies that don’t burn in the daylight! Raaaa!” He groaned like a zombie. “Still want to go, Mom?” 
“Jack, I know you are perfectly capable of protecting us. I’ve made up my mind, and the desert is where we are going.” Mom crossed her arms and there was no use arguing with her. 
Jack felt some pride in the complement she had given him, and it made him less annoyed at not getting to go to the swamp. “Alright, the desert it is then.”




Chapter 12

 
The family finished packing their things, each of them carrying a bed and as many supplies as they could. Kate loaded up Dirtymud the donkey’s saddlebags, and they all went to the center of the village with the garden that they had helped, the beautiful gazebo they helped build, and barbecue station and benches they had put in. 
The villagers were all there, with faces that contained a mixture of sadness and happiness. They had grown to love the respawners, this strange family who had taught and helped them so much. Since that day that walked into their village, the respawners had completely changed their lives.
Ethan walked up to Dad, an armful of uncooked beef in his arms. “One last barbecue for lunch?” he asked, and Dad’s face lit up with a gigantic smile. 
“BAAAARRRBEEECUUUEEEE!!!” he reared back and shouted to the sky, all the villagers clapping. Mom rolled her eyes but joined in. Dad looked like he had four arms he moved so quickly, flinging meat into the forge, pulling it out and dressing it, plating and serving it. He was as talented at the barbecue as Jack was in combat. At one point, he even did a somersault roll from one end of the garden to another, catching a rogue cooked beef that was about to fall to the ground. 
Bruce growled deep in his throat when Dad did that. He had worked hard to sneak around to a spot where he could knock that beef to the ground so he could gobble it up. Now he had to start all over! He stalked his prey; Elijah had a delicious looking cooked beef in his hand and Bruce was going to make it his own! 
Sneakiness was out of the question now, though. Bruce was going to have to use more direct measures. With a yowl and a hiss, he leapt at Elijah, like he used to do when Jack was a toddler, landing right on his face. “Yaaaaah!” Elijah screamed and dropped the beef. 
“Pur pur purrr,” Bruce chuckled and snatched the meat fast as lightning, disappearing into the plants. 
“You know, I will not miss that crazy cat,” Elijah said, pouting. 
“Yes, you will. He’s awesome!” Ethan said. 
Elijah looked into the plants where Bruce was gobbling up his barbecue. “Okay, you’re right. He is pretty awesome. Super annoying, but also very... unique.” 
Everyone laughed, then after a final course of pie, they gathered together for hugs and goodbyes. It was a bittersweet moment. Both groups knew they might never see each other again. No one really wanted to say goodbye, but everyone knew it was time to to go their separate ways. The villagers were excited and proud to run their village safely. The family knew they needed to get home. Both would miss the other so much.
The family waved their final waves and started walking out of the southern entrance when Alex ran up to them. 
“Wait, wait!” he shouted. “I forgot, I wanted to give this to you.” He held out his hand to Dad with something round and shiny in it. 
Dad took it and looked it over. “Thank you, Alex! Is this... a compass?” 
Alex nodded. “Yep, I used the last tiny bit of redstone dust I had to make it. I don’t know if it works the same in your world, but here the compass will always point you towards your spawn point. If you find a lodestone somewhere, you can also sync it to that. But it should help you keep going in the right direction.” 
Dad looked at the compass and slowly spun around, watching the needle as it stayed pointing in one direction, no matter how he moved. “This definitely works differently here, since we don’t have spawn points where I’m from” He chuckled and looked at Alex. “Thank you so much, this is a very kind gift.” 
Alex nodded. “Thank you for getting me away from the pillagers and showing me I could be something more. You saved me from a horrible life I hated.” Dad nodded, unable to speak from the frog in his throat.
The other villagers lined up by Alex and they all waved as the family, with Dirtymud and Kate’s wolf Fang following along, walked off into the landscape.




Chapter 13

 
“Is anyone hungry?” Mom asked again. 
“Mom, it’s only been like 10 minutes! We can still see the village!” Kate said. 
“I’m just looking out for my dear precious family who I love!” 
Kate grinned and shook her head. They had walked out of the village and into the Taiga, avoiding hills and trees as they wandered. Bruce had once again made his way onto Dirtymud, and Jack was pretend angry about it. He sure loved that cat. Soon enough, the Taiga gave way to plains and they could see much further without all the trees. 
“It’s so nice and wide open,” Mom said. “We can see so far! Now we won't get caught by surprise by any of those creepies.” 
“Creep-ERS, Mom” Jack said. 
“Creepy crawlies!” Dad sang in a weird voice. 
“What the heck was that Dad?” Kate asked. 
“Oh, it was a commercial back when I was a kid,” Dad said. 
“You’re so weird honey,” Mom said shaking her head.
“You know you love it!” Dad flexed for her. 
Mom chuckled, and they continued walking. The sun was going down by the time they got to the next biome; the start of a big, wide, hot, sandy desert. 
“Should we throw up a quick shelter and stay the night or just keep going?” Dad asked. 
“I think we should make a shelter, I’m sure you all have to be hungry by now,” Mom said. Bruce hopped off Dirtymud and rubbed up against her leg, purring. Mom picked him up, “See?! Look at poor Bruce, he's practically skin and bones!” 
The chunky kitty tried to look thin and frail, giving them all the sad kitty eyes. “Meow,” he said. 
“If he was any less skin and bones, we would call him Bruce the Moose,” Jack said.
Bruce cocked his head at Jack and narrowed his eyes. 
Kate laughed. “It’s okay, Mom. I wouldn’t mind stopping here either. Get a good night's sleep and an early start tomorrow.” Mom clapped her hands and dropped Bruce to hug Kate. Bruce snuck away into the shadows and stalked Jack. 
“Well, I guess that settles it,” Dad said. “We should camp here. I sure wish we had a tent or something.”
“Who needs a tent? We can whip up a quick shelter just as quick as any tent.” Jack started placing dirt blocks in the form of a rectangle big enough to hold all their beds. 
“Not another dirty house!” Mom groaned but stepped outside of the shelter to whip up dinner for everyone. 
Bruce was sneaking through the shadows, hunting his prey, Jack. No way was he going to let that human call him a moose. He was a far superior being- a cat- and a ninja cat at that. Slowly he snuck into the shadows of a corner of the shelter and while Jack was walking backwards to place dirt blocks, Bruce snuck behind him. 
Jack was just about to turn a corner when Bruce launched himself at the boy, landing straight on his head. “Yahhhh!” Jack screamed and fell off the shelter. Bruce leapt with ninja-like grace and landed on the half-built wall. He looked at Jack laying on the ground and began cleaning his paw.




Chapter 14

 
The family ate dinner then went into their shelter. Jack had placed torches on the walls so they could have some light in their cramped quarters. “Alright kids,” Mom said with ‘that tone.’ “Do you know what time it is now?” 
“Noooo!” Jack said, while Kate just sighed. 
“That’s right, it’s HOMEWORK TIME!” Mom did a little dance. 
“Mom! You don't have to dance about it!” Jack said, pouting. 
Mom stopped and gave him ‘the look.’ “Jack, you listen to me. You are a smart boy, and you will grow up using those brains of yours. Now take out your book and quill.” 
The two kids did so while Dad watched, laying back on his bed with a smirk on his face. Bruce came over and sat on Kate’s book. “Dang cat!” Kate shoved him off. Offended, he jumped up on a bed and got comfy. 
“Purr,” Bruce said and curled up to sleep. 
“Alright kids,” Mom said. “Take this book-” she handed them the Codex of Seeds- “and find an interesting story. Read it and write down what you liked about it. I expect three paragraphs of at least three to five sentences each.”
“Yes Mom,” they said together and began leafing through the pages. After a few minutes Kate pointed to an entry. “Look at this, a seed full of unicorns and horses, I want to read this one!” 
“Barf!” Jack said. 
“Hey! I don't say the things you like are gross!” Kate said. 
“Yeah, because I like cool things. Like look at this story, it’s a ninja-kitty fighting in the nether! It’s just like Bruce!” 
Kate looked at Jack. “That’s not anywhere near as cool as horses.” 
“Is too!” Jack yelled. 
“Ah!” Dad spoke up from where he was lounging on the bed. “No fighting.” 
“Fine,” Jack said. “We’ll read the horse story first, then my story.” 
“Great!” Kate said, turning the Codex back to the right page. Kate read the story out loud, and Jack actually seemed interested in it. 
“I guess that wasn’t too bad,” he said. “My turn now!” He grabbed the Codex flipping to the ninja-cat story. 
“What’s with you and ninja-cats?” Kate asked.
“What? Ninjas are cool, and so are cats, put them together and you get just about the coolest thing ever!” He read his story out loud and they both started writing in their books with the quills. They both finished, but Kate was done much faster than Jack. 
“Good job kids,” Mom said. “See, that wasn’t so bad now was it?” 
“I guess not,” Jack said. 
“I like the Codex! There’s some really fun stories in there,” Kate said. 
Dad leaned over to them. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I think the Codex might help us get back home. Next time you look through it, try to find any stories about respawners or witches, or anything that could give us some clues on how to get out.” 
Kate nodded at Dad seriously. “Good idea, Dad.” 
“Now then,” Mom said. “For doing such a good job, I have something for you.” She pulled out two slices of cake from her inventory and handed them each one. 
“Yes!” Jack said and gave a fist pump. 
Bruce lifted his head and his ears went straight up, his whiskers twitching at the smell of something delicious. He was just about to swipe a paw at Jack's cake when he was scooped up off the bed. 
“Oh no you don’t,” Dad said. “Leave their treats alone.” He pulled a fish from his inventory. “Here, you can have this for being a completely naughty boy and doing nothing but sleeping.” 
“Purr purr meow!” Bruce said, leaping onto the fish. 
They finished up their treats and went to bed, both nervous and excited for the next day of exploring.




Chapter 15

 
“This isn’t too bad,” Mom said a few minutes into walking through the desert. They had woken up, had breakfast, and left their makeshift shelter. It was still early, the sun having just gotten into the sky. “I kind of like how nice it is.” 
“Uhm, Mom, it’s like 8AM or something. I bet it's going to get hotter,” Jack said. 
“It’s a video game world, how hot can it get?” Mom asked.
“Well, it IS still a desert,” Kate said. 
They had decided to run through the desert, since running didn’t seem to make them tired, only reducing their hunger bar. Mom and Dad were always happy about that, because they were not used to exercising as much as the kids were. Jack and Kate acted like sprinting everywhere was just a part of life, both in Minecraft and out. Outside of Minecraft, Mom and Dad only ran if something was chasing them.
“I wish the desert was near an ocean,” Jack said. “Or had like a lake or something. It would be great to go swimming.” 
“Yeah! I love beach days!” Kate said. 
“Me too,” Dad said. “If we find this map, Birgitta said it's supposed to take us to an island, so we can have a beach vacation for a day or two there.” 
“Yay!” Jack and Kate said at the same time. 
Bruce was NOT happy. He kept getting sand in his fur and every time he cleaned himself, he got a mouthful of it. It was gross and not at all fun.
They continued their trek through the desert and as the sun got higher, so did the temperature. “Okay, maybe I was wrong,” Mom said a while later. “It is hot and gross.” She wiped some sweat off her forehead and frowned in horror when she saw how wet her hand was. 
Jack took off a shoe and dumped a bunch of sand out. “So much sand!” he shouted. “I told you we should have gone to the swamp.” 
“Why? So our shoes could be soggy and squish with every step we took?” Kate said. 
“Come on guys, it’s not that bad,” Dad said, whistling a tune as he walked. He had always liked the hot weather. Though walking through the sand did have his calves burning.
“Meow, growl,” Bruce said in response and Dad snorted at him. 
They kept walking and walking and it kept getting hotter and hotter. “This is so weird,” Mom said. 
“What's that dear?” Dad asked. 
“Well, I’m getting hungry, but not thirsty. You would think with all this heat we would be thirsty.” 
Jack chuckled. “There isn’t a way to drink in Minecraft! So I think you just get hungry instead.” 
“Well, I sure am hungry! Is anyone else?” Mom asked. 
“Is there any pie left?” Jack asked. 
“Or cake?” Kate asked. 
“Don’t you think you should eat something a little healthier?” Mom asked. 
“Why? There are no vitamins in Minecraft,” Kate said. 
“Or cavities!” Jack added. 
Mom opened her mouth to say something, then realized they were right. With a shrug she brought out some extra cake and they all had some. 
“Yay! Cake every day!” Jack shouted and started dancing. Kate joined in and soon they were sing-chanting, “Cake every day,” over and over while they danced around their parents.
When Mom offered some cake to Dad, he turned it down, pulling out a secret stash of barbecue. 
“Thanks anyway dear,” he said and kissed her on the cheek before gobbling down a steak. 
After they had all replenished their food bars, they continued sprinting through the scorching desert sun, pulling Dirtymud with rider Bruce behind them. It wasn’t very long, though, until Mom had to stop. “I’m hungry again already,” she said as she sat down to rest. 
“More pie!” Jack said and Kate nodded. 
“That’s funny,” Dad said, a confused look on his face. “My hunger bar is still full.” 
Mom got a funny look then looked to Jack and Kate, considering. She let them have pie, but she had some cooked chicken. Afterwards they started running again, but Jack and Kate had to stop soon, hungry again. 
Mom frowned as she looked at her food bar, with all of its full haunches. “I knew it!” she said, pointing at Jack and Kate. 
“Huh?” Jack said. 
“Knew what?” Kate asked. 
“Healthy food IS better for you! Even in Minecraft!” 
“What are you talking about?” Jack asked, “It doesn’t make a difference!” 
Mom crossed her arms, giving them ‘The Look’ and they could feel a lecture coming on. “That is incorrect my sweet children. When Dad and I ate something healthy, our hunger bars didn’t go down nearly as fast as yours. From now on, we eat healthy!” 
“Awww man,” Jack said. 
Kate frowned. “No cake every day?” 
In response, Mom handed them each a carrot.




Chapter 16

 
“It’s so barren out here,” Dad looked all around. It was just sand, sand, sand, as far as he could see. “How would anyone ever get anything good for a barbecue?”
“There’s a rabbit,” Jack pointed in the distance at a small little cubed creature. “You could try to barbecue that…”
“Gross, Jack! We don’t eat rabbits; they are cute and nice!” Kate said.
“Yeah, Jack!” Mom agreed. “We don’t eat cute things!”
Jack and Dad both rolled their eyes. Dad thought about saying something about cows being cute but decided it would probably be safer if he didn’t. “Well at least we haven’t seen any mobs,” he said.
All of a sudden, out of nowhere they heard a “bawwwwwk.” Dad stopped and spun around to see where the noise was coming from. Bruce’s ears perked and the tip of his tail started twitching.
From behind a square green cactus, a chicken popped out and charged right for them! Riding on top of the chicken, however, was a small creature with dark, splotchy skin like it had spent too long in the oven. It had two arms, two legs, a head, and wore tan rags. Its face was dark, and it had a hungry look on it as it charged right for Dad.
“What the heck is that!?” Dad asked as he dodged out of the way, then fell to the ground on his butt.
“It’s a baby husk chicken jockey!” Jack said, unsure if he should be excited or nervous.
“Well get it off of me!” Dad yelled as the chicken pecked at him.
Jack pulled out his sword ready to leap in to attack.
“It’s a BABY!?” Mom yelled. “You can’t hurt a baby!” She jumped in front of Jack, stopping him from getting to the weird mob.
Jack tried to go around her and she kept blocking him. “No hurting babies Jack! What is wrong with you?! I thought I taught you better.”
Dad screamed as it pecked him again. Then he rolled down the sandy hill to get away. The chicken jockey was fast though, faster than him, and it jumped in front of him, pecking again and again. “I’m gonna poof! Help!” Dad shouted.
Mom turned to him with her arms crossed. “It’s a baby, it can’t hurt you.”
It pecked Dad again, the only thing that saved him was his armor. “Ouch! It sure feels like it’s hurting me!”
Kate pulled out her enchanted crossbow and aimed it at the chicken, but Mom jumped in her way, too. “Kate! You too!?”
“Mom! It’s not a REAL baby, that’s just what they call small zombies or husks.”
“Ow! Ow! Ow!” Dad yelled as he got back to his feet with the chicken pecking him.
“Are you sure?” Mom squinted at the strange creature.
“Yes Mom!” Jack yelled.
But it was too late. The chicken pecked one last time and Dad exploded into floating items as he poofed away. “Oh dear,” Mom said as the husk-riding chicken turned towards her. It charged, and she screamed a scream so loud that Bruce laid his ears flat from his position on top of Dirtymud.
The chicken jockey came right at her, and Kate fired her crossbow at it. The mob was too fast though, and she missed, but her wolf, Fang, now saw the chicken jockey as an enemy and leapt at it.
Fang got to the mob before it got to Mom and took a big bite at it. It flashed red and turned to face Fang with an evil “bwaaaaaaaark?”
Fang and the chicken fought, teeth flashing and feathers flying. Kate wanted to fire her crossbow, but was worried about hitting her friend, so she stayed back, holding her crossbow at the ready if she had an opportunity for a clear shot.
Jack wasn’t having any more of it and charged in at the chicken jockey’s back, in a powerful leap-attack from behind. “Sneak attack!” he yelled as his sword crashed down in a critical hit on the mob, poofing it away. Fang casually strolled over to Kate and whined at her for a treat.
Bruce didn’t bother asking any of the pesky humans for a treat and leapt in to gobble up the raw chicken and rotten flesh that had dropped. “No Bruce!” Mom yelled, but it was too late. “Gross!” Mom said. “Stop eating rotten flesh! It’s literally called ‘rotten flesh!’”
Kate looked at Jack with a small smirk. “You know, it’s not very sneaky to yell ‘sneak attack!’ when you’re attacking.”
Jack shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”
“Come on everyone, let’s gather up your Dad’s stuff and go get him,” Mom said.




Chapter 17

 
“I just feel so bad,” Mom said for the second time. 
“It’s okay Mom, I’m sure Dad will understand,” Kate said.
They had been walking back towards the spawn point for a long time when they finally saw Dad in the distance, walking towards them. “Well, that was the not-niftiest of not-nifties,” he said as he gave Mom a hug. 
“I’m so sorry, honey,” Mom said. “The kids explained to me about ‘baby’ mobs on the way to find you. I didn’t realize that just meant they were tiny zombies. I DO NOT like the name!” 
Jack and Kate rolled their eyes. Dad squeezed Mom’s shoulder. “It’s okay, dear. I can’t say I enjoy getting poofed, but I’m okay. And now we’re back together again.” 
“Why didn’t you fight back Dad?” Jack asked. 
Dad cleared his throat. “Well, you’re Mom was saying not to, and I didn’t want to do anything until we figured out exactly what was going on.” 
Jack's eyes went wide. “You let yourself get poofed because of Mom?” 
Dad nodded at him and pat him on the head. “You’ll learn someday son. Happy wife, happy life.” 
Mom leaned over and kissed him. “You’re so sweet, honey.” 
“Gross,” Jack said. 
“It’s not gross Jack,” Kate said. “It’s love. And it’s very sweet.” 
“Gross,” Jack said again. 
Kate leaned towards him and puckered her lips like she was going to kiss him. “Stop! Gross! Stop!” he shouted. She got closer, and he ran away. 
She chased him with her lips puckered. “What’s the matter Jack! You don't like love!?”
“No! Stop!” He ran in circles around their parents, Kate chasing after him. Mom and Dad let them burn their energy off, and soon even Bruce jumped in, unable to resist a good chase. Jack snatched him off the ground and planted a big smooch on the top of his head. “EW! Now it’s getting gross!” Kate said, covering her eyes.
Dad stuck his tongue out at her. “I thought it was looovveee...”
“Noooo!” They all laughed, and Mom had to fight back the tears of joy. 
“Okay everyone,” she said catching her breath from laughing. “Let’s get going. We have some time to make up now, and I don't want to be out in the desert at night.”
Dad checked the compass, and they all started walking again, their spirits lifted. Unfortunately, night came upon them before they could find the village. “Let’s just keep going,” Dad said. 
“Alright dear.” Mom sounded a little nervous. “If you think that’s best.” 
“I do, I really want to get there. Jack, Kate, keep your weapons handy. Mom and I will hold a torch, let us know if you see any enemies.” 
“You got it, Dad,” Jack said while Kate pulled out her crossbow. They continued walking and got to learn something they didn’t know about life in the desert. At night it got cold. Really cold.
“How is a desert so cold at night?” Mom shivered. 
“I told you we should have gone to the swamp,” Jack said. 
“Then we would be cold AND wet,” Kate said. 
They sprinted along over the sands when Kate pulled to a sudden stop. They were in a valley between two small sand hills. “There!” She pointed with her crossbow towards a dark figure in the night. They all strained their eyes to see, and Dad put away his torch to get out a sword. 
“Okay, if it attacks us, let's attack at the same time. If we can all hit it at once, it should poof quickly.” 
“I don’t think it will attack, it’s pretty far away,” Jack said. But he was wrong. With a dry sounding groan the mob ran at them. When it came into the light, they saw it was another husk, this time one of the bigger ones, and not riding a chicken. Kate fired at it and her arrow stuck into its shoulder. As soon as the arrow hit, Fang charged in, followed closely by Dad and Jack. 
They made quick work of it, and Dad brushed off his hands. “Well, that was easy.” 
“Uh Dad...” Kate had a nervous tone in her voice. 
“What is it, Kate?”
“I think you might have spoken too soon.” 
Dad looked at her and saw she was looking past him to the top of the hill. On top of it were many more husks, all of them running towards the family. Dad spun around to see that on the other hill, also coming right at them, were even more husks. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said. 
“RUN!” Dad yelled.




Chapter 18

 
The family ran as fast as they could, Kate dragging Dirtymud behind her.
“Come on!” Dad yelled, making sure Mom was keeping up. 
“I’m coming!” Mom yelled. 
They ran, dozens of husks following them across the sands. “Where did they all come from!” Kate screamed. 
“I don’t know,” Jack yelled. “There are so many!” 
They kept running for what seemed like hours, their hunger bars depleting. “I think I see something!” Dad pointing ahead of him. 
Sure enough, they could tell that the land was changing, from sandy desert to a lush area with tall grass and several trees. Off to one side, where Dad was pointing, was the silhouette of a village.
“A VILLAGE!” Jack yelled. 
“That must be it! Keep going! We can find safety there!” Dad turned them in its direction and they kept running. 
“I’m getting sand everywhere,” Mom whined. “Even in my mouth.”
They ran and ran some more until their hunger bars were so low they had to walk. “Oh no! My worst nightmare, hungry children!” Mom pulled out a cooked chicken for everyone. In the time it took her, the Husks had almost caught up, and they looked even hungrier than the kids. 
Their groaning made Mom shiver as she chomped down on her chicken, the rest of the family copying her. They ate as fast as they could then ran to the village. Dad look around for a safe house, but something was seriously wrong. There were no doors on any of the buildings. 
“Oh no,” Jack groaned. “I forgot. It’s an abandoned village.” 
“What does that mean?” Dad asked. 
“It means there are no doors on any building, there are no torches anywhere, and worst of all, there are zombie villagers in the buildings.” 
“What?! You mean we aren't safe here?” Dad asked. 
“Well, not every building will have a zombie villager,” Jack said with a shrug. 
“You had to remember this now?!” Kate said. 
“Hey! At least I remembered!” 
Dad’s eyes darted around the village. It was large, with lots of buildings, but many of them looked small. He saw one that seemed like two houses joined at the corners. “There! Everyone go there!” 
The husks were flooding the village, coming in from every open area. The family ran together towards the larger building. As they passed a small one that was on stilts with wooden stairs, they heard a familiar “rawr” of a zombie. 
They kept running, passing another building that seemed empty, a good-sized one made of wood and stone with a pool of glowing lava in front of it. Then they passed the last building before the large one they wanted, a small house with a gate in the front yard. Once again they heard a “rawr” and kept running. 
Finally, they made it to the biggest house in the village and pulled Dirtymud in behind them. Thankfully they’d chosen well, and there wasn’t a zombie villager inside of it, but it still had no doors. The husks were right on their heels. “Quick! We need a crafting table!” Kate yelled. 
“Got it!” Jack said. 
Dad moved towards one entrance to block it off. Unfortunately, the house had two entrances, and the husks were going to get in one way or another. 
“Hurry, Jack!” Kate screamed. “They’re almost here! We need to craft some doors!” 
“I’m going, I’m going!” he shouted, plopping down a crafting table. He was about to open the crafting table when he heard a sound. He looked up to see Dad had closed off the door frame with a pillar of dirt. Jack facepalmed. “Why didn’t I think of that!?”
“Me either,” Kate said, annoyed at what a simple solution they had overlooked. She bolted to the other entrance and threw up a tower of dirt, blocking it off. The sounds of the husks were surrounding them, but they all took a deep breath, relieved that they had made it. 
Then they were horrified to hear the worst sound they could imagine in a trapped building, that was surrounded by people-eating monsters.
Bruce’s tummy gurgled from the rotten flesh he had eaten.
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“No! Let me get out with the husks!” Jack yelled. 
“AAAAAHHHH!!!” Kate screamed as she looked desperately for anything that could help them. 
“Honey, make a hole!” Mom calmly picked up Bruce. Dad punched a hole in the wall as he was asked, and through it they could see the swarm of husks around the building. Mom went to it, put Bruce’s butt in the hole and squished his tummy. 
“Purr, purr,” Bruce said as Mom massaged his belly with one hand, stroking the fur on his head with the other. Then Bruce made a funny face and ripped a huge, nasty toot out the makeshift window.
The husks outside all flashed red as the gas filled the area they were in. They were dumb husks though, so they didn’t run away. They just stood there in the gas as it slowly killed them, several of them poofing away before the gas dissipated. “Meow, purr,” Bruce said feeling much better. 
“Wow, Mom, you're a genius,” Jack said, hugging her and taking Bruce. Bruce curled up around Jack neck like a neck pillow. 
“Purr, purr,” he said. 
“Well, that’s one problem solved,” Mom said. “Now, how are we going to get out of here? There are still a bunch of those huskies out there.” 
“Husks, Mom,” Kate said. “A husky is a dog.” 
“Sure dear, but how are we going to deal with them?” Mom asked. 
“Well, I think the best thing to do,” Dad said, “would be to worry about it in the morning. It’s dark out there, so I’m sure more monsters will end up appearing. If we wait until daylight, they will burn away.” Dad looked smug, like he’d finally figured out this whole video game thing.
“Not the husks, Dad,” Jack said, “They don’t burn in the sun.” 
Dad’s proud smile faded. “Right. I do remember you saying something about that now. Regardless, any other monsters that show up will burn away. Plus, it will be easier to see in the light.” 
“Let’s make our beds then,” Mom said. “I’ll whip up a nice healthy dinner for us, too.” 
“Awww man, does it have to be healthy?” Jack asked and Mom scowled at him. 
“While I’m making dinner, you kids can do some homework.” 
“Awwww man!” Jack and Kate said together. They didn’t put up too much of a fight though, actually kind of excited to pull out the Codex of Seeds and read some more of its fascinating stories.
They started at the table of contents to see if they could find any stories of witches.
“Huh,” Kate said after they had been reading a while. 
“What?” Dad asked as Mom hummed away in the area she had claimed as a kitchen. 
Kate frowned. “Well, in most of these stories, the witches are bad guys.” 
“Yeah, almost all of them,” Jack said. 
Dad thought about that a moment. “Well, the World History book said they were the champions of this world who helped defeat the ender people and the dragon. Maybe this world is just different.” 
Jack shrugged. “You’re probably right. There are so many seeds and so many stories, it's really hard to tell.” 
“That would make Alex’s story make more sense,” Kate said. “About an evil witch in the swamp.” 
“I told you going through the desert was the best option,” Jack said.
Dad and Kate looked at him, then both shook their heads, laughing.
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They ate dinner and went to bed without much incident. Bruce did have another tummy gurgle, but Mom used the fart window again, poofing a couple more stupid husks.
Mom thought she would have a hard time going to sleep with all the annoying groans of the husks, but as soon her head hit the pillow she was out, and the next thing she knew it was morning. 
“Still a bunch of husks out there,” Dad said as he yawned, peering through the far window. 
“Yeah, we are going to have to do something about that,” Jack said. 
“After breakfast!” Mom said, jumping into her kitchen again. 
Kate chuckled at Mom always wanting to feed them. “How do you think we can do it?” she asked Jack. 
“Well, we set our spawn point to right here, so we could just open the house up and go fight them until we poof, and keep doing that,” Jack said. 
“That sounds like a terrible idea, son,” Dad shook his head. “Remind me not to put you in charge of planning any battles.” 
“Hey!” Jack said. “It would work.”
“Dad’s right, that’s a terrible idea,” Kate said. 
“Hmph,” Jack said crossing his arms. 
“What if we open a window and attack them through it?” Dad asked. 
“That... might work, but seems like it would be annoying to get to work well,” Kate said. 
“Why don't you build stairs inside the house, go through the roof and shoot at them from there?” Mom suggested as she came over with breakfast for them all. 
“That's... a great idea!” Jack said. “Mom you really are a genius!” 
“I know, I’m amazing.” Mom winked, and they laughed. 
With breakfast over, they set to work building the stairs and mining a hole in the ceiling. The three climbed out, blinking their eyes at the light of the sun. Kate wasted no time, pulling out her crossbow and going to town. 
Jack counted the husks. There were fifteen of them. Bruce had done good work with his gas attack. He, too, pulled his bow out and started shooting. It took a long time and a lot of arrows to take down a single husk. They needed to work on their aim. Bruce came up to see what all the commotion was about. 
Jack watched Bruce as the cat looked over the edge of the building. “Hiss,” Bruce said at the husks that were down there. Bruce really didn’t like the things, and that gave Jack an idea. He pulled out his iron armor from his inventory and held it in front of Bruce. 
“Bruce! Kitty kitty, want a treat?” Jack asked. 
Bruce’s head snapped around instantly at the sound of his favorite word. He looked at what Jack was holding in his hand, drool coming out of his mouth. It had to be some new treat he had never had before. Jack tossed it to him and Bruce gobbled it up in one bite. 
Then Bruce felt funny. Not funny like he was going to do the bubble thing with his butt that made people run away. No, he felt, heavier, more solid. He looked down to find his fur had turned grey and was stiff! He jumped, nervous about what was going on. Besides the weird feeling and strange fur, nothing seemed different. 
Jack held out another treat and his eyes homed in on it. It was a long, pointy looking thing. When Jack threw it, Bruce caught it in his mouth. He gobbled it down. It had a sharp taste, but Bruce wasn’t picky.
He went to clean his paw, but noticed that the claw was super sharp, and... metal? Bruce looked at Jack, that boy had done something to him. Was he finally getting revenge for all the time Bruce had sat on his head while the boy was sleeping?
Jack picked Bruce up. “Look guys!” He Bruce in the air like he was a kitty king. “I gave him armor and a sword and look at him! His fur is hard as iron and his claws are metal, too!” 
Kate and Dad stopped what they were doing to come look at Bruce. They both stroked his fur, to find it was hard and stuff. “Purr, Purr,” Bruce said, loving all the attention. This was the way humans were supposed to act, giving him constant praise and attention. 
“Flying super kitty bomb!” Jack said and threw Bruce at the husks down below.
Bruce was angry! He landed on his feet, like the best cats do, and snarled at Jack. That human would pay! The cat forgot all about it though when a husk came into view, swinging its arms at Bruce. 
He leapt out of the way, nimble as a ninja. Right in the path of another husk. This one did hit Bruce, but the cat could barely feel it, as if he was tougher now. Not fully understanding what was going on, Bruce swiped his new sharp claws at the husk that had hit him. It flashed red and Bruce performed his ‘one million tiny cuts’ attack. The barrage of kitty claws was so powerful and fast that the husk poofed away almost instantly. 
Bruce smirked; this was going to be fun! “Meow, growl, growl meow,” Bruce said and leapt into the air, a living blender of iron fur and claws. 
The family on the roof was impressed. Bruce mowed through the husks, poofing them away quickly as he bounced around, leaping from head to head. Occasionally one would hit Bruce, but if it did any damage, they couldn’t tell. “Wow!” Jack said, shaking the look of shock off his face, and took aim with his bow to help the kitty out.
It took only a few minutes after the flying kitty bomb before there were no more husks. Bruce casually strolled to the house, jumped in through the fart window and looked at Mom. “Meow?” he asked. 
“Oh you’re such a good kitty kitty!” Mom sang, pulling out several fish for him.
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“Good boy, Bruce!” The family surrounded him showering him with pets and treats. He purred and rubbed them, soaking in all the praise. Soon, though, he was so full he felt like he was going to throw up. He horked and hocked, and the weird grey treats Jack had given him before plopped onto the ground in front of him. 
“Wow!” Jack said. “He horked up the iron armor and sword I gave him!” 
“That is just really gross,” Kate said as Jack picked the items up and equipped them, cat slobber exploding off of them as they expanded to fit. “SO GROSS!” Kate yelled. 
Jack was a little stunned and shook his head. “Yeah, that was pretty gross. But it was super effective!”
“I agree Jack,” Dad said. “That was a really strange, really good idea.” 
“Should we go explore the town now and try to find this map?” Mom asked. 
In answer, Dad took down the dirt pillars he had put up in the doorways. He quickly threw in some doors he had crafted. He opened one and made a sweeping bow gesture towards it. “M’lady,” he told Mom. 
Mom giggled and strolled through, out into the village.
The village was a mess. The windows were brown, there were cobwebs all over, and many of the cobblestone blocks were covered in moss. “This poor village.” Mom frowned. 
“I wonder which place was Birgitta’s,” Kate said. 
“Probably the library,” Jack said. 
“Well, let’s try to find the cartographer’s place first,” Mom said. 
They walked the way they had come in, checking the closest house. “Wait, wasn't there a zombie in there?” Mom asked Jack just as he was about to walk in. 
Jack paused, and listened, and sure enough there was a “rawr” coming from the building. “Ah, yeah,” Jack said. “I wonder if it’s a zombie or a zombie villager.” 
“There's a difference?” Mom asked. 
Kate nodded. “Oh yeah. A zombie is just a thing that spawns here. Zombie villagers are villagers that were turned into zombies. 
Mom gasped. “That’s... that’s HORRIBLE! Is there any way to turn them back?” 
Jack nodded. “I think so, I heard about it from some friends at school. But I think it’s really hard.” 
Mom got a serious look on her face. “That does it then, no hurting these poor villager zombies.” 
Jack and Kate paused. “But they will attack us on sight!” 
Mom wasn’t going to let it go though. “Nope, no hurting them. We have to find a way to get what we need without hurting them, then we need to find a way to cure them. If we kill them just to protect ourselves, there is no hope for them.” 
“Honey,” Dad said, but Mom cut him off. 
“I said no! We are going to help these poor people and bring Birgitta home.” Mom stomped her foot to the ground. 
Dad sighed. “Okay dear, but we need to figure out us first.” 
Jack and Kate sighed, too. “Well, anyway, I think that’s a regular house, not a cartographer’s, so we should move on.” 
The next building they came to was the half wood, half stone one. “Look at that!” Jack exclaimed as he leapt up the stone stairs. “Lava!” 
“What? Lava?!” Mom yelled. “Get away from there!” 
“Relax, Mom. It's safe as long as you don’t touch it.” He got closer to it. “I’m gonna touch it.” 
“Don’t you dare Jack!” Mom yelled. 
“Not with my hands, Mom, I’m gonna use a bucket!” Jack pulled an empty bucket from his inventory and dunked it into the lava. 
“JACK NO!” Mom yelled, rushing up to save her poor stupid baby. 
The lava in the stone disappeared and Jack stood there holding a bucket of lava. “This will come in handy!” he said. 
“Doesn’t that... burn?” Mom asked. 
“Nope!” Jack said putting it back in his inventory.
“And it won’t, like... spill in there?”
“Nope.”
Dad sighed. “Minecraft is weird.”
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They kept going through the buildings looking for the cartographer’s shop. It was a good-sized village, so it took them a while, especially since they wanted to avoid any places with zombie villagers in them. 
Mom was quiet for most of the time, her usual chipperness drowned by a sad look. “I just can’t stand that these villagers are like this,” she said when asked about it. “They’re trapped in those awful bodies.”
“I know Mom,” Kate said. “I think it’s sad, too.” 
Mom looked at Dad and he knew right away she was about to ask something of him. “Honey?” Mom said. 
Dad blew out a breath. “Yes dear?” 
“I want to help these poor villagers.” 
“I know you do,” Dad said. 
“No, I mean I think we need to make it a priority.” 
Dad sighed. “Before getting out of the game?” 
Mom crossed her arms. “Yes, I think we need to figure out how to help them before we leave. How would we help them if we aren’t here?” 
Dad looked at her, ready to argue his side, but he recognized that look in her face. She was adamant, and there would be no point in trying to change her mind. Truth be told, Dad was pretty upset over the zombie villagers as well, it seemed like a cruel fate. And his wife never could stand for others hurting. “I think you’re right, honey. We should help these poor folks. We have to continue our journey to find a way out of here, but we should search for a way to help them, too.” 
Mom smiled and hugged him tight. “Thank you. It’s the right thing to do.” 
Dad nodded. “It really does seem like more than a game, doesn’t it?” 
“Yes, it does. We’ve made real friends here. Maybe if we find a witch, she can help us figure out how to fix them, too. It seems like a magic-y thing, doesn’t it?” 
“I’m glad you want to help,” Kate said. “It will be good for the villagers and then Birgitta can go back home!” 
“Yeah,” Jack said. “It’s like Dad said, it really feels like more than a game when we are living in it.” 
Kate nodded. “So now we REALLY need to find a witch.” 
After spending a long time looking through the houses, they found a building that had to have been the cartographer’s shop. It was a very fancy looking building, also on stilts, with beautiful wood panels on the sides. When they went in, they found a table covered in half-finished maps. They were very grateful there was not a zombie-villager in the building. 
“Well, this looks like it,” Dad said. “Now we just have to find the map to the witch.” 
They looked through the maps in progress on the table, but they were too unfinished to give any sort of direction.
They looked high and low, going through every single section of the building, but couldn’t find anything but blank maps. Dad put the blank maps in his inventory to investigate later. 
“What the heck!?” Jack said. 
“Jack! Language!” Mom said.
“Well, this certainly is frustrating,” Dad said. “We came all this way and there isn’t a single map here.” 
“Do you think the pillagers could have taken them?” Kate asked. 
Dad shrugged. “Maybe? But what do we do now?” 
Jack raised his hand. “We go to the swamp!” 
The family all looked at each other, then shrugged. “I guess there isn’t another option.” Dad huffed. 
“Yes!” Jack fist pumped, “I’m gonna get so many slimeballs!” 
“Jack, shouldn’t you be more concerned about finding the witch?” Kate asked. 
“Hey, I can think of more than one thing, besides, think about how much fun a slimepoline will be! I bet the double-E’s would LOVE it!” 
Kate laughed, “Slimepoline?” 
Jack nodded. “Yep. That’s what I’m calling it from now on.” 
“Well, guys,” Dad said. “We should probably figure out which way we need to go to get there then.” 
“Too bad we don’t have a map,” Jack said.




Chapter 23

 
“I really don’t want to get all muddy and wet,” Mom said. 
“We don’t have any other leads. It’s the only option we have left,” Dad said. “We should probably get our beds and get going.” 
“I want to take this cartography table too,” Jack said. “It could come in handy.” He pulled out a pick and mined the table, turning it into a block so he could store it in his inventory. 
“What’s that?” Kate pointed to something on the floor where the cartography table had been. 
“It’s a piece of paper,” Mom said, bending over to pick it up. She read it and her face lit up. “Oh my!” 
“What is it?” Dad asked, looking over her shoulder. 
“It’s a note from the cartographer!” Mom said. “It says, ‘I had to hide all of my precious maps to keep them out of the hands of the illagers. If they found them, it would only help them destroy every village I’ve ever mapped. If you are looking for my maps, you will find them in the desert in the single drop of water.’” 
“What the heck does that even mean? How do we find a single drop of water in the desert?” Kate asked. 
“It’s a scavenger hunt!” Jack yelled. 
Dad shrugged. “I think Jack’s right. I guess we aren't going to the swamp after all.” 
“Oh goody!” Mom said and Dad smirked at her. “What? I hate being cold and wet.” 
“Alright then, I guess we have to go back out into the desert to find the single drop of water?” Dad asked. 
“Let’s go!” Jack yelled, bouncing up and down. 
“Excited?” Kate asked. 
“Oh yeah. I love scavenger hunts!” 
They left the cartographer’s, then the village, going back into the hot, sandy desert. “One nice thing,” Mom said, “is that if it gets too dark, we can always go back to a nice little village to rest.” 
“It may have been nice at one point,” Kate said, “but right now it's a little run down. Spiderwebs all over, broken blocks... it needs some TLC.” 
“TLC?” Jack asked. “Totally Loving Cats?” 
Kate cracked up. “No! TLC means Tender Loving Care! It means the village needs to be fixed up.” 
“Oh. I like mine better. Isn’t that right, Bruce?” He scratched the kitty’s head as it rode on top of Dirtymud. 
“Meow, purr,” Bruce said. 
They walked and walked and walked, climbing sandy hills, peeking under cactuses, and generally looking everywhere.
“I don’t get it,” Mom said, “how are we going to find a single drop of water? Wouldn’t it just be absorbed in all this sand?”
They were all frustrated, hot, and sandy. Mom brought out some apples to eat to help them cool off while they took a break. 
Dad was irritated, just like the rest of them. He began looking through his inventory to see if he had anything that would help. When he saw the blank maps from the cartographer’s house, he pulled one out and held it up. Immediately the map went from being blank to having a circle filled in with a white arrow on the center. He spun around while looking at the map and the white arrow moved as well. “I think I may be on to something!” 
“What?” Jack asked. 
Dad pointed to the map. “This map must be magic, look what it does.” He showed them the map and the arrow moving whenever he turned. 
Jack laughed. “That’s just how maps work here, Dad.”
Dad looked disappointed, thinking he had found something cool. “Oh, okay.” 
“Let’s keep looking,” Mom said, and they all got up. They continued walking, going all over the desert, hoping to find a single drop of water. Dad was distracted though, watching the map fill in as they walked. 
“Hey!” Dad yelled suddenly. 
“What now?” Mom asked, sounding a little cranky. 
“Look!” Dad pointed to his map again. 
Mom sighed. “Again honey? Like Jack said, that's just how maps work...”
Dad shook his head. “No, ON the map. I see something.” 
They all bent over the map and sure enough there was a strange grouping of squares right on the edge of the area that had just been exposed. Mom looked up in the direction where the map showed something should be. “I think... I think I see something out there?” she said hesitantly. 
They all turned their heads where she was looking, “Yeah! Me too!” Jack said. “Let’s go check it out!” 
They headed down the hill that direction, avoiding the pokey cactuses and scaring rabbits in their run. There was definitely something there, some kind of small structure made of sandstone. When they got close, they saw it had a single square in the middle, filled with water, and a sign that read “Drop of Water.”
“The single drop of water!” Kate yelled, happy to have found something. 
“It’s some kind of well?” Mom asked. 
“Yeah! A desert well,” Jack said. “I forgot all about these, lots of deserts have them.” 
“You forgot?” Mom asked. “You mean you knew about these and could have known what we were looking for all along?” 
Jack shrugged. “Kate forgot, too...”
“Did not! I just uh... didn’t remember,” Kate said. 
“That’s the same thing!” 
“No it isn't!” 
“Okay, okay,” Dad said. “Let’s look all around this thing for the maps.” 
They searched high and low, all around the desert well, but found nothing. Then Jack leaned over to look in the water. “I found it!” he yelled. “There’s a note at the bottom of the well.” Without hesitation, he dove into the well and swam down, grabbing the piece of paper and bringing it up to his family. 
Jack handed the soggy note to his mom, who read it. “‘To find what you seek 24, wait 13 in the softest 77 water 9 for no 7 reason. Don’t sink down 5 to their level though!’ Oh my that is a strange note.”
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“What in the world?” Kate asked. “That is the strangest note I have ever heard.”
“Can I see it?” Dad asked. Mom handed him the note and he read over it, saying “Hmmm, I see, yes, yes.” He put the note down. “I have no idea what this means.” 
“Oh man,” Jack groaned. “This is ridiculous, should we just give up?” 
“I thought you loved scavenger hunts?” Kate said. 
“Well sure, ones that make sense! This is just random words and numbers. If I told you hot dog 17 purple monkey goat 12 butterfly 87, would that make sense to you?” 
“Honestly, Jack, a lot of what you say doesn’t make sense to me.” Kate smirked. 
“Hey!” 
“Kids, stop it,” Mom said. “Let’s put our heads together and think about this. Is there anything else you can’t remember about Minecraft that might help us figure out this clue?” The kids looked at her like she was crazy. 
“How would we remember what we don’t remember?” Kate asked. 
“By remembering it of course,” Mom said. “Just try.” 
“Mom, I think the sun might have gotten to you a little,” Jack said.
“Hey! Be nice to Mom!” Kate said. 
“I wasn’t being mean, just silly.” 
“Would it be silly if I knocked you 10 blocks down?” Kate said, actually getting a little angry. 
“Hey now,” Dad said. “We don't solve things by hurting people.” 
“No wait, Dad. Maybe Kate’s right!” Jack said. 
“Wait... what?” Dad asked. 
“It makes sense now; the note is a code. It’s directions! Each of the numbers is how many squares we have to walk. I just don't know what direction.” 
Dad looked at the note again. “Wait, I think I’ve got it son! The numbers come up after certain words. ‘Seek 24’, ‘Wait 13’- maybe each word is a clue for the direction, so Seek, we go south  24 blocks, then Wait, west 13, and so on.” 
“I think you’ve got it dear!” Mom cheered.
“Only one way to find out. Let's get going!” Dad started walking south, counting blocks. “1, 2, 3...”
“We need to be quick; it’s going to be dark soon,” Mom said. 
“Hey, is it strange we haven’t seen any more husks?” Kate asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I mean, we did poof an awful lot of them in the village, maybe that was all of them?” 
Dad turned abruptly, causing Jack to stop suddenly, and Kate ran into him. Dad didn’t even notice as he kept right on walking to the west. Kate rubbed her nose and Jack rubbed the back of his head. 
They followed Dad single file like a snake, for a long time, until he stopped in the middle of nowhere. They looked around and saw they were on a large empty section of desert, not even a single cactus was on it. 
“Uhm,” Mom said. “There’s nothing here, dear.” 
Dad looked all around, spinning to see if there was something he missed. “I don’t get it; it should be right here.” 
“Maybe we were at the wrong starting location?” Kate asked. 
“No, I don’t think so, it should have been right where the well was.” 
“Let me see the note,” Kate said.
Dad handed her the note still scratching his head. 
Kate counted off the turns on her finger, then looked at the note again. “What about this last number?” 
Dad looked. “It's after sink down, so I thought it meant S for south.” 
“Huh, but it's after the word down?” Jack asked. “So, we need to dig!” 
Dad facepalmed. “Of course!” He started digging and got 5 blocks down but found nothing. “There’s nothing here.” 
“Dear, should we move 5 squares north? Since you read it wrong, we are probably in the wrong spot.” 
Kate ran up 5 squares and dug down. “I found something!”
The rest of the family ran over to her. “What is it?” Jack asked. 
Kate shrugged. “Something white and hard. A bone?” 
“OOOOOH a fossil!” Jack yelled. “Those are super rare!” 
“There’s no note, though,” Kate said. 
“Maybe we have to dig up the whole fossil? I remember hearing about these, they can be big!” 
“I don’t think we have enough time to dig something big out of the ground,” Mom said. “It’s going to be dark soon.” 
“Let’s just build a shelter over the dig spot, then we can dig through the night and get the next clue,” Jack suggested. 
Mom looked at Dad who smiled. “That sounds like a great idea,” he said, and they got to work. It didn’t take long with all four of them building, and soon they had a rectangle shelter to hide in- and dig- through the night. 
They started to dig. And dig. And dig. It wasn't long until they had most of the fossil unburied. It was a huge fossil; so big they had to extend their shelter to dig it up properly.
The bones were exposed, and they all wondered what kind of creature it could have been from. “This must have been some kind of giant,” Jack said, patting one of the large bones sticking out of the ground. 
The skull had a single eye socket, and right in the center of it was another note. “I sure wish we could have just had the maps,” Mom said. “I’m getting tired of this desert.” 
Jack read the note this time. “‘You've come this far, only one more stop. But beware, the danger rests on you like pressure. Seek the heart of the desert.’”
“Oh good, only one more,” Mom said. “We will go look for it tomorrow, but you kids stayed up way too late playing in the sand.” 
“We weren't playing!” Kate said. “We were helping you dig to find the last clue.” 
“Well, be that as it may, it’s bedtime.” 
“Awwww,” the kids groaned together.
“Kids, someday you will love sleep,” Dad said. “Now go make your beds.”




Chapter 25

 
“Ahhhhhhh!!!” Kate woke up screaming because of the giant one-eyed monster that was about to eat her. When the monster didn’t, she calmed down a bit, realizing it was just the skull of the fossil they had dug up. 
“What is it!?” Dad said, jumping out of bed holding a hoe. 
“Sorry! The fossil scared me.” Kate eyed his hoe. “Uh, what were you going to do with that hoe? Garden the monster?” She chuckled. 
Dad looked at the hoe, then blushed. “Whoops, I thought I grabbed the sword in my coldbar.” 
“Hotbar,” Kate said. 
“Candybar,” Dad said. 
“What?” 
Dad just laughed. Jack popped up suddenly. “Did someone say candy?” 
Dad rolled his eyes. “Time to get up lazybones, we’ve got to get away from these bones!” 
“Wait! That reminds me,” Kate said. “You can turn bones into bone meal, which helps plants grow and you can use it for dyes. We should mine these fossil bones!” 
Dad looked shocked. “We can’t do that! These belong in a museum!” 
Jack and Kate looked at Dad like he was crazy. “What are you talking about?” Kate asked.
“Yeah Dad, there are no museums here,” Jack said. 
Mom yawned and stretched, coming out of the bed. “The kids are too young for your Indiana Jones reference honey, just help them mine the fossil. I want to use some of this bonemeal for a garden!” 
Dad sighed. “That makes me feel old.” 
“You ARE old!” Jack shrugged. 
Dad gasped and Mom giggled. “I’m only 37!”
Kate nodded. “That’s old, Dad.” 
“Yeah, don’t you need a walking stick or something?” Jack grinned. 
“Hey!” Dad exclaimed. 
“Kid’s, be nice to your father-” Mom said. 
“Thank you dear,” Dad said. 
“-he can’t help it if he’s old,” Mom finished. 
“Hey!” 
They all laughed and got to mining the bones while Mom made breakfast. Jack found Bruce gnawing on one of the huge bones and looked confused. “Bruce, I thought only dogs did that.” 
“Meow, mow, meow,” Bruce said, offended at being compared to the foulest creature in existence. But he still went back to gnawing on the bone. Jack shrugged and kept mining. 
After they had finished harvesting everything, they left the shelter. “Alright,” Dad said, rubbing his hands together. “Where is the heart of the desert?” 
Nobody answered him. “Jack? Kate? Any ideas?” 
They shook their heads. “Well dear, your heart is in the middle of your chest, so I would imagine the heart of the desert would be in the middle of the desert,” Mom said. 
Dad nodded. “That sounds right to me, you kids have any suggestions?” 
“Isn’t your stomach in the middle of your body?” Jack asked. “And your heart is above it?” 
Kate sighed. “Maybe, but saying ‘go to the stomach of the desert’ is kind of lame sounding.” 
Jack shrugged. “But then you could get pooped out!” 
“Jack don’t be gross,” Mom said. 
“What? It’s true!” 
“Annnnyway,” Dad said, “let’s go to the heart.” 
They wandered around a bit, not knowing exactly where the heart of the desert would be. Dirtymud was being led in the rear by Kate, and they were all walking, focused on what was ahead of them when the donkey made a pained noise. 
Kate spun to see a husk attacking him, with several more behind it coming after. “Husks!” she shouted, pulling Dirtymud away and kicking at the husk attacking him to get it off. “Get away from our pets you sandy zombie!” 
Mom grabbed the lead for Dirty mud, pulling him up to her and giving him an apple. Dad and Jack jumped in front of Kate, forming a protective wall between them and the girls and animals. “Kate, get your crossbow!” Dad shouted as he pulled out a hoe. 
“Dad,” Jack said, pointing to the hoe. 
“Whoops!” Dad said and switched the hoe to a sword. 
“Grrraaa,” the husk said as it attacked. Dad and Jack attacked it from both sides though, and it wasn’t much of a fight. The husk distracted them long enough for the four other husks to show up. Dad and Jack stood back to back, to prevent themselves from getting surrounded. 
One husk hit Dad and he grit his teeth. He swiped his sword out, catching the husk’s arm and making it flash red. Dad took advantage of the moment and pressed the attack, but had to pull back before the other husk could get him. Thankfully, a well-placed arrow shot the first husk, poofing it away. 
Jack was too busy dodging attacks to land any of his own. Dodging two mobs at the same time was hard, but good practice. One husk slammed its arm towards Jack, and in a strategic move, he rolled under it, the one husk hitting the other husk, and flashing it red. Jack grinned as he leapt up from the ground slashing high with his sword. “Blazing strike!” he shouted, hitting the second husk then spinning around and hitting it with a backhanded attack. “Doomtwirl!” he yelled as he completed the circle. 
An arrow hit that husk, too, poofing it away and then there were only two left. Dad was about to swing on one, when he felt something heavy land on his head. He glanced up, getting hit by the husk in the process, to see Bruce hissing at the mob. Bruce leapt off, landing right on the flat part of the husk’s head and began chomping and clawing it. 
Dad hit the husk with a well-placed chop and it poofed, dropping Bruce to the ground right next to the rotten flesh. “Bruce no!” Dad yelled, but it was too late. The cat had already gobbled up the gross meat. 
There was only one husk left, but Jack wasn’t attacking it. He was dodging all of its attacks instead. “Jack, quit playing around!” Mom shouted. 
“I’m trying to raise my dodge skill!” he yelled. 
“There aren’t skills in this game,” Kate said, as she shot the husk, the arrow landing right in its shoulder. 
“I know,” Jack said, “but it's still fun. These things are too easy!” 
Bruce leapt onto the husk, and with a final CHOMP, it poofed. Jack could have sworn Bruce stuck his tongue out at him. “Hey!” Jack said. “I could have defeated him!” 
They collected the green orbs and continued on their way, Mom giving everyone some food to munch on to heal up. After that fight they were much more on guard as they walked, someone always keeping a lookout. It wasn’t much longer before they found it. The heart of the desert. 
A desert pyramid.




Chapter 26

 
“Wow, that is really cool looking.” Dad’s mouth was open in a square as he marveled at the desert temple. 
“Oh my, it really is honey,” Mom said. 
“This must be where the maps are!” Jack said. “Let’s go find out!” 
“Hold on now son,” Dad said. “It could be dangerous.” 
“We should be very careful,” Mom agreed. 
The desert pyramid was within a hill on the sands. It stood tall and majestic, one of the most interesting structures Mom and Dad had ever seen in Minecraft. It looked to be made of sand, with a massive pyramid in the middle behind the entrance, and two large towers on either side. Between the sand blocks was some kind of darker, orange stone. It was beautiful.
As a group, they walked around the whole thing to make sure there were no mobs around it. Once they determined there weren't any, Jack and Kate cut a trench around the pyramid, two-blocks deep in the sand, so nothing could sneak up on them while they explored. 
Dad helped, working in the other direction around the pyramid, while Mom made lunch. When they had finished eating and digging, they got together to decide how to explore the pyramid. “It looks like there are two entrances on the top, and one in the front,” Dad said. 
“It sure is beautiful,” Mom said. “Is that orange block terracotta? I love terracotta!” 
“I think you can make that too,” Kate said. “In lots of colors.” 
Mom was silent, thinking of the possibilities of all the beautiful things she could make. “There's an entrance up here too!” Jack yelled down from the top of the pyramid. 
“Jack, you be careful up there!” Mom yelled back. 
“Have you guys been in one of these before?” Dad asked Kate. 
She shrugged. “I don’t know if Jack has or not. I spent most of my time making things, remember? I wanted to have the world's greatest stable! Jack did more exploring than I did.” 
“Ahh, yes, I remember.” Dad smiled at his horse-obsessed daughter. 
“I’m going in!” Jack yelled. 
“Don’t you DARE!” Mom shouted back at him. 
“Awww,” Jack said and came back down to meet with them. “Why not?” 
“What if there are creepies we couldn’t see in there?” Mom asked. 
“Or any other mobs,” Dad said. “We should go together, as a team.” 
Jack grinned. “Okay, that’s a good plan. Let’s go exploring!” 
“I’ll just wait out here with Dirtymud,” Mom said. “Maybe I’ll make a shelter for tonight.” 
“Don’t do that Mom,” Kate said. “We could just stay in the pyramid once we clear it out of bad guys.” 
Mom’s eyes lit up while she thought about it. “Like a queen!” 
Kate laughed. “Yep, like a queen.”
Dad, Jack, and Kate formed a trio; Dad and Jack in front, Kate behind them with her crossbow out and her wolf following. They went in through the front entrance, moving slowly through the corridors. They took their time, making sure there was nothing in any room they passed. They slowly crept through each area, staying as safe as possible. They didn’t run into anything. 
“Is it abandoned?” Dad asked. “I was expecting to fight a mummy or something.” 
“I don’t think they have those in this world,” Jack said. 
“But there was... nothing here...” Dad said. 
Kate raised an eyebrow at him. “Dad, are you... disappointed there weren't any mobs to fight?” 
“No! I don’t WANT to fight things-”  
“I do!” Jack yelled. 
Dad sighed. “I don’t WANT to fight things, I just thought for sure there would be something in here.” 
“I guess we can call Mom in then and try to find the maps. The cartographer probably hid them,” Kate said.




Chapter 27

 
Mom came in, even bringing Dirtymud with her, and they explored the pyramid thoroughly, looking in every nook and cranny where they could possibly find a note.
“Well, now, this is downright annoying!” Mom said when they found nothing. “I’m not too pleased with this cartographer and his foolish games.”
“Jack, have you ever been in one of these before?” Dad asked.
Jack shook his head. “No, I usually just tried to build the coolest house I could wherever I spawned. Then I wanted to mine and find gold and diamonds! I think I saw a diamond once, and I almost got it, but a creeper blew me up.” 
“It’s getting dark out,” Mom said. “We should probably build some doors, so we don’t let monsters in, then set up our beds.” 
The general attitude of the family was a depressed one. They had really been hoping to find the maps here. What else could be the heart of the desert?
After dinner Mom called the kids over. “For your homework tonight, I have a special project for you.” 
“Oooh what!?” Kate asked. She loved projects.
“I want you to go around this pyramid and collect every piece of terracotta. It will make such beautiful decorations when we have to build another house.” 
“BORING!” Jack said. 
“Jack Murphy! Would you rather I give you math homework instead?” Mom said. 
“Sorry, Mom,” Jack said. 
Dad chuckled. “Filter Jack. Learn to use your filter.” 
They sped off and mining and collecting all the terracotta. Mom started mining up the checkered floor in the room they had set their beds in and suddenly screamed. “I found something!” 
Everyone ran over to her as she looked at the hole in the ground she had made. It led to a long shaft down to a secret room. They saw four chests lining the walls. “It’s a secret room!” Mom was jumping up and down with excitement. “And I found it!” 
They removed the rest of the floor to expose the long shaft straight down. Jack shook his head. “I’ve heard of this before. There was something about it though....” he shrugged. “I can’t remember.” 
“How are we going to get down?” Dad asked. “We don't have any rope or anything.” 
“Daaaaad,” Kate said. “This is Minecraft, haven't you figured it out yet? We carve stairs down!” To prove her point, Kate mined a block on the edge, then one lower, then lower again. 
Dad facepalmed. “Oh, right, maybe I AM old...” 
“Yep!” Jack said. 
“Hey!” 
“You said it!” 
Kate and Mom laughed, and Kate continued to mine stairs all the way down to the secret room. “This is so cool!” Jack said. Bruce had taken a spot on his head, riding the boy down into the secret room. “I just wish I could remember what it was about pyramids to watch out for.” 
“You sure it’s not a mummy?” Dad asked. 
“There aren’t mummies in Minecraft, Dad,” Jack said. 
“Okay, okay, just making sure.” 
They finally got all the way to the bottom when Jack's face lit up. “Oh yeah! I remember now! Stay on the edge, don't walk in the center.” He showed them by walking around the center of the room to a chest. 
“Why can’t we walk in the center?” Mom asked as she walked over to a chest, too. She opened it up to look inside. “The maps! The maps are in here!” 
“You can't walk in the center because there’s a bomb under a pressure-” He didn’t get to finish his sentence as Bruce leapt off of him, landing directly on the pressure plate with a terrifying ‘click’.
“Meo-” Bruce started to say before the bomb exploded, blowing the entire room to smithereens.




Chapter 28

 
“-plate,” Jack finished as he respawned. 
“-w,” Bruce finished as he respawned. 
The family looked at each other, shocked that they had all respawned at the same time, inside the shelter they built around the fossil.
Mom fell to her knees, her arms raised in the air. “NOOOOOO!!!! The maps!”
“Well, I guess we’re going to the swamp after all,” Jack said. “Slimepoline here I come!” 
The End!




Stories from the Codex of Seeds

 
Kate and Jack laid on the beds next to each other so they could look through the Codex of Seeds to find fun stories. They had thought they weren’t going to have to do any homework because, you know, they all respawned and lost the maps. But Mom wasn’t having any of it.
“C’mon Kate, let’s read this one!” Jack said, pointing to a story he thought looked good. “I love Nitwit villagers! They crack me up, and this one’s named Supreme. What a cool name!”
Kate shook her head. “You know Mom said we have to agree. Let’s see…” She pointed to a story. “What about this one? A mage named Ultima who fights for good and wears a black and cyan cloak, he uses his powers and fights to protect his realm from Herobrine's forces. That sounds like something you would like.”
Jack grabbed the book. “Yeah, it was really cool, but I read it already. How about this one? Minecraft Guy 10, a story about another respawner!”
“Add a bookmark to it, we might be able to learn something from another respawner,” Kate said, “but let’s keep looking. Oh, here’s another respawner story. Mike the resapwner, he stepped on the pressure plate in the pyramid too! That was by MEgaMAthewMoreMoms.”
“Oof, too soon,” Jack said. “I don’t want to think about that pressure plate.”
“That’s fair, how about this one? A girl named Lisa and her Brother Max became Steve and Alex and they traveled worlds until a cloning failure created HEROBRINE.”
Jack grinned. “I like Herobrine stories.”
“Ooh! Here’s a story about a wandering trader named Willow, who helps a village with a pillager who wants to be good named Flint,” Jack said.
“That’s just like Alex! I wonder whatever happened to Auggie, the trader we met,” Kate asked.
“He gave me a bad feeling. I kinda hope we don’t see him again,” Jack said. “Look at this! Here’s a story about a respawner named mgoluke who finds a magic ender pearl that takes him home!”
Kate gasped. “Really? We have to tell Mom and Dad about that! Maybe it’s a clue!”
“Yeah! Oh wait, here’s another respawner story! There seem to be a lot of those. Respawners must be more popular than we thought. I wonder how many people have ended up in a Minecraft seed? This one is about xd god, who has a bow with flame and an enchanted netherite sword.”
“I’ve never even seen netherite, I wonder how hard it is to get?” Kate said. “Hey! Here’s a story about a guy who tamed thousands of wolves, named Mr. Anonymous.”
“I wonder if you’ll end up taming that many!” Jack giggled. “Hey! This guy’s name is close to mine: Jake the Blacksmith, a villager who knows how to fight and uses an enchanted axe.”
“Nice.” Kate yawned, getting tired. “How about we read this one then go to bed? It’s about a guy named shadow111 and his friend Jackson, a villager blacksmith. They like to help villages.”
Jack didn’t respond, so she looked over and found him already asleep. Bruce had climbed up on his head and settled into sleep as well.
Kate laughed and flipped through pages to find a story about horses.
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The Accidental Minecraft Family

 
Book 8




Chapter 1

 
“Don’t go falling in love with your slimepoline idea yet, Jack,” Dad said. 
Jack looked at his dad. “What? Why?”
“We are going back to that desert pyramid.” 
“Awww,” Jack said, visions of bouncing higher and higher into the sky on a trampoline made of slimeballs fading away. 
“What happened?” Mom asked. “Why did we all respawn?” She was looking around the cramped shelter they had built around the fossil dig site. The last place they slept.
“Because of the TNT under a pressure plate in the desert pyramid,” Kate said, sighing. “It’s always there, in every single one. We should have held the stupid cat.”
“Hey!” Jack scowled at his sister. “He’s not stupid! He’s sweet and fluffy and cute.” Jack picked up his cat and petted his head. “Purr,” Bruce said.
“We don’t say stupid,” Mom said.
“She started it,” Jack mumbled under his breath.
“Come on guys,” Dad said, looking between the two kids. “We’re all frustrated, but we don’t need to take it out on each other. It’s not anyone’s fault. Let’s go get our stuff and hopefully the maps.”
“See?” Jack rubbed his face on Bruce’s head. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“You can be stupid and cute at the same time, Jack,” Dad said.
Mom gave Dad ‘The Look’ and Dad winked at her. Mom gave him ‘The Look’ even harder.
Jack scowled at Dad and set the cat on the bed. He stood up and a look of shock replaced his scowl. “Well, this is weird.” 
“What is?” Kate asked. 
“I still have The Codex of Seeds. I didn’t lose it with all my other stuff when we exploded.” Jack held out the book.
“Huh,” Dad said, looking at the book in Jack’s hand. “Does anything else stay when you respawn?”
“I’ve never heard of anything,” Kate said, “but we never got super far into the game. Plus, like we thought earlier, maybe this seed has some weird rules, like a mod or something.” 
“OH NO!” Mom suddenly yelled. 
“What?!” all three asked at once, bracing for an attack. 
“Dirtymud! He’s all alone there!” Mom’s hand slapped over her open mouth and looked like she might cry.
Kate's eyes went wide. “He can’t respawn either.” She frowned and then gasped. “Fang is there, too!”   
“Meow!” Bruce yelled, and jumped up on Kate's head.
“This is all your fault, you know,” she whispered, trying to look up at him.

“Meow.” Bruce licked his paw.

Dad stood up straight. “Right then. They’re family and we don’t leave anyone behind.” 
“We don’t have any stuff though,” Jack said. “No way to defend ourselves. What if we run into more husks? What are we going to do, slap them with The Codex of Seeds? We should mine until we can make what we need.” 
“And all our food is gone?!” Mom looked as terrified as if there were 10 creepers surrounding her. “What if we get hungry?”
“I think we need to leave now,” Dad said. “I don’t think there's enough time to mine.”
Jack shook his head. “I know we need to hurry, but we can’t go out there with nothing. It’ll take way longer if we keep respawning because we can’t defend ourselves.” He started punching the walls of their shelter and collecting the wood that fell. “We at least need some wooden weapons.” Jack was grateful that Mom had demanded they make their shelter out of wood instead of dirt. For once her aversion to dirt was helpful!
Dad frowned for a moment, then nodded. “Alright everyone, mine as fast as you can. We’ll craft a few things and get out there to save our pets!”




Chapter 2

 
It didn’t take them long before they had a whole hotbar filled with wooden swords, while Mom carried some wooden tools. The shelter looked like it was made of swiss cheese with so many holes punched through it.
“Are we ready yet?” Jack asked for the tenth time. 
“Yep!” Dad nearly cheered. “Let’s go!” They turned toward the door when he stopped. “Actually, hang on a minute.” 
“Daaad,” Kate groaned. “Come on!”
“Relax, I’ll just be a second.”
“Why do you always find things to do when everyone else is ready?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, it’s like how when we’re leaving for a road trip, everyone loaded in the car and buckled up, and you decide to take a shower.”
“Be kind to your Dad, kids,” Mom said, with a very ‘Mom’ look on her face.
“Thanks for defending me, honey.” Dad blew her a kiss.
“They’re not wrong, dear.”
Dad frowned. 
“Hurry up and let’s hit the road!”
Dad went to the back corner of the house and mined the furnace they had placed before. “You can make fun of me all you want,” Dad said, “but I’m just thinking ahead. I’m sure you’re going to want to eat at some point.”
“Good thinking, dear,” Mom said, kissing him on the cheek. “You’re a wonderful dad.” He smiled and they left the house, walking as fast as they could towards the desert pyramid. “Next time,” Mom said, “if we have to have a shelter somewhere, we are building a nice one! It would be good to have some stone tools that don’t break as fast.” 
“Good thinking,” Dad said. “I still have a hard time with this whole respawning thing, but it sure is handy.” 
“Yeah!” Kate agreed. “We should put a chest in all of our shelters with some basics in it. Stone tools, a map-” 
“And food!” Mom shouted. “Oh Kate, you are a genius! We could have food and my poor, poor babies wouldn’t be starving.” 
Jack looked at his full hunger bar and held back a laugh. He thought about saying something but just shook his head. Mom would try to feed them no matter what.
Bruce was riding on his shoulders like a thick, furry scarf, which was not fun in the heat of the desert. The tan sand stretched as far as they could see in all directions. Sand, sand, and more sand. A cactus here and there, a dead bush occasionally, and then more sand.
When they were playing Minecraft at home, Jack had never thought about how different the biomes really were. Obviously, they looked different on the screen, with different landscapes and plant life and whatnot, but here, in Minecraft, they didn’t just look different, they felt so different. The temperatures were different, the air smelled different. It was fascinating. 
They walked and walked and walked. The sun was starting to set long before they got there. “This isn’t good.” Dad shook his head, squinting at the deep orange sunset. “We need to pick up the pace.”
No one argued, and at once they started running, trying to get to the pyramid before night fell completely. It was getting dark quickly, and Dad was worried they wouldn't make it. 
“Ack!” Kate shouted as a red-eyed spider jumped from behind a cactus right at her. It bit her leg, and she sprang back, swinging her sword at it. She was more annoyed than hurt. The spider flashed red with the attack, bouncing backwards.
“Oh no you don’t!” Dad yelled, leaping in, sword ready. Jack helped too, landing a blow with his own wooden sword, and between the three of them, the spider poofed before it could hurt anyone else. “It’s a good thing there are three of us,” Dad said. “Numbers make it easier to take them down quickly.” 
“Honey?” Mom said, a tremor in her voice. 
“Kids, it's very important you use good tactics when fighting,” Dad continued, oblivious to Mom’s voice. “We want to fight smarter, not harder. Even if we’re outmatched strength wise, if we work together using our numbers, we can defeat anything!”
“Honey?” Mom asked a little firmer.  
“You see, kids,” Dad was saying, winding up to dive into one of his way-too-long lectures. 
“HONEY!” Mom finally shouted. 
Dad jumped, turning to her. “What is it, dear?” 
Mom pointed behind them. “What was it you were saying about numbers making it easier?” 
Dad looked, his face turning white. There on the sand, crawling straight for them, were half a dozen spiders. And they all looked starving.




Chapter 3

 
“Oh dear,” Mom said. 
Dad didn’t know what to do. They only had wooden weapons, and that was a lot of spiders. 
“Run!” Jack shouted. 
As one group, the family started running. The spiders of course followed, their beady red eyes never wavering from their delicious prey. As they ran, Jack pulled out a sword and fed it to Bruce, who happily munched it down. Mid-run, Bruce's claws turned to wood, and he flexed them, admiring their cool color. 
They ran and ran, their hunger bars draining, until finally- FINALLY!- the desert pyramid came into view. Dad pointed at one of the smaller entrances. “Quick! In that little room!” he shouted. 
Jack motioned to Dirtymud and Fang, who were waiting patiently outside the pyramid, just where they’d left them. “We can’t leave them outside! The spiders will eat them!” 
Dad nodded. “Mom, you go inside, Kate you go with her. We’ll try to protect Dirtymud and Fang.”
“You need my help out here!” Kate argued. “Besides, if you have me, you have Fang, too.”
Mom looked worried. “We really could use her and Fang,” Dad said to Mom. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep you safe.”
“I’m not worried about me,” she said as they ran, “I’m worried about you all!”
Dad smiled. “Don’t you worry, little mama,” he said. “We’ve got this. Remember kids? We’ll fight smarter, not harder.”
The spiders were right on their heels, and Jack swore he felt their spit on the back of his legs as their mandibles clicked and clacked.
With nearly empty hunger bars, they got to the pyramid, and Mom ran into the little entrance. Two of the spiders split off from the pack and chased after her, but she quickly spun around and blocked off the entrance with some leftover wood blocks. 
Dad smiled, proud of her for being so smart and keeping her head in the game. They kept some distance from their donkey, who ignored the spiders. Fang barked when he saw Kate, but remained sitting. “Oh, you’re such a good puppy!” Kate said, dashing over to him and allowing him to stand. The wolf nuzzled against her for pets, and she rubbed his head. His whole body wagged along with his tail. “Such a good little puppy-wuppy aren't you? Yes you are, yes you-” 
“Uh, Kate!?” Jack yelled. “Spiders?” Then Jack was too busy fighting to talk. Three spiders rushed in, and in one quick motion, Jack leapt over them, confusing them. While they watched the boy wearing a cat around his neck jump, Dad charged in behind and clobbered the closest one with his sword. 
“Oh! Right!” Kate said. “Go get ‘em, Fangy!” Fang barked and growled and ran in to attack with Kate right behind. 
The spider Dad hit turned around and clacked at him, angry. It got a good bite on his leg but took a sword to the face for its trouble. 
Jack spun around and threw Bruce at one of the spiders. “Ninja kitty GO!” he shouted as Bruce landed on top of it with all eighteen long, wooden claws out.
“MeeeOW!” Bruce shouted, digging in with his miniature swords. 
Jack pounced right after Bruce, swinging his sword like a barbarian and screaming a deafening war cry. 
Fang was fast, but not fast enough to stop the third spider from biting Dad. “Ouch!” he yelled. “I wish I had my armor.” Thankfully, Fang bit down hard and took one spider off Dad, leaving only one left to attack him. 
Fang growled and barked again, biting at the spider, and taking a bite in return. As Fang and the spider took bite for bite, Bruce looked up and narrowed his eyes at them. He would show that dog who was the most awesome pet! He remembered something he had seen Jack do a few times, and jumped into the air with a loud and long “meeeeeooooowwwww!” landing a wooden claw attack on the spider he was fighting. He knew he did it right when small star particles flew out of the spider and it poofed. Cats rule and dogs drool!
Jack's sword hit the ground right where the spider had just been and he looked confused, then smiled. “Wow, Bruce! You just got a critical hit on that spider. Nice work!” Bruce looked over at Fang, who was still engaged with the spider. Bruce stood tall, strutting around, showing off. Fang didn’t notice. 
Dad was hacking at the spider in front of him when he leapt into the air, squealing like a pig. “Ouch!” he groaned as he rubbed his butt. The spiders that followed Mom must have been discouraged by her blockade and drawn over by the commotion. With Dad’s rear end wiggling toward them as he fought their friend, his butt made quite the target.
Jack chuckled. “I finally know your nickname! It should be Magnetbutt!” 
“Not helping!” Dad shouted and yiked again. Another spider had taken a bite out of him.
“Don’t worry, Dad. I’m here,” Kate said as she attacked his tushie foe. 
Bruce jumped again, using Jack's head as a springboard, and jump-attacked the new spider Fang was fighting, landing another critical hit and poofing it. Bruce showed off even harder at the wolf, prancing and shaking his head back and forth as if to say, “See how much cooler I am than you?!” Fang didn’t notice even harder. 
“Fang! Help!” Kate shouted, and the wolf charged back into battle. He lunged at the spider Kate was attacking and the spider turned, caught between Kate's wooden sword and Fang's sharp teeth. He didn’t have a chance. 
Dad finally poofed the first spider, but his health was suffering. He had taken several hits and was getting worried. “Guys, attack faster! Harder! Work together as a team!”
The last spider lunged at Dad, but Jack pushed him out of the way, taking the hit for him. Sure, it hurt, but Jack had plenty of health still and Dad always did really nice stuff for him, so he didn’t mind at all.
“I got you, Dad!” he shouted, and tried out his barbarian scream again. The spider was not impressed. Or maybe it couldn’t hear? “Do spiders have ears?” Jack asked. Kate looked at him like he’d just burped up a frog. “Never mind,” he said. Ears or no ears, it ignored the scream, clacking its teeth on Jack. “Ow!” he shouted and kicked at the spider who then bit his foot. “Dang spider!” he yelled, hopping on one leg. 
Dad was back on his feet and attacked from the side, flashing the spider red while Bruce came in from the other side with a well-placed claw to poof it away. They turned to help Kate but found her already picking up her loot: spider eyes and strings. “What took you so long?” she asked.
With his long tongue hanging out of his mouth, Fang winked at Bruce.




Chapter 4

 
“Oh my, oh dear, oh goodness.” Dad heard Mom mumbling as he took down the wall she had built. He mined faster.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking this way and that with his sword at the ready, worried she might be under attack. 
“There's no more terracotta here for me, and I had such a good collection going!” Mom said. “It was going to make our next house so colorful.” 
Dad rolled his eyes but made sure Mom couldn’t see. “Do we have room for Dirtymud in here? I don’t think we should leave him out in the dark.” 
Mom looked behind her and watched as Dad led a donkey into the room. “Oh, um, well, uh... Yes, he’ll fit.” 
The family filed into the desert pyramid and felt a little safer. “We should probably close up all the entrances,” Kate said.
Dad pointed at her. “Good thinking.”
“I’ll help!” Jack shouted, and the two of them ran off to seal up the pyramid. 
“Well honey,” Dad said, “should we go get our stuff?” 
Mom shook her head. “Let’s wait for the kids. I’m sure they’ll want to check it out, too.” 
“You got it, dear.” Dad gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and Mom smiled. Soon enough the children were back. 
“Done!” Kate said, then looked at Jack. “I win!” 
“It wasn’t a race!” Jack said.
“It’s always a race!”
“You only say that when you win,” he mumbled under his breath. 
“We’re going to go see if our stuff is okay,” Dad said, trying to cut them off from another little fight. They made their way into the big room with the false floor and looked down. Below them, instead of the sandstone shaft leading to a room filled with chests, was a destroyed chamber, exploded into pieces with nothing in it except a stream of burning red lava lighting up the hole. 
“That’s very disappointing,” Mom said, looking quite, well, disappointed.
Dad crossed his arms. “I felt like we finally had a lead on how to get home. We were well on our way to discovering a witch and now we’re back at square one.” He sighed loudly and hung his head. “It’s so frustrating that all of our stuff was blown up.” 
“How are we going to sleep?” Mom asked, as if she was suddenly aware of the time. “It’s already close to bedtime, and kids need 10-12 hours of sleep a night.”
Jack shook his head. “I’m sorry. I feel like this is all my fault. I should have been more careful about the pressure plate. 
“It’s okay, Jack,” Kate said. “We all were there. There’s no one blame.” 
Dad hugged Jack. “Don't worry about it, son. We are all okay, and we have each other. That is the important part. We can replace things; we can’t replace people.” He put one arm around Kate, too. “You guys are smart cookies. I know we’ll figure out what to do next.” 
“Wait a minute,” Mom said. “Why did all our stuff blow up, anyway? When creepies blow people up, it leaves all their stuff behind, floating above the ground like balloons that are almost out of air.”
“CreepERS,” Jack corrected. “And that's just it. When you get blown up, all your stuff pops out all over the ground. Well, the desert pyramid trap has a bunch of TNT; the first one blows you up and your stuff falls out, then a second one blows up all your stuff.” Jack pouted. “I feel terrible!” 
Mom hugged Jack. “It’s okay, darling. You can just do extra homework.” 
“Wait, what?!” he asked, his eyes wide as saucers. 
Mom broke out laughing. “I’m joking! I just wanted you to lighten up. We will be fine. We just have to go to the swamp now.” She shivered. “The muddy, gross swamp.” 
“What are we going to do in the meantime?” Dad asked. “We don’t have any beds, and it seems pretty dangerous to travel at nighttime here in the desert.” 
“Yeah, there are no sheep in the desert anyway,” Kate said, “so we can’t even find any to make more beds.”
Dad looked down at the gaping hole in the ground from where the bombs had exploded. “Well, I guess since we have hardly any stuff, we should get down there and mine until daylight.
“Yes!” Jack hit the air with his fist. “I get to mine instead of sleep!”




Chapter 5

 
It felt good to do something productive since they couldn’t sleep. Thankfully, the lava below offered them enough light to see by as they made their way down. “I’ll be able to get another lava bucket!” Jack said, happy. 
“Only if we find enough iron to make some armor first, Jack,” Dad said. “Priorities, son.”
“Aww,” Jack pouted. 
“What is it with you and lava, anyway?” Kate asked. “You always mess around with it when you build things in creative mode, too. You’re obsessed.” 
“Lava is so cool!” he said, as if he were talking about Disneyland or Outer Space. “You can make obsidian with it, and it lights things up, and it burns things, and it looks cool when it pours and-” 
“Okay, okay!” she said. “I get it, you love lava. Maybe we should call you Lavaboy.” 
“Only if I get to call you Sharkgirl,” Jack stuck out his tongue. 
“Keep dreaming. I like horses way more.” 
“Jack, you come over here with me. Kate, you go mine over there with Mom,” Dad said. “It’s way too late to hear you arguing.” 
“Kids, what happens when you miss your bedtimes?” Mom asked. 
“Parents get cranky,” the kids moaned at the same time. Jack left Kate and started working with Dad. 
They worked throughout the night, mining stone and looking for iron. They mined a pathway up through the dirt and rock just outside of the pyramid so they would see when the sun was up. By the time the orange light poured through, they were definitely tired of mining. “I’ll tell you what,” Dad said. “I am getting hungry!” 
Mom gasped. “We have to get out of here! We need to find some food!” 
“Calm down, Mom,” Kate said. “It’s daytime, so let's get Dirtymud and get out of this biome!” 
They were feeling a little better, having gathered enough resources to outfit everyone in stone weapons and tools, and enough iron to make an iron breastplate for each of them and a set of shears for sheep. There was enough iron left to make the bucket for lava, but just as Jack was about to craft it, Dad insisted on making iron leggings for Mom. “Think about how upset you would be if something respawned your Mom,” he told Jack with a stern look.
“Upset enough to pour lava on whatever poofed her?”
Dad eyed Jack, who gave him the puppy-dog eyes, “Do you really want it that bad?” Jack nodded and Dad sighed. “Fine then, but Mom gets armor before you then, do you understand?”
“Thanks Dad! Mom doesn’t get in that many fights anyway, remember? She hates violence.” Dad rolled his eyes with a smirk, but nodded, and Jack made his bucket, filling it with Lava. 
Finally, they were ready and left the pyramid, Bruce riding on his donkey as they made their way across the desert. Kate practiced swinging her iron sword, but it just didn’t feel right in her hand.
“I really miss my enchanted crossbow,” she said with a frown. “How am I ever going to get another one of those?”
“It’s disappointing,” Dad agreed, “but we never know what’s around the corner. Maybe you’ll get something even better next!”
They walked nearly the whole day, but just as the sun was painting its sunset, they saw it off in the distance: another biome, full of red colors. “Finally!” Mom said. “I hope we don’t have to deal with sand for a long, long time! It’s in my hair, and my toes, and behind my ears. I have it everywhere!” 
“What about your butt?” Jack asked, giggling. 
“Jack! Gross!” Kate yelled. 
“There’s some in my butt!” Dad said, giggling. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said, pointing her finger at Dad. “Don’t encourage him.” 
Jack was cracking up, and even Kate couldn’t help laughing. Mom huffed. “Okay, it’s getting pretty dark. Should we keep going or build a shelter?” 
“Well, if we get respawned, we end up back at the fossil, so I think we should stay put for the night, then we can keep going in the morning,” Dad said. “I would like to play it safe.” He shook his block head upside down and sand poured out from his hair.
“Let’s keep going,” Jack said. “We can fight off anything we come across. We’re strong and brave!” 
“I agree with Dad,” Kate said. “I really don’t want to spend another day trudging through sand.” 
“Aww come on! We’re Team Awesome! We can do it!” Jack pushed. 
Mom shook her head. “I’m with Dad, too. We don’t even have any food! If only we hadn’t put so many weird things in Dirtymud’s saddlebags. I mean honestly, what am I going to do with carpet and fencing and blocks of wood?” 
“We really need to be more strategic about how we handle this world,” Dad said. “We must be prepared, plan ahead! We should have Dirtymud’s saddlebags hold emergency supplies and build beds at every shelter, so we don’t lose so much time if we are sent to respawn.” 
“I agree. For now, I may as well use those random things and make a decent little shelter for us,” Mom said, pulling out the carpet and fencing and wood from the saddlebags. They got to work and in no time at all, had a nice, cozy shelter. 
“What now?” Dad asked. “We still don’t have beds, so we still can’t sleep.” 
“It’s so weird not being able to sleep without a bed,” Jack said. “When I’m in the actual world playing the game, it makes sense. But actually living here it is so weird! Aren’t I in control of my body? Can’t I just sleep?” He squeezed his eyes shut tightly.
“You could always use this time to study,” Mom suggested. 
“Awww!” Kate and Jack said at the same time. She gave them ‘The Look.’
“Sorry, Mom.” A sly smile spread across Jack’s face. He pointed around the walls of their little shelter. “No lights.”
Mom matched his sly smile. “Good point, my boy,” she said. “I made some back at the desert pyramid. I hate being stuck in the dark.” She placed a torch on either side of the room and an orange glow filled the shelter. Knowing they lost the fight, Jack and Kate sat on the floor together and opened The Codex of Seeds. 
“Alright,” Jack said. “There was a story I wanted to read anyway.”
“You don’t just get to pick, Jack,” Kate said. 
“It’s my turn. You read that story about the horses. You’re always reading stories about horses.” 
Kate grinned. “Because horses are the best!” 
Jack rolled his eyes. “Anyway, it’s my turn.” 
“Fine, you pick.” Kate slid the open book to her brother.
Bruce promptly came and sat on the book. “Meow.” 
“Kitty! Get off the book,” Jack laughed, shooing him away. Bruce sniffed the air, offended, and jumped on Jack’s head. 
“You should read it out loud, Jack, to practice your reading,” Mom suggested. 
“This one!” He flipped to a story about another respawner named Nandakishor who had dark hair and brown skin, wore a black hoodie with the letter "N" on it with black boots and black jeans. His behavior was nearly always chill. He stayed calm during most dangerous situations, was good with a sword, but was a bit lazy, preferring to have fun rather than practice. He seemed to like to build and use redstone. He went on lots of adventures, riding his horse and using a book and quill to write stories about himself.
“Well, it had a horse in it, so I liked it,” Kate said. 
Dad had a thoughtful look on his face. “Do you think the stories he wrote are how they got in The Codex of Seeds? Are there other outsiders out there on different seeds reading stories about us right now?” 
Jack's and Kate’s eyes went big at that thought. “Wow, who knows? You mean we might be famous somewhere?” Kate asked. 
Mom shrugged. “That’s an interesting idea. I hope if someone is lost in Minecraft like us someday, and our stories are in that Codex of Seeds, that our stories can help them get home.” Her face turned from thoughtful to sad. 
“What’s wrong, Mom?” Kate asked.
Dad put his arm around her. “I think Mom is just a little homesick. She’s always loved our little home and our routines.” 
Mom nodded but forced her frown into a smile. “Dad’s right, I do miss home. But as long as I have my family, I’ll be happy.”




Chapter 6

 
They read stories from The Codex of Seeds until morning came, and they could finally leave their shelter. 
“I’m hungry,” Jack said.
Dad glared at him just as Mom nearly exploded. “Oh my baby! No! I can't have a hungry family! Oh no. Oh dear. What are we going to do?!” Her face showed actual fear as she looked around, eyes wide and frowning, for anything edible.
“It’s okay, dear,” Dad said, patting her back with one hand and pointing with the other to the new lands they could see up ahead. “There's probably something to eat in there. Maybe even something to barbecue.” 
“I wouldn’t even mind you hunting if it meant we could feed my poor sweet babies!” Mom said as she squished Jack and Kate's cheeks. 
“Mom, stop!” Jack said. 
“Yeah, Mom,” Kate said, pulling her face away, her lips smooched together like a fish. She glared at her mom. “Don’t act like an old grandma.”
“Ah, come on! Let me smoosh those cute cheeks!” Mom yelled chasing after her. Dad laughed at the three of them running around and giggling, glad that Mom seemed happier today. 
They finally settled down and set off, walking towards the new biome with light hearts. There was at least another hour of desert landscape before they got to the new area, the heat from the sun overhead beating down. As they crossed over from one to the other, it was obvious the new biome wasn’t any cooler than the desert one they had left. Their feet sunk slightly into the ground, and they realized that though it wasn’t golden anymore, it was still sand. In front of them stretched large plateaus with stripes of red, orange, yellow, and brown.
“Uh oh,” Kate said. 
“Oh man,” Jack said. 
“What is it?” Dad asked. 
“Why aren't there any trees?” Mom asked. 
Kate sighed. “You will not like this.” 
Mom cocked her head. “What?” 
“This is a badland,” Jack said. “Basically, a more colorful desert.” 
“So what you are saying is, there's nothing to eat here?” Mom asked. 
Jack and Kate nodded their heads. “The only thing that grows here is cactus and dead bushes.”
“OH MY BABIES!!!!” Mom shouted falling to her knees. 
Jack and Kate just looked at each other. Dad rolled his eyes but helped her up. “There’s nothing to do but to keep going.” 
“Hopefully it's a small biome,” Jack said. 
Mom tilted her head. “Can we eat cactus?”
“Ew! No!” Kate said.
“Don’t you think your dad could barbeque it up nicely? I bet it tastes like artichoke.”
“I wouldn’t want to eat artichokes either.” Jack grimaced thinking of the gross vegetable. “Besides, we should move quickly. I think the only thing that spawns here are monsters. That means lots of spiders in the daytime.” 
“Ugh, I’ve had enough of spiders,” Dad said. 
They trudged through the badlands, and Mom grew more and more frustrated, eventually walking funny. “What’s wrong, Mom?” Kate asked. 
“Oh the sand! It’s... in my butt!” Jack and Kate stopped, looked at each other and started laughing. Even Dad chuckled. “It’s not funny! I was so excited to get somewhere without sand.” 
They continued walking, and every time Mom limped a little Jack and Kate tried to hide their laughs. Mom was getting grumpy again, though. “I’m never going to the beach again,” she said as she stopped once again to wipe sand off.
“Speaking of beaches,” Dad said, pointing to a small depression in the red desert filled with water. “We could stop there and cool off for a bit.” 
Mom huffed. “But then it will take even longer to get out of the blasted sand!” 
“Yeah, but you could swim and wash the sand off,” Jack said.
Mom stopped fuming. She looked at Jack, then the water, then Jack again. Then she ran towards the water as fast as she could, and without hesitating at the shore, jumped straight in. Jack and Kate looked at each other and shrugged, both taking off to the water as well.
“Cannonball!” Jack yelled, while Bruce, who was on his shoulders screamed in terror. “Yeeeooooowwwwww!” 
Dad shook his head with a smile, happy that his wife and kids could cool off, and in Mom’s case, clean off. He led Dirtymud to the water and joined them while a soggy Bruce climbed out and gave Jack a dirty look. Bruce looked tiny and goofy with his hair plastered against his skin. He climbed up on Dirtymud and shook himself, water flying and his fur fluffing up until he looked like a pufferfish. With so much fur sticking up all over, all that poked out was his little pink nose. He licked a paw and began to smooth down poofy hair. 
They swam and played for almost an hour before Mom called a stop to it. “I still want to get out of the sand as soon as possible and finally get some food!” 
Jack and Kate were disappointed to have to stop swimming, but they were hungry too so agreed with little whining. They continued their trek though the badlands, walking for another few hours before it started to get dark. The path in front of them was filled with plateaus that made it hard to see what lay behind it. 
“Looks like another night in the wilderness,” Mom sighed as they stopped to build a shelter. They went inside, safe again for the night, and hunkered down to read and spend time together. 
They were just opening The Codex of Seeds when Dad laughed out loud and facepalmed. Mom gave him a confused look. “What is it?” she asked. 
“We could have fished at the watering hole!” Dad shouted, both hands in the air.
“Oh goodness gracious!” Mom said.




Chapter 7

 
“You know,” Kate said as she opened the door to step out into the morning sun, “The Codex of Seeds has a lot of stories of seeds where things don't work the same as in normal Minecraft.” 
“Yeah,” Jack said. “I like the ones with classes and spells and cool powers!” 
Kate chuckled. “And ninjas?” 
“Yeah! Hi-YAH!” He did a flip, landing in a karate pose. 
“What are you getting at, Kate?” Mom asked.
“No one is even going to comment on my cool move?” Jack said.
Kate looked at him and shook her head, then looked back to Mom. “It just makes me think that the seeds in the Codex are, like, different somehow. Like, maybe they are more actual worlds. Does that make sense?” Kate asked.
“Nope,” Jack said. 
“I guess it does,” Dad said, ignoring Jack. “There have been plenty of things we’ve seen in this world that don’t happen in normal Minecraft. Like villagers learning how to mine and build and stuff.” 
“I guess this world is more like a real world too,” Kate said. “I wonder what other things are different here.” 
They started walking towards the valley through the large plateaus, and Mom looked around in awe. “These are so pretty!”
“You would think so,” Kate said. “They have terracotta in them.” She pointed to a patch of red terracotta.
“I’ve heard that gold is easier to find here, too,” Jack said. 
“Gold!?” Dad suddenly shouted. “Gold?!” 
Jack and Kate nodded, and Dad’s head swiveled all around. “There’s gold in them there hills!” he shouted. 
Mom chuckled, and Jack and Kate looked confused. “It’s another old movie reference. Your dad is weird.” 
The valley between the plateaus narrowed, barely wide enough for them all to go through, but they managed. At some point Dad had to stop, looking around for Mom. It didn’t take long to find her, a few paces behind, having climbed up to mine away at terracotta. 
Mom caught up to the family, who stopped to wait for her. “What?” she asked. “All my terracotta was destroyed, and we cleared out room in Dirtymud’s saddlebags, so I thought I could get some more.” 
Dad chuckled, and they kept walking. Finally, after days in the sand, up ahead they saw green grass. Beautiful green grass! “I see it! I see it!” Jack shouted. “Plains! Grass! Trees!” 
Mom rushed ahead of them and strained her neck. “Oh, thank goodness! An end to the sand!” 
It was still a long walk away, but their spirits were lifted at the sight and they all walked a little faster. The sun was once again setting when their feet touched the grass. “Let’s go find some food!” Mom shouted, pointing to the small grove of trees nearby. “There's bound to be some apples in there!” 
“Should we build a shelter first?” Dad asked. “It’s getting dark again.” 
“We can do it together, Dad, while the girls find some food,” Jack said. 
“A wonderful idea, Jack,” Mom said. 
The two groups separated, Mom and Kate walking to the trees, Dad and Jack building a shelter out of their remaining wood. By the time they built a smaller, but nice little home, Mom and Kate made it back. Mom triumphantly held up apples in her hands. “Look, honey!” 
Dad's mouth started watering. “I don’t think I've been more interested in eating an apple since that pork roast where they shoved one in the pig’s mouth!”
“Gross, Dad!” Kate made a face. Mom laughed and they all sat together on the floor of the shelter, munching the sweet fruit and groaning at how good it tasted.
“This is the best apple I have ever eaten,” Dad said. 
“Everything tastes better when you’re hungry,” Mom said. 
“No, seriously. This is the best apple ever!” Dad held the apple up like it was a trophy. 
“Whatever you say, dear. I’m just so excited this is our last night without beds.”
Dad paused eating his apple, thinking for a moment. “Should we go out and hunt for sheep to shear? I know it’s nighttime, but if we’re careful and work together, we could do it.” 
Mom chewed on her bottom lip, nervous about the idea. 
“We could do it, Mom!” Jack said. Jack had enough of loooong nights with nothing to do. It was the only time in his whole life he wished he could sleep instead of staying up.
Kate nodded. “We wouldn’t even have to get that many. I could build a small pen and we could lure the sheep in to shear.” 
Jack jumped up, nearly hitting his head on the windowsill. “Haha! Look! There’s already a sheep right there!” 
Sure enough, on a little hill just outside their shelter, a sheep was wandering around doing sheepy things. Mom sighed. “Oh, alright. Hard to argue when it's right there. Let’s do it!” She got out the sheers and snip-snipped them above her head.
They brought Dirtymud into the house, with Bruce asleep- and dry- on his saddle, shutting the door so they would be safe. They went outside together, and Kate immediately started building a pen with the leftover fence pieces they had in Dirtymud’s saddle bags. Mom, Dad and Jack walked together, slowly, keeping an eye out all around them for any skeletons or zombies or creepers. Or any hostile mobs. 
They were about halfway to the hill when Jack put a hand out and stopped, listening intently. Even the sheep stopped grazing and looked up. “What is it, Jack?” Dad whispered. 
At once, Jack's face turned pale. “RUN! Get back to the shelter! Run, run, run!”
Dad and Mom looked at each other. If there was something that scared Jack this much- their kid who laughed in the face of danger- it had to be something terrible. They turned and ran as fast as their little block legs would take them. Jack followed, yelling while he ran. “Kaaate! Get in the shelter! Phantoms!”
“I love that musical,” Mom said as she ran, and Dad just shook his head. He glanced behind to see Jack pointing into the sky. He followed his hand into the air and saw a black form with glowing green eyes, flapping dark wings in the sky above them. “What is THAT!?” Dad yelled just before he got to see one up close as it swooped down and scratched him with its claws. 
Up close it looked like the cross between a bird and a bat and a skeleton, and it swooped down incredibly fast, attacked Dad’s arm, then launched high into the air just as quickly.
“Ahh!” Mom yelled, in the highest pitch Jack had ever heard. “It’s a dementor!”
“This is Minecraft, not Harry Potter, Mom.” Jack would have laughed, but he was too nervous. Not only were they terrifying, but their spawn points were so far away.
There were three of them circling above their heads, screeching as they readied their dives. Dad moaned in pain, holding his wounded arm. It had taken a huge chunk of his hearts with that attack.
“Go, go, go!” Dad shouted. “These things are dangerous!” 
Mom was running like mad and avoided getting hit, but another swoop hit Dad again. Jack tried to dodge when he saw the glowing green eyes dive at him, but wasn’t fast enough and took a hard hit. Mom nearly flew through the door of their shelter, and Dad was close. One phantom swooped down to get Dad but Jack jumped, pushing Dad through the door, and getting scratched instead. 
“Owie!” Jack yelled from the ground. His hearts were low, and he was hurt so badly he couldn’t move. All he could do was watch as a phantom came swooping down from the night sky, ready to send him to respawn.
He closed his eyes waiting for the attack and flinched when he felt the phantom grab him. But these claws weren’t sharp, and they just grabbed at his clothes. He opened his eyes to see it was Dad reaching out of the doorway, his hand firmly gripped around Jack’s striped shirt. Jack smiled as his dad yanked him into the shelter just before the phantom slammed into the ground instead of his son. Dad slammed the door shut and fell against it.
“What in the world was that? Mom’s eyes were wide as saucers.
“Phantoms,” Kate said. “I can’t believe we forgot about them.” 
“What are phantoms?” Dad asked. 
“Weird undead bird things,” Jack said. “They come out only when you haven’t slept in a long time.” 
“Or respawned,” Kate said, and Jack nodded.
Mom swallowed hard. “I think the musical is ruined for me for good.”
They sat in their shelter all night, listening to the flapping and screeching of the terrible phantoms, wishing they had managed to get wool for beds.




Chapter 8

 
“Look!” Kate said, pointing to the sky. The sun had just blasted its light across the land, and where she pointed, the phantoms in the air burst into flames, soon nothing but smoke, the sun having burned them all up. 
“Well now,” Mom said, “that is the LAST time we will get caught without beds. I never want to see those horrible creatures again. I always knew sleep was important, but this makes it even more important.”
“I agree,” Dad said. “In fact, before we move on, it's time to get this emergency shelter set up correctly. Jack and I will go round up some sheep. Why don’t you get to work on their pen, Kate?” 
“What should I do?” Mom asked. 
Dad leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Do what you do best; make this little shelter feel like a home. We are going to be here for at least a couple more days while we gather supplies and make sure this kind of thing never, ever, happens again. We almost lost Jack. He would have respawned all the way back in the other desert by himself.” 
Mom shivered at the thought. “Sounds like a plan. Now let’s get to it!” 
Dad saluted and Jack and Kate ran out the door, Kate to the pen she had started the night before, Dad and Jack looking for sheep to wrangle. “We need to be careful,” Dad said. “If we respawn now, it will be days away through all that sand. So no funny business or falling off mountains.” 
They walked around, picking up seeds from grass and occasionally mining a tree for wood. The sheep from last night was gone, but as they explored the area around the shelter, they found two fluffy pink sheep instead. “Alright, let’s get these bad boys back to Kate and she can start making beds,” Dad said. 
“Uhm,” Jack said, not moving. 
“What’s wrong?” Dad asked. 
“It’s just...”
“What, Jack? What’s the problem?” Dad looked into the sky, afraid to see more flying monsters.
Jack blew out a breath. “They’re PINK, Dad! I don’t want a pink bed. Gross!” 
Dad looked at the sheep then at Jack and started laughing. “Jack, a bed is a bed. We need them so we can set our respawn point. It’s not like sleeping in it will turn you pink. Wait... it won’t, will it?” 
“No... but pink? Can we come back out and look for more?” 
“Come on, Jack,” Dad said, laughing the entire way back, the sheep trailing behind. “Kate! We found some sheep!” Dad yelled as they got close. 
“Oh good,” Kate said, opening the gate to let the sheep in. 
“Not good,” Jack said. “They’re pink.” 
Kate looked at them like she had just noticed their colors. “So?” 
Jack rolled his eyes. “I don’t want a pink bed!”
“It’s just a color, Jack,” Dad said. “Don’t be such a baby.”
Kate laughed. “Whatever, you should be happy. Aren’t pink sheep like super rare? You love rare things, like those pocket monster cards. You’re always excited when you get a rare one.” 
Jack thought about it, looking at the sheep again, then he smiled. “Okay, that is kinda cool, I guess. Still, pink...” he shook his head but looked a little happier at least. 
Dad tousled Jack's hair. “Go see if your mom needs help with anything.” 
Jack nodded and left for the house. Dad looked at the small sheep pen. “Kate, can you get them breeding, too? We need more than just wool, and I don’t think we have time to build a garden.” 
Kate gasped. “You want to eat my SHEEP!?” Dad looked at her confused, then she laughed. “I’m just joking, I'll get right on it. By the end of the day there will be a ton of pink sheep. When we leave, this place will be called the Valley of the Pink Sheep!”
“Wait, will their mutton be pink?” Dad asked, looking slightly concerned.
“It’s just a color, Dad,” Kate mocked. “Don’t be such a baby.”




Chapter 9

 
That night they celebrated. They had beds and could sleep, they had mutton and could eat-Mom didn’t ask about where the mutton had come from- and they had a cozy shelter, that with Mom’s improvements felt more like a home. 
“Kids,” Mom said, leaning back in her chair with a full belly, “you can have a break from homework tonight. It’s been a really rough couple of days, and we should just relax.”
Jack yawned. “Can I go to bed?” Mom and Dad both dropped their mouths in shock. Jack rolled his eyes. “What? It’s been like 3 days! I’m exhausted!”
“Me too,” Kate said, catching Jack's yawn and copying it. That yawn proved to be extremely contagious, infecting Mom and Dad, and even Bruce. 
“Oh shucks,” Dad said, “I guess we should all go to bed.” They did just that, and before Mom could even lay her head down, Dad was already snoring. Loud and long snores that echoed off the walls. “Oh dear, now I’ll never fall as-” but she fell asleep before she could finish. 
Morning came, and with it, a beautiful square sun shooting out amazing colors across the sky. The family all missed it, though, because they were sound asleep. Mom was the first one awake, when the sun was already up high in the sky. She sat up and yawned, then got out of bed. She inhaled deeply, looking at her sweet sleeping family, and shouted, “RISE AND SHIIIIIIIIINE!!” 
Jack and Kate jumped out of bed with a start, sending Bruce flying with a “meooooow!” 
“ZZZzzzzZZZ,” Dad said. 
“Kids, get him!” Mom yelled and Jack and Kate jumped on him, tickling him. It turned into a full-on tickle war when Dad finally woke up. They wrestled and laughed and eventually got out of bed. 
They had a hearty mutton breakfast and felt like brand new people. Well rested, healed up, and full.
They spent the rest of the day mining trees, digging for iron, breeding pink sheep, and crafting sets of tools and other supplies they would need for their trip. By the time night came again, they were all packed up and ready to go for the next morning.
Mom had even learned how to craft a crossbow to replace the one Kate lost in the explosion. They didn’t have any arrows yet, but she figured they would find some eventually. 
“Eeek!!! Thanks, Mom!” Kate jumped and clapped as Mom handed her the crossbow. “I really prefer to fight from range.” She hugged her new weapon.
“You’re good at it, too,” Jack said. 
“Aw, thanks, Jack,” she said, almost blushing at how nice her brother was being. 
“Not as good as I am with a sword, but you know...” Jack finished. Kate stuck her tongue out at him. 
“Alright guys, are we ready to hit the road again tomorrow?” Dad asked. They nodded their heads enthusiastically. “Emergency shelter all stocked up with emergency supplies and beds?” 
“Yes, dear,” Mom said, pointing to the chest she had crafted and filled with a set of gear in case they respawned. “Dirtymud’s saddlebags also have a set of the most important gear in case we lose everything again, and we filled the rest with food.” 
“Excellent work!” Dad leaned in and gave Mom a kiss. 
“Gross!” Jack yelled. 
Dad looked at Jack. “We have plenty of goods for building?” 
“Check!” Jack said. “I have tons of cobblestone and dirt and wood and tools!” 
Dad high-fived Jack then looked at Kate. “Plenty of extra wool for beds?” 
“Check!” Kate said. “I even made a few extra beds and added them to Dirtymud’s bags. We should be ready for anything!” 
Dad finger-gunned Kate. “Great work.” 
Dad looked at Bruce. “Did you somehow manage to NOT eat all the extra food?” 
“Meow?” Bruce said, cleaning the smudges of mutton off his face. The family laughed. 
“Well, it sounds like we are ready for tomorrow, and more importantly, we understand how essential preparation is. I’m proud of all of you,” Dad said.




Chapter 10

 
The next day they were all up early, ready to see what was next in their journey. Before they left Kate mined the fencing all around the pink sheep letting them free to wander the biome. Jack shook his head at the sea of pink, making gagging noises. Kate just shook her head. “The Valley of the Pink Sheep!”
Their walk was much more pleasant now. They picked flowers and caught some chickens for arrows, mined the occasional tree and even stopped to look inside an interesting cave. It was a small one, that didn’t go very deep, but they found a bit of coal and iron inside. They even ran when they felt like it, since they had plenty of food to replenish their hunger bars. Mom’s very favorite part was not getting sand everywhere. 
It was almost evening when the ground started to get soggy. “Oh yeah,” Jack said, pumping his fist, “we are going to get some slimeballs!” 
Mom just sighed the first time her foot squished into a murky, wet puddle. “I guess we found the swamp.” 
Before them, the land had turned a dark green, with big patches of lighter green and the blue of standing water. There were many trees around, and it smelled like dirty socks. It went on for as far as they could see. “Huh,” Dad said, “it’s bigger than I thought it would be.” 
“Well, we should start looking for a witch hut,” Kate said. 
“And slimes!” Jack said. 
“Okay, okay we get it, you really want a slimepoline,” Kate said. 
“Jack, we need to make a spawn point first. We talked about this, no running off into danger without being prepared for the worst.” 
Jack pouted, but only a little. He didn’t want to respawn and lose all his stuff, either. “Alright,” he said, “we should at least explore a little to find a good place for a shelter.” 
“Can we do it on the dry parts?” Mom asked, lifting her foot up. It dripped with sogginess. 
They moved back to the edge of the swamp and walked around it for a bit before it became dark. “Should we make a quick shelter?” Dad asked. “It all seems the same. I don’t think anywhere is better than anywhere else.”
“Let’s build a treehouse!” Jack shouted. 
“Ooh yeah!” Kate said. “It could be tall enough to look out over the swamp.” 
Mom looked at Dad who shrugged. “Sure, why not?” 
“I want to find the perfect tree!” Jack said and ran off. 
Dad gestured all around them. “There are trees all over the place,” he mumbled, but Jack was long gone. 
He was back soon enough, jumping up and down. “I found it! It’s perfect! It’s all by itself just a little way into the swamp.” 
Mom huffed. “In the swamp?” 
Dad chuckled. “Dear, we have to go through the swamp sooner or later.”
Mom held her nose. “But it stinks like rotten eggs and Jack's laundry basket after soccer.” 
“Hey!” Jack said.
“She’s not wrong,” Kate mumbled.
“Show us the tree Jack,” Dad said. 
Jack led them through a shallow area of the swamp, wandering out a bit and around many perfectly good trees. At one point, they walked through a deeper area that caused Dirtymud to stumble and throw Bruce into the water. 
“MEOW!” the cat said, angry as he used his claws to climb up Jack, leaving a trail of slimy swamp juice. 
“Ow! Ow! Ew! Ew!” Jack yelled, but Bruce was not interested in being nice. He hated getting wet, especially with water that stank. He sat on Jack's head and shook, spraying the dirty water all over Jack. “Darn cat!” Jack said grabbing him and putting him back on Dirtymud. Bruce pouted the rest of the way, torn between staying wet and having to lick off the gross water.
They walked a little further until Jack pointed out a tree, standing by itself a good bit away from any other trees that looked out over a large, wet part of the swamp. “Isn’t it awesome?!” His face beamed with pride. 
Mom, Dad and Kate all looked at it. “It looks like... a tree.” Kate said. 
“Yeah! A great tree for a treehouse!” Jack shouted. “The cool thing about a treehouse is we don’t have to worry about monsters attacking us while we build it, because we’ll be up in a tree. Should we get started?” 
Dad shrugged. “This tree is as good as any I guess.” 
Mom was still annoyed at being wet. “I liked the part about not being in the wet anymore.” 
“What about Dirtymud?” Kate asked. “He can’t get into a treehouse.” 
“Build him a cool tree stable!” Jack suggested. 
“Let’s get to work,” Dad said and started building stairs to go up to the top of the tree.




Chapter 11

 
“What are you doing, Dad?” Jack asked. 
“Huh? What?” Dad asked after he had placed his first set of stairs. 
“You can’t build stairs for a treehouse. You need a ladder, or vines. Duh!” 
Dad cocked an eyebrow at Jack. “Duh?” 
“Come on, Dad, its gotta be cool!” 
Dad sighed but nodded. “Okay Jack, I don’t know how to get vines, but I can build a ladder.” 
Dad built the ladder and mined a hole through the leaves of the tree. He was about to climb it to the top when Mom stepped on the ladder first. “If you don’t mind, dear, I’d like to get out of the wet. Bruce would, too.” Bruce nodded from his perch around her neck like a scarf. 
Dad smirked. “Sure thing dear.” He leaned in to kiss her. 
“No kissing!” Jack yelled. 
Mom and Dad climbed the ladder, but Jack waited to talk to Kate. “How’s it going?” he asked. 
Kate stopped what she was working on, stepping back to admire her handiwork. She had placed cobblestone in a border and filled it with grass blocks and was fencing it off to make a dry area for Dirtymud. “I’m going to make a cool shelter for him, with three wooden sides to protect him from the wind and a gate so we can get him out easy. Plus, I’m going to make it big enough so Fang can stay with him and protect him.” 
Jack nodded. “You sure do like animals.” 
She shrugged. “I do. They are fun and so cute when they’re babies. Plus, they do a lot for us. The least we can do is give them a comfortable life.” 
“Well, hurry so you can help us build the treehouse.” 
“I will!” 
Jack climbed the ladder to the top of the tree. Mom had already started laying down a wooden floor on top of the leaf blocks, and Dad had whipped out a crafting table and of course a furnace, which was already lit, cooking something. The sun was setting, and the moon was coming up, bright and full. 
“The moon is pretty tonight, isn’t it?” Jack heard Mom telling Dad as he climbed the ladder. 
“Pretty romantic,” Dad said blowing her a kiss.
“Gross!” Jack said as his head popped through the hole in the floor. Mom rolled her eyes as she began stacking wooden blocks as walls. “How can I help?” he asked. 
“I’ll lay out the foundation of the walls if you want to build them up,” Mom said. 
Jack nodded. “Can we make it two stories? One for sleeping and one for hanging out?” 
“I don’t know how much ‘hanging out’ we’re going to do, Jack,” Dad said. “This is just supposed to be an emergency shelter.” 
“Yeah, but we have to explore the whole swamp, right? To find the witch? We may as well have a cool base! Besides, I love treehouses. They are so cool.” 
“Maybe we should build one when we get back home,” Dad said. “A real one.” 
Jack's eyes went huge. “That would be so AWESOME!” For the first time since they’d been there, Jack felt a little excited about the idea of going home.
Dad was about to say more when a scream from down below startled them.




Chapter 12

 
Jack didn’t waste any time and jumped off the tree, landing with a splash. Kate was up against the wall of her stable, a sword in hand and Fang barking frantically behind the wall. A bouncing ball of slime was directly in front of her. 
“It’s slime time!” Jack shouted, pulling out his sword and making sure he had his armor equipped. The bouncing slime was one of the larger ones and was slamming into Kate, looking like it wanted to eat her for dinner. 
“I got you, Kate!” Jack yelled and charged through the water to help his sister. He hit the slime once, and it turned to face him. The face inside the giant green wiggly cube almost looked angry as it bounced towards Jack. 
Jack leapt backwards out of the way and glanced behind the slime to see Kate had opened the gate and let Fang out. She quickly slammed the gate shut so Dirtymud would stay safe and ran to the slime, slashing it with her sword, Fang charging in after her. 
The slime attacked fast, hitting Jack several times, but it was stupid, standing in one place while Jack and Kate and Fang all pounded on it. Still, Jack was nervous since his health was getting pretty low. Then he saw Dad appear down the ladder and breathed a sigh of relief. 
Jack rolled backwards, landing in a puddle, getting soaking wet. He came up spluttering, worried that the slime was still trying to attack him, but it had turned to hit Kate when he backed off. He stood up, shaking the water from his hands, and walked back into the range of the big slime.
The green cube bounced like it was made of rubber, so massive it was nearly as tall as Jack, and at least twice as wide. Its simple face seemed to float within itself, creepy eyes never changing, just staring.
A huge hit from Dad popped the slime, and it exploded into four medium slimes. “Great job, Dad!” Jack shouted. “If we pop these, it will make lots of tiny slimes, but they can’t hurt us.”  
Dad gave Jack a thumbs up, and Jack quickly chomped down some mutton to recover a few hearts. Fang was doing a good job attacking the closest medium slime, with Kate lunging in now and then to land a hit. The slime popped into two tiny slimes, bouncing around and doing no damage as they attacked. They were almost kind of cute.
Dad and Jack fought off a medium slime each, with Jack moving and dodging to avoid getting hit. Dad just stood there, though, trading blows with his slime, and grunting every time it hurt him. Soon enough, Dad's toughness saw him through, and his slime exploded into three tiny slimes. 
Fang and Kate were tag-teaming theirs, while Jack was still dodging and attacking whenever he felt safe. She popped her slime into two tiny slimes, while Jack’s popped into four. The family stood there as the slimes bounced into them, doing no damage but being too dumb not to attack. 
“Are you alright, Kate?” Dad pulled her into a hug.
“I got surprised, then hurt pretty bad by that first one, but you guys saved me. Thank you, Jack.” 
Jack nodded. “That’s what brothers are for! These tiny ones can’t hurt us, but let's squish ‘em all so we can get slimeballs!” He swung at a tiny slime popping it and pumping his fist as a slimeball appeared. He held up the green ball like a trophy. “Slimepoline here I come!”
“It looks like snot,” Kate said, her nose squished up.
“Funny you say that,” Jack said, putting the slimeball in his inventory. “Baby pandas can sneeze them out.”
“Oh that’s so cute!” Kate said.
“So let me get this straight: they’re gross unless they are actually snot... then it’s cute?” Jack asked, an eyebrow bent.
“Only if it comes from fuzzy babies.”
Jack shook his head and moved to attack another tiny slime, but before the touch of his sword, it suddenly grew into a medium slime. “That’s... not supposed to happen...” Jack said, staring with his mouth open at the slime in front of him. His confusion only lasted a second before the medium slim slammed into him taking some of his hearts. “Hey! That’s not how the game works! I don’t like this mod!” The slime didn’t seem to mind or even notice that it was bending the rules.
Another heartbeat later, all the tiny slimes started growing into medium slimes. “Uh-oh,” Jack said, his stomach sinking like a rock. “Run! Get to the treehouse!” 
Kate’s eyes went wide as she watched the slimes grow bigger. They weren’t supposed to do that. Slimes only shrunk, never grew. “Fang! Come!” she shouted. Her wolf obeyed, and she quickly put her pet into the stable she had built and sealed it off with a few blocks, just to be sure the slimes couldn’t do anything else she didn’t know about. 
She turned to see Jack and Dad climbing the ladder as fast as they could, escaping from the mass of medium slimes. That were supposed to be harmless tiny slimes. What the heck?!
She jumped to the ladder and started climbing, taking a hit from a bouncing medium slime, reducing her down to only a half a heart. As soon as he could reach, Dad grabbed her hand and yanked her up the rest of the way, and she fell to the floor in a heap, terrified she had almost respawned. 
“Thank goodness you're safe!” Mom said, giving her a hug and an apple. 
Jack leaned out, looking down at the slimes. “Ack! I forgot they can climb ladders!” 
Dad looked down the hole and sure enough, despite not having any arms or legs, the slimes had started climbing up the ladder. Mom wasted no time and shoved Dad out of the way so she could place a block in the floor sealing themselves off as sure as Kate had sealed off their pets. 
“Something is not right with this swamp,” Jack said.




Chapter 13

 
“What do you mean something’s not right?” Mom asked. 
Kate spoke up before Jack could. “Slimes don't normally grow. Once you explode one into little slimes, they stay little, and they can’t hurt you.”
“Yeah!” Jack said, “and when they are tiny, you can harvest them for slimeballs.” 
There was a steady bonking against the newly blocked off entrance from something beneath it. Then it suddenly stopped. The family froze for a minute, waiting. “What do you think happened?” Mom asked, her voice a whisper.
They waited a moment longer, and still no more bonking. “Let’s go take a look,” Dad said, and climbed the ladder that led to the unfinished second story. It was just a platform, as Mom hadn’t started walls or anything yet. She was still decorating the downstairs. They all climbed up and looked over the edge. The sight below them was terrifying.
The single large slime that they had fought and exploded was now many large slimes, each of them bonking at the tree over and over. Every single tiny slime had grown into a medium slime, which all grew into large slimes.
“Wow,” Jack said, staring down. “I’ve never seen so many in one place. It’s kind of scary.” 
“Kind of?” Mom said, her eyes as wide as dinner plates. “Why... why are they attacking the tree?” Mom asked.
“Well, only tiny and medium slimes can climb ladders,” Jack said. “They’re all too big.”
“So why are they attacking the tree?” Mom asked again.
“Slimes are really stupid...” Kate said, about to say more when Mom cut her off. 
“We don’t say stupid, Kate, be kind.” 
Kate’s mouth dropped. “No Mom, I mean, they are really, really dumb. Once they see you, they won't do anything but charge after you forever, no matter what gets in their way. Even a huge tree.” She pointed down at them.
“Even so, we don’t need to stay stupid. Maybe use... intellectually deficient.” 
Jack's face screwed up. “What does that even mean?” 
“It means stupid,” Dad said, and Mom gasped while Jack and Kate laughed. 
“Fine, Mom,” Kate said, “slimes are really REALLY intellectually deficient.” 
Mom chuckled. “Okay dear, I understand. So now the question is, how are we going to get down?” 
“We could fight our way out?” Dad suggested, pulling his sword out for effect. 
Jack shook his head. “Slimes attack really fast, and the large ones hit hard. There are just too many of them. We wouldn’t win.” 
Dad looked at the slimes. “Really? They hit fast? They look slow.” 
Kate nodded. “Jack’s right. Slimes are no laughing matter. They can respawn you really fast, even when they don’t keep growing back to the big size.”
Dad nodded. “Alright, I believe you guys. Any suggestions on how we can defeat them then?” 
They sat there, watching as a dozen large slimes continued to slam against the tree.
“I... might have an idea,” Jack said slowly.




Chapter 14

 
“Okay son, what are you thinking?” Dad asked. 
“It’s not the best idea, but what if we lured them to another tree and I poured lava on it? They would be trapped under it and the lava would melt them all, even the tiny ones,” Jack said. 
“That sounds like a great idea!” Dad said. 
“If you could lure them away, can’t you just do that?” Mom asked.
Jack nodded. “Maybe that could work, but what if they just come back or we just run into them later? We don’t know what other things could be different with these slimes. The safest thing to do would be to poof them all.” 
“Well, I don’t like that idea,” Mom said. “So violent!” She shuddered.
Jack nodded. “Honestly, I don't like it either.” 
“What?” Dad asked. “Why not? It was your idea, and you’d get to play with lava.” 
“Because it would destroy all the slimeballs, too!” 
Dad and Kate both rolled their eyes. “You’re so weird!” Kate told Jack.
“What? I just really want a slimepoline.” 
“Could we try my idea first?” Mom asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I don't mind trying it, I would just have to put all my stuff in the chest first.” 
“Smart idea,” Dad said. “Do you want to try now?” 
Jack shook his head. “No, let’s wait until daytime. I don’t want to run into any other mobs out there.” 
“Good thinking,” Dad said. “In the meantime, let's finish this treehouse!” 
They got to work, making their awesome treehouse extra awesome, even adding a wrap-around deck to the second level so they would have observation areas. The swamp went off as far as the eye could see on one side, with the plains on the other and mountains in the distance. Jack and Kate went to bed, and Mom snuggled up to Dad as they looked out over the swamp. 
“It is kinda pretty isn’t it?” Dad asked.
Mom smiled, happy to be in his company. “If only it didn’t stink so much,” she said, holding her nose. 
Dad chuckled, pointing down to their feet. “That’s not the swamp that stinks; that was Bruce.” 
Bruce, a faint green cloud coming off his rear looked up at them. “Meow.”




Chapter 15

 
Morning came and Jack jumped awake to look out and see if the slimes were still there. There they were, bouncing against the tree over and over. He sighed and went downstairs to get something to eat. It looked like Mom had done even more work to the treehouse, making big window holes and another wrap-around deck, this one with a larger area that went out far and had a big sitting area. He found Mom and Dad out of the overhang, holding hands. 
“Gross,” He mumbled and went out to see them. “Wow Mom! This is impressive.” 
Mom and Dad turned to him, smiling. “Thank you, Jack!” Mom said, beaming. “I really enjoy building.” 
“I can tell. It helps that treehouses are so cool, doesn’t it?” 
Mom nodded. “Yep, but I’m almost out of wood, so I’ll have to take a break from building on the treehouse though.” 
“You could use cobblestone; I know we have a ton of that.” 
Mom looked shocked, or maybe it was offended. “No way Jack, that would ruin the whole aesthetic!” 
Dad laughed, and Jack looked at her funny. “The whole what-ic?” 
“The look and feel of it,” Dad said. “Mom likes everything to look the same.” 
“Not ‘the same,’ I just want them to look RIGHT.” 
“Yes, dear,” Dad said. “You know, we really should put a balcony off our room back home.”
Mom’s eyes lit up as if there were little hearts in the sockets instead. “Oh, honey! That’s a great idea! I would love that so much.” She gave him a kiss.
Jack groaned and Dad laughed at him. “Let’s get Jack some breakfast so we can try out our experiment.”
They walked back to the house and Mom got Jack some food. They watched while Bruce tentatively walked out on the balcony to look down. He shuddered, then came back into the house as if the thought of all that nasty water was too much for him. “Meow.” 
Jack gave Bruce some of his breakfast and the cat gobbled it up. Kate finally came down the ladder, yawning. “Morning,” she mumbled. 
“Alright!” Jack said, wiping the crumbs off his face. “I’m ready to do this. Is it time?” 
Mom nodded. “That’s one reason I built that balcony; so we could watch to see how well it worked. It was not easy to build, let me tell you. I almost fell off so many times!” 
“Didjew cwouch?” Kate asked around a mouthful of food. 
“What?” Mom asked. “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” 
Kate made a big show of swallowing. “If you crouch when you are on a block, you can't fall off.” 
Mom looked at her for a long moment, then without saying anything she got up and walked to the balcony. She walked out to the very edge of it and crouched. Then she tried to walk further, but sure enough, she couldn’t. She stood up and came back to the treehouse. “I WISH I KNEW THAT EARLIER!” she shouted, startling all of them. Bruce jumped so high that he did a flip in the air, his claws digging into the ceiling where he hung for a few seconds before dropping back down, landing on his feet. 
“Seriously!” Mom shouted again, although not as loud. “I spent all night trying to get that balcony built and being careful not to fall off. I could have built it much faster!” 
“Sorry?” Kate said.
“Hmph.” Mom crossed her arms over her chest. “Anyway, Jack are you ready?” 
Jack was trying to hide a smile the whole time through that little exchange. He looked at Mom and nodded his head up and down quickly. “I’m just going to put my things in the chest.” When he was done, he went out to the balcony, saluted everyone, and jumped down with a splash into the water.




Chapter 16

 
Jack landed in the swampy water, his feet sinking into the sludgy bottom. “Gross,” he mumbled. He stood and turned around, looked for the slimes. They must have seen and heard him coming since they were bouncing their way towards him. He did a quick count, and unless he missed some, he thought there were eleven of the large slimes. 
“Woo, that’s a lot of jelly. I’m gonna need some big slices of bread for all those,” he chuckled to himself. He turned and ran further into the swamp, thinking it would be easier to lose the slimes there than on the plains, which were mostly wide open. 
He didn’t get very far. Between the slimes being super fast and him being super slow running through water, they were on him and pounded him flat in minutes. “Ouch,” he said as he respawned on his bed. It was never fun to respawn. 
“Well, I guess that answers that question,” Dad said as Jack came down the ladder. “The slimes bounced right back here as soon as you respawned. Thanks for trying, buddy. Are you okay?” 
Jack nodded. “I’m fine. They’re fast, and there's a lot of them. As soon as they catch up to you, it’s pretty much over instantly.” 
“Well, if they're that fast how are we going to get you to another tree to try out your trick?” 
Jack thought about it, then shrugged, “I don’t know. We only get one chance, though, because if they poof me while I have the bucket of lava it’ll be gone.”
“Hmm,” Dad said. “Good point. I hadn’t thought about that.” He rubbed his chin, thinking.
“I have an idea,” Jack said. “If I place the lava on the tree we are in, it will burn the whole thing down, and spread lava everywhere. If we stay in the treehouse, the slimes should stay in the lava trying to get us so they will melt.” 
“Uhm,” Mom said, “I don’t want to say that’s a horrible idea, but... that sounds like a horrible idea. Won't that, you know, burn us all down too!?”
Kate shook her head slowly, then faster. “No, actually, it isn’t too bad of an idea. If we turn the floor into cobblestone, then we will be fine, the lava won't be able to get us.” 
“See?” Jack said, pointing to Kate. 
“But...” Mom said through a sad frown. “What about the aesthetic?” 
Dad chuckled. “If we burn down the tree our treehouse is in, won't that, you know, make the house fall?” 
“Oh, I know this one,” Mom said. “I learned it on our first day here. If you chop down all the wood from a tree, the leaves stay floating in the air. I bet the same thing would happen to the treehouse, am I right kids?” 
Jack nodded. “Bingo!”
“Nice job, Mom!” Kate said. 
“Okay,” Dad said, “so the lava will burn everything it touches?” 
Jack nodded. “Except the cobblestone. Those slimes will be turned into goo!” 
“What about the stable Kate built? Isn’t it made of wood?” 
Jack looked over at Kate who had a horrified look on her face. “I can’t believe I forgot! Poor Dirtymud and Fang! We can’t do that Jack; we have to think of another way.” 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I didn’t think about that either. What can we do then?”
The family sat in their treehouse feeling defeated. All of them were deep in thought, trying to get out of their mess. Except for Bruce. Bruce was sleeping.
“I think I know,” Mom said, breaking the silence. “We might be in Minecraft, but we’re not from Minecraft. We can outwit the game.” She pointed to her brain. “What if we made a pathway in the air out of cobblestone to another tree, then you can lure them to you without having to get past them?” 
“Mom! That’s genius!” Kate shouted. 
“I know, I’m amazing,” Mom said and laughed.




Chapter 17 

 
They got to work right away building out a road in the sky. Jack and Kate had wanted it to be a simple two-block wide road, but Mom insisted on making it safer by adding railings made of cobblestone so no one would fall.
“Mom,” Jack said, “we can crouch while we walk so we won't fall. It will use up a ton of our cobblestone if we build it up that much.” Sometimes having a mom in Minecraft was awesome, because she made food and a beautiful home. Other times, it stunk. Who wanted to be safe while playing a game?
“Plus, it will take forever,” Kate said, and Mom finally relented.
“Alright, but don’t you dare fall in and get eaten by slimes, or you’ll be in trouble!” Mom said.
Jack looked at Kate and they both laughed. “But we’ll re...” Mom cut Jack off with a look he knew meant business.
The closest tree looked about ten blocks away. They built their path to it in no time, then ladders going down the tree. Jack slowly climbed down and walked into the swamp. “Hey you slimy slime slimes!” he yelled at the bouncing slimes as they continued to bounce against their treehouse tree. “Come get me! I’m taaaaasty!” He wiggled his butt at them. 
One slime saw and bounced toward him, then another... but no more followed. He quickly climbed up the ladder to avoid getting smooshed. For the first time he was thankful all the slimes were large so they couldn’t climb up after him.
The rest of the family watched from the treehouse and Jack shrugged, not knowing what to do next. He walked out onto the floating road, crouching so he wouldn’t fall, and leaned way over the edge. “Sliiiiimes! Come and get me! Do you want to cover me in barbecue sauce?” 
“Baaaaarbecuuue,” Dad mumbled under his breath, his tummy rumbling. 
The slimes heard Jack and came out from under the treehouse, bouncing up and down under the sky road as he looked down at them, taunting them. “Blelelelele!” He waggled his tongue at them and slowly drew them to the tree. They followed, all of them wanting a bite of tasty kid. Finally, they were all bouncing at the other tree, trying to get at Jack. 
He climbed down the ladder a little, to taunt them some more, but one bounced up and hit him taking some of his hearts. “Yikes!” he shouted and climbed back up to the top. With no time to lose, he pulled out his bucket of lava, then standing at the end of the floating road, aimed it at the center of the tree. “I sure hope this works!” he said through gritted teeth and let the burning hot lava pour out. 
The bright molten liquid hit the top of the tree, and the leaves burned instantly. The fire spread over the entire tree, taking the lava with it, and scorching everything in its path. Jack scooched back to get away from the heat, as the lava expanded all the way out to the same width as the tree's leaves. The burning hot liquid poured down then, covering the tree like a banana dipped in chocolate, then spreading out far as it hit the swampy water, turning to stone.
The bouncing slimes continued to try to get up the tree, focused on the tasty human, and even as the lava oozed over and around them, they kept bouncing at the tree. The slimes began exploding, popping into medium slimes, then into tiny slimes, and finally melting all the way into nothing, disappearing beneath the red orange liquid. A single tear dripped down Jack’s face. “All those slimeballs,” he muttered as he shook his head sadly.
Jack walked over to the lava block and captured it with his bucket. The lava that had poured down the tree dried up, starting at the top, and left a large patch of stone and a burning tree trunk.
Jack walked over the floating road back to the treehouse. “There we go,” he said as he went inside. “No more slimes.” 
“Good job Jack!” Dad said, high-fiving him. Jack high-fived him back, but he had no joy on his face.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” he said, putting his arm around his son. “I know you sacrificed what you wanted for what was best for the whole group. That was a big thing to do.”
Jack looked at his dad and smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Thanks, Dad.”
“I guess now we need to explore this swamp,” Kate said, “but can we make some stairs first so we can have a stable up here for our pets, just in case?”
Dad chuckled. “That’s probably a good idea.”




Chapter 18

 
Mom and Kate built a ramp out of stairs followed by a stable up in the trees for Dirtymud and Fang. When the animals were safely up top, it was time to go exploring.
“Why aren’t we bringing Fang?” Jack asked, watching his mom and sister.
“We don’t know what to expect out there,” Kate said. “He won’t respawn if something happens.”
“Actually,” Dad said. “We should leave all of our things here, just in case we run into trouble in the swamp.” 
“How will I get slimeballs?!” Jack asked. 
“You’ll just have to live without them for now,” Dad said. “Our priority has to be finding the witch.” 
“I think you underestimate how much fun a slimepoline will be,” Jack said. 
Dad chuckled. “Tell you what Jack, you get your own resources, and you can hunt slimes, but we need to make sure we are well stocked up for whatever could happen.” 
“Alright! Jack said, his arm pumping the air. 
“How should we do this, dear?” Mom asked. 
“Well, I was thinking we should split up, each of us exploring the swamp to see what we can find, then meeting back here at dinner time.” Mom frowned. “You don’t like that idea?” Dad asked. 
“Well, as you know, I am not much of an explorer. I would much rather stay and do some crafting,” Mom said. 
Dad laughed. “You just don’t want to get soggy, do you?” Mom blushed. “Hah! That’s okay, dear, you can stay here and craft, or whatever you want to do. The kids and I can go, but since Bruce hates the swamp as much as you do, he has to stay here.” 
Mom looked at the cat who looked back at her. “Meow.” 
“Okay,” Mom said, “have fun finding the witch house!” 
“Hut,” Kate corrected. Mom stuck her tongue out at her and Kate laughed.
Dad, Jack, and Kate climbed down the ladder and squished into the swamp. “Well kids, let's meet back here at dinner time and we can go over what we’ve found out? Right about sunset sound good?” 
“Okay, Dad,” Jack said. 
“You got it!” Kate said. 
“Love you guys, be safe.” They all walked in separate directions into the swamp. Dad went straight forward, finding the swamp not as easy to navigate as other lands. The slushy bottom sucked his feet in like suction cups, so each step had to be slow and intentional. Plus, the water was murky, and it was hard to tell where it got deeper, so he kept falling in and getting wet. “This really is pretty miserable,” he grumbled. 
Jack went back to the dry land and started digging. He went down deep, mining stone and hunting for iron. It took him a long time, but eventually he found enough iron to make a little armor. He made a chest last, putting it at the bottom of their treehouse, and put everything but two of the swords in it. He wanted to go slime hunting right away but must have lost track of time as he realized the sun was already going down. “Yikes. It sure is easy to get sidetracked here,” Jack said out loud. 
Kate also went back to the dry land. She saw a chicken and it reminded her she needed feathers for arrows. She ran up to it, intending to punch it until it poofed, but then had a better idea. She picked up some seeds and made a small pen, attracting the chicken into the pen. Then she hunted around until she found another and brought it to the pen, too. “Maybe I should be ‘Kate, Queen of the Chickens’ for how often I make chicken farms,” she said to herself. 
As the sun was setting in the sky, painting beautiful colors across the sky, Dad came back to see a double chest at the bottom of the treehouse. He lifted the wooden lid and found it filled with cobblestone, dirt, sticks, stone tools. A sound made him look up and right away he noticed a huge chicken pen filled with clucking chickens. “What in the world?” he mumbled as he climbed the ladder into the house. 
“Hello?” he asked as his head popped up through the floor. He looked out on the balcony and Mom, Jack, and Kate were all out there talking. “What’s going on?” Dad asked, his eyebrows furrowed deeply.
Jack and Kate looked at him, heat rising to their cheeks. “Sorry Dad!” they said. “We both, um, kind of got caught up in other things and forgot to explore.” Her cheeks blushed brighter.
“At all?” Dad asked, getting angry. “You mean I was the only one looking for the witch house?” 
“Hut,” Jack said, “witch hut.” 
Dad gave him ‘The Look.’ “I was the only one looking for the witch hut? How are we ever going to find it if I’m the only one looking?” 
Mom stood up and moved to her husband. “Oh, don’t worry about that,” she said. “I already found it.”




Chapter 19

 
Dad looked shocked. “What?! I thought you didn’t want to get wet and dirty?” 
“Oh, believe me, I didn’t.” Mom scrunched up her face. “But I started getting bored. There was only so much I could do without any good crafting supplies. So I thought about the balcony we had made, and the floating road that Jack used to get to the tree, and I remembered, we are respawners! We can do things that nobody else can do, so we should use that!”
Dad scrunched up his eyebrows. He seemed to do a lot of that lately. “What do you mean?” 
“Follow me,” Mom said and pulled him by his hand onto the balcony. Dad went with her and saw that she had extended the balcony, much like they had to build the floating road, out over the swamp. She had made a road leading from tree to tree, going deep into it. The roads fanned out in all directions, not unlike a big city’s network of overpasses.
“This is amazing!” Dad said, his eyes as wide as hockey pucks.
“It gets better.” Mom smiled as they walked along the floating path. Soon they came to an area where there were fewer trees and the road stopped. “I ran out of cobblestone so couldn’t extend it any further, but look.” She pointed out into the swamp, and there, in the direction she pointed, was a little wooden hut. It was made of dark wood and very basic, standing up on four stilts keeping it just above the swampy water. Surrounding it, were dozens and dozens of large slimes. 
“Is that it?” Dad asked, squinting.
“Yep!” Jack startled Dad with a response from behind. He turned to see Jack and Kate had followed. “That’s it. Sure is a lot of slimes around it though, huh?” 
Dad blew out a breath. “Do you think the witch is okay?” 
Mom shrugged. “I don’t know, but we should go find out.” 
“We should build a sky-road all the way there!” Kate said. “Then we can get down on the roof and open it up to talk to the witch.”
“She won’t take too kindly to us destroying her house,” Mom said.
“What choice do we have? We can’t very well go knock on the door,” Kate said.
“Yeah, and we’ll make sure to fix it,” Jack added.
“I guess we’ll need a lot of stone then,” Dad said, and Jack nodded.
“I got a lot while I was mining, but we might need more,” Jack said.  
“While you were, not looking for the witch you mean?” Dad asked, raising an eyebrow at the kids. 
Jack coughed and looked away, and Kate blushed again. “Sorry,” they said at the same time.
Dad sighed. “It’s okay, we found it and that’s what really matters. Let’s go have dinner and we’ll visit the witch tomorrow.” 
“I hope she’s nice,” Jack said. 
Kate nodded. “Me too. I hope she isn’t the ‘likes to eat children’ kind of witch.” 
“Kate!” Jack yelled at her and she laughed. 
Mom made the kids do homework after dinner, and when they started complaining she waggled her finger at them. “Kids, don’t argue with me, homework is important! It’s not a punishment, it’s for your own good. You should be thankful to have a mother who cares.” 
“I’m just glad our Book and Quills exploded,” Jack mumbled under his breath. 
“What was that?” Mom asked, raising her eyebrows at her son.
“I love you, Mom!” Jack said, winking at her. She gave him the hairy eyeball, but let the matter drop. 
They went to bed nervous and excited to meet the witch. Excited she might help them get them home, but nervous she might eat them or turn them to frogs first.




Chapter 20

 
Jack woke to Bruce pawing his face as he slept. When he opened his bleary eyes, Bruce rubbed his head against Jack's nose. “Meow.” 
“Good kitty,” Jack said, and closed his eyes to sleep more. 
“MEOW,” Bruce said, rubbing his head against Jack’s face harder. Jack pet him with his eyes closed, trying to go back to sleep. 
“MEOW. MEOW,” Bruce said firmly, and bit Jack’s ear. 
“OW! Dang cat!” Jack said, sitting up so fast that Bruce fell off. 
“Purr,” Bruce said, walking in circles near the wooden chest. 
“Oh. You want food. Of course.” Jack opened the chest and dug around until he found a fish and offered it to his annoying pet. The cat gobbled it up then jumped on Jack’s lap. 
“Purr,” Bruce said, and nuzzled against Jack’s chest. 
“Okay, maybe you aren't all bad,” Jack said, cuddling the kitty. 
Everyone else woke soon after, and Dad got out of bed stretching. “Big day!” he said, excited. “We might finally get to go back home.” 
Kate looked at the floor, sad. 
“What’s wrong, honey?” Mom asked. 
Kate sniffled a little. “I do want to go home, and I understand why we need to. It’s just... we’ve made friends here and had great adventures and have gotten to spend so much time together and...” 
“Oh, sweetie,” Mom said, hugging her. 
“And... and...” Kate continued, her words stuck in her throat.
“And what, honey?” Mom asked. 
“And I never got to ride a horse!” Kate finally let out. Tears followed. Jack started laughing. “Hey!” Kate said, wiping her eyes and giving him her own version of ‘The Look’.
“Jack,” Dad said, “be nice.” 
“Sorry, Kate,” he said. “If it helps, I never got to make a slimepoline.” 
Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s not the same!” 
“Okay kids,” Mom said, “let’s just be nice and have some breakfast. Then we are going to go talk to the witch. When we get home, we’ll see if there's a way we can come visit, okay?”
Kate took a deep breath and nodded. “I just can’t believe we are leaving; it feels like we’ve been here for hardly any time at all.” 
“That’s probably the time dilation,” Dad said.
“Honey, now is not the time for nerd stuff, give your daughter a hug,” Mom said. Dad did so, comforting Kate. 
They ate a quiet breakfast, everyone lost in their own thoughts and feelings about leaving, and soon were ready. “Shall we?” Dad asked as he stepped onto the ladder. 
“Yep!” Jack said. 
“Alright,” Kate said, still a little sad. 
“Yes, dear,” Mom said. 
“Meow,” Bruce said. 
They climbed down and all filed into Jack’s huge mine, gathering as much cobblestone as they could. With four of them focusing on one thing, it went fast, and they had 10 stacks of 64 before the sun was all the way in the sky.
“We’re off to see the wizard!” Dad said. The kids stared at him.
“It’s a witch, Dad.” Jack eyed him like his dad had gone crazy.
“Never mind him, kids. Just another movie quote.” They climbed back up through the treehouse to the floating road.
“Are there even more slimes?” Dad asked after they passed their second tree. 
“I think so,” Mom said. “I do not remember there being this many yesterday.”
“There definitely are,” Jack said. “They’re all over the place!” 
Sure enough, there were more and more slimes the closer they got to the witch’s hut. They couldn’t go from one tree to another without seeing at least one more. When they got to the end of the road and looked out over the swamp towards the witch’s hut, they almost couldn’t believe their eyes.
So many slimes were gathered around the small hut they could hardly see the building, all of them bouncing into the door, up against the sides of the hut, and into each other. 
“Wow, that’s... a lot of slimes. I hope the witch is okay,” Kate said. 
“Me too,” Mom said as she crouched down and added more blocks to the road. It was a one-person job since the path was narrow. If more were involved, they would step on each other's toes, so Mom went at it furiously, placing block after block and extending the road. 
It took Mom a decent amount of time, but soon they were directly above the witch’s hut. They jumped off the road, and Mom built steps up from the roof in case they needed to make a quick getaway. 
While Mom was building, a pure black cat came out of the hut, curious about the noise on the roof. Bruce’s eyes got big at the other cat, and he ran up to meet it.




Chapter 21

 
The black cat looked at Bruce, ignoring all the humans. Its tail was held high in the air, its ears were turned forward, and its body tall. “Meow,” it said.
Bruce sat, with his tail curled in along his body, watching the newcomer. “Meow,” he said back. 
The family stood watching the interaction, not sure what was going to happen. Jack certainly didn’t want Bruce attacking this new cat and giving the witch a bad impression, and he didn’t want his kitty to get hurt, either. 
The black cat walked slowly towards Bruce. “Meow.” 
Bruce’s eyes narrowed, then he blinked. “Meow.” 
“Purr,” said the black cat. 
“Meow,” said Bruce. 
The black cat came close. “Meow meow purr meow, purr purr meow, purr,” it said. 
Bruce stood up, his tail straight in the air, the tip of it pointing forward. “Purr purr, meow purr purr.” 
The black cat sat down now, its tail moving alongside its body and it looked away, licking its lips. “Meow? Purr purr purr?”
Bruce's ears flattened and went backwards, “MEOW! Meow meow meow meow purr!” The black cat blinked, and Bruce walked forward. “Purr purr... purr?” 
“Meow,” said the black cat, and laid on its side, showing Bruce its tummy. “Purr meow.” 
Bruce sniffed at the cat’s tummy, then rubbed noses with the cat. “Meow purr. Purr meow.”
The black cat stood up and the two cats rubbed their heads against each other. “Meow,” the black cat said and jumped off the roof to go inside the hut. 
Bruce turned and looked at the family, cocked his head and said, “Meow,” then hopped down and followed the black cat.




Chapter 22

 
“What!?” Jack asked, his jaw dropped open. “What... was... that?!” He pointed after Bruce.
Kate laughed, then Mom laughed, and Dad followed. “I have no idea!” Dad said, “but I think we just got invited inside?” 
Jack threw his hands in the air, confused.
They climbed off the roof and Mom jumped nervously as a slime bounced right next to her, but could not make it onto the deck around the house thanks to the height of the hut. The hut was a building made of all wood, but it wasn’t fancy in any way. In fact, it was quite small looking, but the fact that it was on stilts helped the family feel safe, since it was too high for the slimes to bounce on to. 
“Well, hello there dearies!” a voice called from the entrance of the house. The voice was creaky and nasally, just as you’d expect a witch to sound. There, standing in the doorway, was a witch. She wore a big hat and purple clothes and carried a potion in her hands. “Tell me, how did you get to my hut without being eaten by the slimes?” She eyed them one at a time, jerking her head from one to the next.
Mom pointed to the floating road behind them. “Hello, we are respawners, and we built that road to get over the slimes. We wanted to ask you for help to get back to our world.” 
“Oh dear, oh dear,” the witch said. “Respawners? Well, that’s something I never thought I would see. Actual repawners. Huh! Wait... how do I know you’re respawners?” 
“Can anyone else build roads like that?” Kate asked. 
The witch looked at the road, then at Kate, then the road, then Mom, then the road, then Dad, then the road, then Jack. “Might be, might be,” she said. “Perhaps you really are respawners after all. Well, what do you want with me?” 
“We had a book about world history,” Jack said. “Mom made us read it for homework-”
“Get to the point, Jack,” Dad said.
“Right. Well, the book said witches helped fight against the ender dragon, and that they could make portals to other worlds. Can you do that? Make a portal to get us home?” 
“Hmmm, I might be able to help.” The witch scratched at her enormous nose. “But why would I want to? You came into my swamp and bugged me! I was working on a very delicate potion and your presence has ruined that.” 
Mom stepped forward. “I’m sorry, please forgive us for trespassing. I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m Mrs. Smith, this is my husband, Mr. Smith, and this is our daughter Kate, and our son Jack.” 
“Don’t forget about Bruce!” Jack said. 
“Right, and the cat we have with us is Bruce.” 
“Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells Like Poop),” Kate added. 
The witch looked back in the house to see Bruce and the black cat playing and talking in their kitty way. Mom held her hand out to the witch. “Are you Baba Yaga?” 
The witch cackled, an actual cackle, and Kate felt nervous. The witch’s cackle turned into a cough, tears coming down her face. “Oh no, dearies, I am not Baba Yaga. You may call me Esmerelda.” She rolled the ‘r’ in her name.
“It’s nice to meet you, Esmerelda,” Dad said. “We really are desperate for your help. Do you know how we can get back home?” 
Esmerelda thought for a bit, then looked back and Bruce and the black cat talking. “I’ve always liked people who are nice to their cats. It’s an excellent judge of character. I’ll tell you what. I’ll help you get back home, if you help me with a minor problem of my own.” 
“What problem?” Dad asked. 
“Oh, nothing too serious. You see, I was trying to perfect a potion recipe, and it went bad, so I dumped it in the swamp. The problem was, it fell on a slime and made it so that every time the slime exploded, the smaller slimes grow back into large slimes. If you help me by getting rid of the slimes, I'll help you.”




Chapter 23

 
“Wait,” Kate said, “you... made those slimes on accident?” 
Esmerelda nodded. “Yes dearie, usually my bad potions don’t have such an effect. The occasional explosion here and there, but the original slime must have been very hungry and ate every last drop of the potion I dumped.” 
“Cool!” Jack said. “You have awesome powers!” 
Esmerelda looked at Jack and winked. “I like you, tell me I’m awesome again.” 
“You’re like, super awesome!” Jack said. “Think of how many slimeballs we could get if we could get your magic slimes in a slime farm.” 
“Oh, you ARE a smart one,” Esmerelda said. “That’s exactly what I was trying to do when I noticed their strangeness. I was farming a slime, exploding it and its tiny slimes over and over, but one got away and now they have turned into a real infestation. Worse than silverfish even!”
“Why did you want the slimeballs?” Jack asked, looking all over for a slimepoline.
“Slimeballs are very useful in some potions, plus they taste delicious with a little garnish!” She licked a couple fingers, making a big smacky sound.
Jack made a face. “Ew, I don’t think I would like to eat one.” 
“Well, what else would you do with it?” Esmeralda asked. 
“Don’t get him started,” Dad said, “he could go on forever. So, you want us to get rid of the slimes, then you’ll help us get back home?” 
Esmerelda nodded. “I’ll certainly do everything in my power.” 
“How would we even do that?” Kate asked. “There are so many of them, and they grow back so quickly!” 
Esmerelda stood up tall and straight, puffing out her chest. “Don’t forget dearie, I’m an awesome witch. I can use some magic to help you.” 
“Well guys,” Dad said, “what do you think? Can we help her?” 
“Oh yeah!” Jack said. 
“I guess,” Kate said, “but it still seems like it’s going to be really hard.”
“Just because it’s hard doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” Mom said. “I think we need to help nice Ms. Esmerelda, the poor dear can’t even leave her hut!” 
“Thank you, Mrs. Smith, but please just call me Esmerelda.” 
“Well, looks like we are going to figure out a way to help you then,” Dad said. 
“Oh goody!” Esmerelda said. “I need to get back to my potion, I’m at a very labor-intensive part.” 
“Can I do anything to help?” Mom asked. 
Esmerelda looked at her, then closed one eye and looked at her, then closed the other eye and looked at her. “That depends, dearie, can you stir a big pot?” 
Mom smirked. “Can I? I’ll have you know; I make the best soups in our whole neighborhood!” 
Esmerelda cackled again, making everyone jump. “Come on then dearie! I’ve got a spoon with your name on it!” 
Mom followed the witch into the house and Dad looked out from the patio at the dozens of slimes surrounding the house. “Well kids, how are we going to do this?” 
“We can’t fight them all,” Kate said. “There is no way, there are way too many of them.” 
“The witch said she could do magic, maybe she knows a fireball spell!” Jack said. 
“I don’t think there is a fireball spell in Minecraft,” Kate said. “Besides, if there was, don’t you think she would have used it on them already?”
“Oh, good point.” 
Dad rubbed his chin. “What if we dug a big pit and lured them into it? You said they were really stupid-” 
“Intellectually deficient!” Jack and Kate said at once, then laughed. “Jinx! Jinx! Jinx!” they kept yelling at the same time in each other’s faces. 
“Guys!” Dad shouted, stopping them.
“Sorry,” they said together. 
“Stop saying things at the same time,” Dad said. 
“Sorry,” Jack and Kate AND Dad said at the same time, then Dad pointed his fingers at both of them. 
“Jinx!” he said, “got you!” 
Jack and Kate cracked up laughing. 
“Okay, but seriously, how are we going to destroy the slimes?” 
“Let’s do the lava trick again!” Jack said, eager to play with burny liquid. 
“You like fire too much,” Kate said. 
“Not fire, laaaaavaaaa,” Jack said. 
“Hmm, that might work,” Dad said. “We would need to lure them away from here. We wouldn’t want to accidentally burn the witch’s house down.” 
“Hut,” Kate said, “witch’s hut.” 
“If only we had a way to hit a lot of them at once, get them really angry and follow us.” 
“But like, from far away. This many slimes hitting you at the same time would be like being in a blender... RRRRRRRR,” Jack said, shaking his whole body.
“Okay, maybe that's what we should ask the witch for- something to hit a lot of mobs at the same time.”
“Sounds like fun!” Jack said.




Chapter 24

 
“Esmerelda?” Dad asked, walking into the hut. “We have an idea and need your help.” 
“Yes dearie?” Esmeralda asked, coming away from the big cauldron that had bubbling green liquid in it. “You just keep stirring little miss,” Esmeralda said to Mom. “She’s good at that, I might just have to hire her!” she told Dad. Mom looked over and winked at him. 
Esmerelda walked over to Dad. “Do you figure out how to help me with my little slime problem?” 
“Little?” Dad coughed. “Never mind, yes, we think we did. You said you could help us with some magic though, right?” 
“As much as I can, yes.” 
“Do you have a way you can help us attract the attention of a lot of slimes at once, from a distance?” 
Esmerelda rubbed the wart on her nose, deep in thought. “Let me see, let me see. Do you happen to have a bow or crossbow?” 
“Kate has a crossbow,” Dad said. 
“Wonderful! Bring it here and I have just the thing that can help.” 
Dad got Kate’s crossbow and brought it back, handing it to the witch. “Alrighty, now once I do this, I’m going to be out of energy for a while, so your wife will have to keep on stirring until the potion turns blue or else the whole thing could explode.” Mom’s face went white and she picked up the pace stirring. 
“You wait right here.” The witch went over to the wall of her house. She peeked over her shoulder and pushed something on the wall. A door opened revealing a small room with a bookshelf filled with books and a strange table with a floating book on top of it. She walked in and shut the door behind her.
“You okay, hon?” Dad asked Mom. 
Mom nodded. “I sure don’t want to explode though.” She eyed the bubbling potion nervously.
“Keep stirring baby, you can do it!”
The door to the small room opened and Esmerelda came back out, holding the crossbow that now glowed with an enchantment. She handed it to Dad. “Here you go sonny, now this was expensive to do, and I’m right tired, but it should do the trick.” 
“Thank you. I hope so,” Dad said, and walked over to give Mom a kiss on the cheek. “See you soon. Don’t explode.” Esmerelda cackled. 
Dad handed the glowing purple weapon back to Kate whose eyes lit up. Her smile took up her entire face as she aimed at the slimes in front of her. She fired, and not one but three arrows shot out, hitting three different slimes, flashing them red. Their weird faces almost looked angry as they noticed who shot them. 
“Oh wow!” Kate said. “This is awesome! It’s even better than my last one!”




Chapter 25

 
“Can I try it?” Jack asked. 
“No way, this is mine.”
“What!? Daaad!” 
Dad sighed heavily. “Kate, remember, treat others how you’d want to be treated. Let him try it.”
“Fine,” Kate said, handing Jack the crossbow and a single arrow. “One time.” 
Jack fired it, three arrows zipping out and making more angry slimes. “Whoa, that's cool!” 
“Alright guys, it’s time. Let’s make some slime juice!” Dad said. 
Jack and Kate looked at him like he had a worm coming out his nose. “What?” 
“That was lame, Dad,” Kate said. 
“Really lame,” Jack agreed. 
“Whatever!” Dad said and climbed up on the floating road. The kids joined him and walked far off from the hut before Kate began firing arrows at the slimes. Sure enough, the slimes were stupid, and chased after them, bouncing right up underneath them over and over, trying to get them. 
“Keep firing!” Jack told her. “Get ‘em all to come over!
“Duh!” Kate said and fired again and again. It took over twenty arrows and a good amount of time, but finally all the slimes that had been around the hut were bouncing stupidly underneath them.
“Hah!” Jack said, watching the slimes below. “That actually worked.”
“Now, Jack!” Dad said, and Jack jumped to attention, dumping the bucket of lava on top of the single floating brick he had made. They watched as the glowing orange fluid cascaded down, landing on top of the slimes and exploding them, then exploding them again, then finally melting the tiny slimes into nothing. 
Jack collected the lava block and smiled, looking down at his handiwork. The slimes were gone, melted away, and all that was left was a large stone puddle, floating on the surface of the swamp. 
“Well,” Dad said, “that’s the easy part. Now comes the hard part: getting the rest of the slimes in the swamp.”




Chapter 26

 
“AHHHHHH!” Jack and Kate ran from the incoming horde of slimes. They had crept up on a slime bouncing around the swamp and attacked it, knowing getting one alone would be much easier than fighting a whole horde of them at once. 
They exploded it all the way down to tiny slimes, but then one of the tiny slimes suddenly grew to large at once, skipping the medium stage altogether, and attacked Jack before he could get away. They rest of the tiny slimes started growing, only to medium thankfully, but it was still too much for them, even with Kate’s newly enchanted crossbow. So, they ran. 
They ran to the nearest tree that they had installed an emergency ladder on to get to their floating road, where Kate fired down at the slimes. Of course, the slimes just bounced repeatedly into the tree, as if that would encourage them to come back down.
Kate fired again, three arrows shooting out, and hitting multiple slimes that were growing from medium to large. “Okay, Jack, we tried it once, can we please stick to the plan now?” Kate asked. 
“Fine,” Jack pouted. “I just really wanted slimeballs!” 
“Well, fighting magic slimes that keep multiplying is not the way to get them.” 
Jack huffed as he poured the lava, melting the slimes and making another rock puddle floating on the swamp. “Fine, but next swamp we are going slime hunting.” 
“Okay, it’s not like I don’t want a slimepoline too, but I really don't want to respawn.” 
Jack nodded his head. “Yeah, I get it. It hurts, so I don’t really want too either.” They fist bumped and jumped down from the floating road to look for more slimes.
***
Dad was hunting slimes by himself, drawing them to the witch’s hut so they could melt them later. Jack and Kate had asked to go slime hunting, and he let them, wanting to keep an eye on what Mom was doing, but it proved to be REALLY boring, so he headed out too. 
The swamp wasn’t really all that bad. Sure, it stank, but Bruce lived with them, so he was used to stinky things. While he would have preferred to be out with his beloved wife, he had to admit that it was nice to get a little bit of quiet time. This swamp adventure had been good for that, and Dads need time to think and process. 
He was worried about getting back home but was beginning to think there was more to this Minecraft seed than he thought. He felt like there was more to the story. Sure, getting back was important, but this world felt kind of sad. Villagers were constantly afraid of pillages; losing loved ones was just a fact of life to them!
He shook his head, thinking of that and remembering the story in the history book. This world used to have grand cities, and people thrived and explored, not unlike the real world they are from, and now it just seemed like a shadow of its former days.
Dad was lost in thought when a large slime he hadn’t noticed bounced right on top of him, squishing him into the water face first. Then it bounced on him over and over again, and finally he poofed. 
“Oh rats!” Dad said from the bed he had respawned in. “I’d better not tell the kids about this.”
***
Mom was stirring, again. She seemed to be doing a lot of stirring to help Esmerelda. But Esmeralda said she would teach her the basics of making potions while she did it, so it was a good trade. She also told her what was in that tiny room; an enchanting table! Something Mom found interesting. Potion making and enchanting were things that called to Mom; she felt like it was something she was supposed to be doing, which was strange since they would be leaving soon. 
She couldn’t stop thinking about enchanting and making potions. Sure, stirring this cauldron was boring, but she could tell it was making something important. The purple liquid inside burbled and bubbled and she could not wait to find out its purpose. 
The sun was going down when Dad, Jack and Kate all came back into the hut, covered in slime and stink. Esmerelda, who had been resting, woke up and greeted them. “Welcome back dearies! Did you do it?” 
Dad nodded. “We did, we got all the slimes we could find.”
“We covered the whole swamp!” Jack said. 
Esmerelda rubbed her hands together. “Oh goody. Let us look, shall we?” She walked outside and gazed at her swamp in every direction, a tear forming in her eye.
Dad swelled with pride. They had made her so happy, she was crying tears of joy.
A few more tears streaked down her cheeks, and her face didn’t look happy. Maybe they weren’t tears of joy, after all.
“What’s wrong?” Mom asked. 
Esmerelda waved at her swamp. “My swamp! My beautiful swamp! You’ve ruined the aesthetic!” 
“Huh?” Dad asked.
“Look at all these non-swampy things!” She pointed at the floating roads crisscrossing all over, and the random batches of floating stone where the lava had poured. 
“You’re right,” Mom said, squinting out at the swamp. “Those things really do ruin the aesthetic, don’t they?” 
Esmerelda wiped her tears. “They do. I appreciate the hard work you did to get rid of the slimes, and I’ll help you, but you need to get rid of all those unsightly things ruining my beautiful, sweet smelling swamp. I worked for years to get the smell right! Now it smells... crispy.”
Dad’s eyes opened wide as if he didn’t hear her right, then he sighed. “Alright, we can get rid of all this stuff, but after that you have to help us. No more side-quests, okay?” 
Esmerelda crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at Dad. “Fine dearie, you make my swamp pretty again, and I’ll help.” 
Dad nodded. “Okay guys, let's get to work.” 
Esmerelda grabbed Mom by the shoulder. “Oh, not you, dearie. You need to get back to stirring. It’s almost done!”




Chapter 27

 
Mom sighed and waved to her family as they left and got back to stirring. Esmerelda hummed to herself and danced with the cats, feeding them fish every few minutes. Bruce loved it, yowling occasionally and dancing while chewing. 
Mom felt like the cauldron she was stirring was getting harder to stir, her arm was tiring as something inside it began swirling around. “Esmerelda, can you tell me what this potion is?” 
Esmerelda didn’t even stop dancing and throwing fish to respond. “Oh, that’s not a potion dear. You have to use a brewing stand to make potions.” 
Mom stopped stirring, her mouth dropping open to stare at the witch. “Wait a minute, if this isn’t a potion, what have I been stirring this whole time? Don’t tell me it’s your dinner!” 
Esmeralda cackled wildly. “Of course not! Don’t be ridiculous!”
Mom blew out a breath of relief.
“It’s my laundry!”
“WHAT!? I’ve been doing LAUNDRY this whole time?!” Mom shouted. 
Esmerelda cackled and came over, pulling out a purple outfit from the cauldron. “You did such a wonderful job, too!” 
Mom gave her ‘The Look’ but it had no effect, Esmerelda just cackled again. “Okay okay, I told you I would help you learn how to make potions, follow me.” She went to her secret room, opening the door and gestured for Mom to go in. 
Inside the room were the bookshelves and the strange block with a book on it, and on the other wall was a row of chests and a table with a strange looking device.
“This is a brewing stand,” the witch said. “You can use it to brew potions, but you’ll need a few important things. First off, bottles of water, then some blaze powder, and nether wart... those are the most commonly needed ingredients.” 
Mom looked confused for a moment. “Where do I get those things? I haven’t seen them before. Well, except bottles of water. But I haven't seen them here!” 
“In the Nether dearie!” Esmerelda cackled again. “I’ll give you a small kit of items so you can experiment, but if you want more, you’ll have to use a portal. Here, I’ll show you how it works.” The witch put in some ingredients, and it started mixing, in the end popping out three glass bottles filled with blue liquid. “There are called awkward potions. They are the first step in potion making, and you’ll use nether wart to brew them. You need these to make other potions that have effects. Watch.”
It was like she was speaking a different language, but Mom watched anyway.
The witch put sugar in the brewing stand, then activated it and the three awkward potions turned into three potions of swiftness. She pulled them out and handed them to Mom. “Here you go, dearie, these should help you run faster for a short amount of time. Now, that’s all I’m going to show you. You can experiment on your own when you get a brewing stand.” 
Mom frowned. “You can’t give me one?” 
Esmerelda cackled. “Oh no dearie, you'll have to get your own, or make one somehow. Here is what I can give you for helping me with my little slime problem.” The witch opened a chest and pulled out 5 blaze powder and 9 awkward potions. “This should get you started! Many villages will have brewing stands you can experiment on. But they also have... people. Blech.” 
“Is that why you live in a swamp?” Mom asked. “You don’t enjoy being around people?” 
The witch nodded. “I prefer my solitude. Now get back to my laundry!” 
Mom made an angry face but went back to stirring anyway as Esmerelda dumped more laundry into the cauldron. Mom was very happy to see Dad and the kids come bursting through the door later, wetter, dirtier and stinkier than before. Even Bruce covered his nose when they came in. 
“We’re done!” Dad shouted. 
“We took down everything,” Kate said.
Jack nodded. “Even our stable, we put our donkey outside.” 
There was a growling noise and the witch’s cat hissed loudly as she spied Fang through the door. “Oh my!” Esmerelda said “A disgusting dog! Get that out of here!” 
Dad stood firm, his arms crossed. “Esmerelda, I don’t mean any offense, but we’ve done everything you’ve asked. It’s time for you to help us get back home.” 
Esmerelda harrumphed, “Fine then. It’s great and powerful magic, so there are some things I need- rare things- in order to do it. An ender pearl, a heart of the sea, and snow; as much snow as you can bring me.” 
“Snow?” Dad asked. “The cold, white stuff?” 
Esmerelda nodded. “That’s the stuff! As you can imagine, it’s hard to get here in the swamp. But it's essential if you want my help to get back home!” 
“Where are we supposed to get all those things?” Mom asked. 
Esmerelda shrugged. “I don’t rightly know, but I know that without them, I won't be able to help you.” 
Dad sighed. “You don’t know where we can find any of those?” 
Esmerelda pointed. “Well dearies, if you go that way, and keep on going, you'll come to an ocean. It’s hard to miss- a big, blue thing. Out in the ocean is an island with a village on it. I vacationed there once, but they won't let me back anymore. They should be able to help you get the heart of the sea.” 
“Why won't they let you back?” Kate asked. 
Esmerelda shrugged, “I might have turned part of their island into a swamp, but it was a beautiful swamp with such wonderful smells!”
Mom rolled her eyes. This witch was certainly very odd. And lacking in social skills. “You don’t know where we can find the other things?” 
She shook her head. “No dearies, I only know what's needed for the magic. Bring me those items and I will perform the magic!” 
Dad nodded, but he did not look happy. “That’s it then? We won’t need to do anything else? No more favors, no more items, no more... anything?” 
Esmerelda shook her head. “I won’t need anything else from you.” 
Dad looked out the direction Esmerelda had pointed. “I guess we are going to the beach then.” 
“YAY!” the kids shouted. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said. “Not more sand.”




The Codex of Seeds

 
The kids and Dad had gone to bed in their treehouse, eager to leave the next day for the ocean. Mom was restless though; she was not excited to be in more sand. “At least this time it will be a beach and not a desert,” she sighed.
Since she couldn’t sleep, she opened The Codex of Seeds to look for stories the kids could read and give her reports on. “This really is quite a marvelous book,” she mumbled to herself as she flipped through the pages. The first thing she noticed was that each of the stories listed an author. “Those rascals didn’t tell me that,” she said. “I’ll have to make sure they include this information when they do book reports.” 
She read the brief text explaining a story:
Author: Madmax
After Mike failed to get treasure, he wanted more. So he wandered around until he found a civilized village like none other. They had walls, mining machines, and even a nether portal! After 15 minutes of walking, he saw a player FLYING. His name was "frostysticks020". He was really weird, so Mike just left the village. After a while, he found a ruined portal with a chest. Inside it was FULL of golden armor all enchanted with protection XII. He also found an ENCHANTED GOLDEN APPLE.
Mom thought that sounded like a good adventure story. She looked through the pages to find another story. 
Author: Elicoleswin
There is a villager named Rose. Who wanted to see if the world was square, round, or flat. So she went on this grand adventure to the ends of the earth to find out the answer to her question and along the way she meets friends who have different opinions, but in the end she realizes that it doesn't matter what the shape is, it's there and that is all that matters. 
“Oh, I bet Kate would love that story,” Mom said. “She loves when a girl is smart and brave!”
The next story also followed a brave girl as the main character, and even had a cat! 
Author: Dotholly
Holly is a warrior. She loved cats, and has a cat named Piper. She is the assigned guardian for the city called Thundersville. But one day she makes friends with a witch named Cindy. Cindy has a wolf named Rose. They set off on a quest to find a wither, so they can slay it and create a beacon to protect Thundersville. However, they stumble upon an unactivated end portal. Cindy, being a witch, has ender pearls and blaze powder handy for potion making, and they are able to open the portal. Once inside, they face a great darkness: the Ender Dragon. After an intense battle, they soon find the dragon only wants one thing: freedom. He had been cursed to the end after he slayed and ate a herd of cows belonging to Herobrine. The duo agree to show him the portal under the condition he protects Thundersville. He agrees willingly, and the Ender Dragon and the villagers of Thundersville live in peace for the rest of their days.
“Oh my, that story is a bit more violent, but was very epic!” She continued reading the stories.
Author: Lyrix
Once there was a boy named Zack. He loved the woods and was interested in Herobrine. One Fateful Night Zack lost his arm and heart. The arm was replaced with a robotic arm, his heart was trapped in the deepest of the Mesa Biome where Zack Lived in Seed -29428082783 Immortal forever.
Mom shook her head. “That poor boy, losing his arm and heart. So very sad.” She wiped a tear from her eye and yawned as she looked at one more story.
Author: Animal_Architect
A piglin called Piglina who gets kicked out of the nether because she said that gold isn't strong (she's smarter than the other piglins) and in the overworld, she changes her name to Shauna and she and her new player friends have to find out who's burning the forests down.
“What in the world is a piglin?” Mom wondered. “I hope it isn’t some kind of new mob. I really don’t want to fight things!”
She yawned again and her eyelids felt heavy, but there were so many interesting characters to read about she couldn’t stop.
Author: SupremeImmatureTheRupertRebe
name: derp
species: slime
appearance: a medium slime, but slightly fatter
role: a slime who can talk a lot, and really likes cake.
Author: Jermine H.
seat warmer is someone who combined ruby and diamond together and made his armor switcharmor and has a blade called the switchblade and he used that stuff to become a big bounty hunter and managed to destroy the ender spy service along with destroying the ender queen who was pure evil. 
Author: Kittymeow
Lily, human from the real world, she has long brown hair, Brown eyes, wears a Cat hoodie and jeans, is fun, happy, does NOT take things seriously, loves the world of Minecraft, and she has TONS of cats, in all different colors, such as black, white, Sandy, black and white, etc.
Author: _XxrainxX_ 
Name: rain
Weapons: duel netherite swords.
He is a ninja.
Author: Hans Solo
charecter only one
name: smally
race: baby slime
gender: male
side: good
attack: how a slime attacks
info: a slime that talks not a mindless creature
Meets them in a swamp hopping almost gets killed by one of them but the mom does not want them to cause the mom has a big soft spot for small creatures.
“Aww,” Mom said, “another mom who loves all creatures!” She kept reading.
Author: SteveGamer10/ChickenWarrior25
Name: CrazySkywarsTerrorizer987
Tools and Weapons: Netherite Pickaxe & Sword
Armor: Full set of Netherite armor
About: He goes on adventures with his pet wolf, Hunter.
He also finds out he is The Chosen One.
Author: EuphoricCube286
Name: Henry (me)
Username (if it comes up) EuphoricCube286
Personality: chill but good warrior.
Other: Drank too many potions so he now farts fireballs out of his mouth like a ghast
Also has a wolf pack and a chest full of shulker boxes with bread in them.
Abilities/person: Whenever there is a chance involved for anything he can up it to 50 or down to 1. (once per 10 Minecraft days) Also can make burgers with bread and steak.
“Wow,” Mom said, barely able to keep her eyes open any longer. “There are lots of cats and crazy sounding weapons, and even crazier sounding mobs. I’m surprised Jack doesn’t always have his nose stuck in this book!”
Just before she closed the book to finally get some sleep, she looked at the list of known outsiders, noticing a few names she had seen before, and some new ones.




List of Known Outsiders:

Ultima778
Kriv_playzz
EndWarrior6389
Pickle_Crummz13
Serpent_120TheRupertrebellion
Grammatical ErR0r
AidanCraft90
Cøsmic Gamez [TRR]
Plothole Expert
Hipposgrumm
Mystic3282, Ariwarriorcats7, hipanimelover5
Disboiiscool12345
Kolejitsu
cratana
ROBLOX_LOVER
Hang Yu
Loretta
NondescriptUser
Milorc
The Static Effect
J
“It sure would be interesting to meet some of these people in our travels,” Mom said. Before she put the book down, her eyes closed and she fell asleep, The Codex of Seeds still open beside her.




The End of Book 8!

 




Once again, thank you for reading our books! It is so cool to see how many people have joined the adventures of The Accidental Minecraft Family!
Please leave a review! Remember, if you want to find your name, character, or fun story idea in the next Codex of Seeds, leave a review on this book! We love getting to add our fans into the stories, so we really hope you do! Plus, reviews are what lets our books get seen by more readers, and that helps us keep writing more books!
Feel free to tell us what you love about the books in your review, too! Who is your favorite character? Has it changed since the beginning? Do you miss the villagers? What do you think about the witch? Or how the slimes grow back to full size? Yikes!
You can also always email us at PixelAteBooks@gmail.com. We try our best to answer every email we get!
We haven’t started an official Q&A section yet, but we wanted to answer a few we get asked a lot.
Are we going to keep writing? YES! Absolutely! We’re having so much fun writing the books and hearing about how much you guys love reading them gives us so much motivation. 

How many books will you write? Right now, we have the story plotted out to around 20 books. The cool thing about writing, though, is sometimes the characters or the story reveal things about themselves and you end up following them just to see where it goes! Whatever happens, there are a lot more Accidental Minecraft Family adventures to come!

How often do new books come out? Our goal is to release one every month! We will set up a preorder so you can always see the release date of the next and count down the days like we do!

Why are some things in the story things that don’t actually happen in Minecraft? This is a tough one. We try REALLY hard to keep true to the game. We think that is part of what would be super cool and super tough about being stuck in Minecraft. But sometimes, for the story, we have to give things a more realistic feel since, you know, Mom, Dad, Jack, Kate, and Bruce are really there! We run everything by Minecraft experts (our kids, haha!) and believe us; they catch the same things you do. Most of the time we fix it, sometimes we just decide to stick with it because it’s what feels right for the story.
Thanks again! You guys are seriously the best fans ever! See you in the next book!
Speaking of the next book... The Accidental Minecraft Family Book 9 comes out March 29th! That’s right... two books in one month! You can even preorder it by clicking here so you get it the second it releases!
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