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The Accidental Minecraft Family

 
Book 9




Chapter 1

 
“Meow, purr meow purr?” Bruce asked the black cat that lived with the witch, Esmerelda.
“Purr purr purr mer meeerooooow,” the black cat said, its ears pointed forward. 
Bruce stood up, his tail waving in the air, the very tip pointed forward as he bonked his head into the head of the black cat. “Purr meow,” he said, then hopped up onto his customary perch: the saddle on the back of Dirtymud, the donkey. 
Kate shook her head at the cat who wouldn’t let anyone else ride the donkey, like he was the prince of Minecraft or something.
“Alright, dearies, now you hurry back with my treasures!” Esmerelda said, tapping her fingers together. 
“Treasures?” Dad asked, tilting his head to the side. “You mean the things you need to help us get home?” 
The witch cackled; a high-pitched laugh that made the little hairs on the back of Dad’s neck stand up. “Yes dearie, those treasures are what I need if you want my help!” 
Dad frowned and stared at her for a moment, then shrugged and turned to his family that was packed and ready to go. They had spent the previous night in their cool treehouse before getting ready to go to the beach. The kids could barely sleep; they were just too excited to go to the beach.
“Can we go? Can we go?” Jack asked, bouncing on his feet. Mom gave him ‘The Look.’
“Goodbye Esmerelda. Thank you for your help,” Mom told the witch. 
“Oh no dearie, thank YOU for the help.” The witch twirled, her newly cleaned clothes flaring out. Mom rolled her eyes and smiled at the same. 
“BEACH DAY!” Jack yelled for the hundredth time. 
“BEACH DAY!” Kate sang back. 
Jack and Kate high-fived and looked at their parents with excitement.
“We all ready, then?” Dad asked, pointing ahead of them. Kate nodded so quickly it looked as if her head might fall off. Jack looked all around at the swamp and sighed. “It’s kind of sad that I didn’t get any slime balls though.” His lower lip went out in a pout. 
“What's that, dearie?” Esmerelda asked, leaning closer toward him. 
Jack looked at her, then shrugged. “Oh, I just really wanted some slime balls so I could make a slimepoline.” 
“What is a slimepoline?” the witch asked, a deep wrinkle across her forehead. “Is it some strange respawner thing?” 
Jack nodded. “Only one of the best things EVER! You can bounce on it all day!” 
Esmerelda raised a single confused eyebrow at him. “And you need slime balls?” 
Jack nodded again. “That’s why I was so excited to come to the swamp! I knew there would be a bunch of slimes, but then we had to destroy them all with lava and didn’t get any.” 
Esmerelda dug around in her robes and held a hand out to Jack, with a full stack of slime balls on it. “Is this enough?” 
Jack gasped. “Can... can I have those?” 
Esmerelda nodded as a smile spread on her face. Jack reached out to take the slime balls, but she jerked her hand away. “First you have to promise you’ll make me a... what did you call it? Slimepoline? When you get back with my treasures.” 
Jack began bouncing, unable to contain his excitement. “I will! I will!” 
Esmerelda cackled. “How many slime balls do you need? I’ve got chests full of them on account of the... accident.” 
“You mean the immortal slimes that kept growing?” Dad asked.
Esmerelda gave him the stink eye, but nodded. “Yes, that accident.” 
“I need as many as I can get really,” Jack said. 
“Jack,” Mom said, “don’t be greedy.” 
Jack sighed. “Okay, maybe... let’s see. If I want the slimepoline to be four squares by four squares, that’s...” 
Mom perked up. “Oh, you’re doing math? Good!”
Jack rolled his eyes. “Okay, four-by-four blocks is sixteen slime blocks, and it takes nine slime balls to make a slime block soooo...” He closed his eyes to do the math. 
“144 slime balls!” Kate blurted out. 
“Kate!” Jack yelled. “I was doing it!” 
“Good job, Kate!” Mom said with a quick clap. 
Jack pouted, frustrated at Kate, until Esmerelda pulled another two stacks of slime balls out of her robe, holding a three full stacks of 64. “Is that all, dearie? Well, that’s barely scratching the surface of what I have. Here you are.” 
Jack snatched the two stacks of slime balls out of her hands and jumped up and down as if he was already on slime blocks. “YES! SLIMEPOLLLIIIIIIIINEEEE!” 
“Jack, calm down,” Dad said. Jack didn’t calm down. Instead, he bounced around them, floss dancing. The witch smiled at him at first, but her smile morphed into a puzzled frown as she watched him repeatedly swing his arms from the back to the front, switching sides over and over.
“Is he okay?” she asked, still staring at the dancing Jack.
Dad chuckled. “He’s fine. It’s just a weird dance he likes to do.”
Esmerelda looked at her hands, then slowly moved her arms behind her, fumbling and hitting herself in the butt. “Hmm. It’s harder than it looks.”
Kate laughed. “Can we go now?”
“Yes please!” Dad said, grabbing one of Jack’s flailing arms. “Family... ROLL OUT!”
Mom rolled her eyes, waved to Esmerelda, and the family started walking.




Chapter 2

 
They had only walked for an hour before they were out of the swamp, and Mom was jumping for joy on the solid ground. “No more soggy feet!” Even Bruce seemed happy, jumping off Dirtymud to run around in circles on the ground before he laid on his back and pawed at something invisible in the air. 
They had entered a savanna, the warm weather no longer humid like in the swamp. Green fields stretched in front of them as far as they could see. There were mountains to one side and a sparkling creek on the other, with the beautiful bright blue sky spread wide above them. Kate took a deep breath of the fresh-smelling air and smiled. She would love nothing more than to take off on a horse, galloping through the fields with the wind in her hair and the sun on her face.
She took a step towards Dirtymud, putting one hand on his neck and the other on his saddle. Immediately, Bruce jumped up and yelled at her. “MEOW!” 
Kate folded her arms and glared at the cat. “Since when did he become YOUR donkey?” 
Bruce sniffed, lifting his nose into the air. “Meow meow meow purr.” 
Kate sighed and stepped away from Dirtymud while Jack laughed.
“These trees sure are pretty,” Mom said, looking around. “I’d like to get some of their wood!” 
Dad nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. We need to make sure we keep up a good stock of supplies.” 
Mom smiled and winked at Jack. “Jack, go punch a tree!” 
Jack laughed, remembering the very time he had told Mom the same thing when they had just come into the world. He ran to the nearest tree and began harvesting it, Mom doing the same to another. They harvested enough trees to get two full stacks of Acacia wood. They ate some lunch and continued on their way. 
The day was getting late and the sun well past the afternoon mark when a beautiful sight slowly came into view in front of them: a big blue ocean and light sandy beach. “It’s so pretty!” Kate said, then smiled at Jack. 
“BEACH DAY!” They shouted in unison and took off at a run. 
“Wait!” Dad yelled, and they screeched to a halt, looking back at him. “Not today,” he said. “We need to be smart about this. Let’s make a shelter first, then we can have a beach day tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Jack said, pouting and dragging his feet back to his parents.
“Don’t have such a sad face,” Mom said, lifting his chin up. “We’ll go first thing in the morning, okay?” Jack gave a weak grin but then looked at Kate. “Are you thinking the same thing I’m thinking?”
She got a huge grin on her face. “Yep... turtles!” she shouted. 
“Sandcastle!” Jack shouted at the same time, then looked at Kate, confused. “Wait, what?” 
Kate cracked up. “I guess we weren't thinking the same thing after all.” 
They walked to the sand, and Mom shook her head, stopping on the grass. “I think we should just build a shelter right here.” 
Dad chuckled. “Dear, it's been a few days. The sand shouldn’t bother you much.”
She scrunched up her nose. “Just looking at it makes me itch.” She shivered at the thought as Dad held his hand out to her. Mom looked at him and sighed, but took his hand anyway and followed him onto the sand.
“Let’s build a sandcastle!” Jack suggested.
“I already told you, Jack. We need to build a shelter first.”
“Actually,” Kate said, “that would make a good shelter and we have plenty of materials right here. We can look for turtles tomorrow.
Dad smiled at her, then cocked an eyebrow. “Why do you want turtles?” 
“Because they are so CUTE!” she squealed. 
“Of course,” Dad chuckled. “I should have known. Jack smirked and started digging sand. They worked together and built the general shape of the sandcastle, a bigger shelter than they usually built.
Mom eyed the building. “It’s very neat looking... but are you sure it will hold? I don’t want sand caving in on us while we sleep.”
Jack laughed. “It’s fine, Mom. I used sandstone for the ceiling and the frames around the doors and windows. It won’t collapse.”
“In that case, I’ll go get it set up inside.” Mom went in, shutting the door behind her. 
“I’ll catch us some fresh fish!” Dad said, quickly crafting a fishing rod. Bruce licked his lips and if cats could smile, he did so then, as he followed Dad to the edge of the water. It had been days since he’d had a fresh fish!
“Alright Kate,” Jack said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s make this a real castle!” 
“We don’t have enough time to get too crazy,” Kate said. 
Jack nodded. “I know, but we can still make it look kinda cool!” 
“Okay,” Kate said, “I’ll do the moat and you do the crenellations?”
Jack scrunched up his forehead. “The whatellations?”
Kate laughed. “The bumpy parts along the top!”
“Oooh, gotcha. Here, let me empty the bucket for you.” 
“We really need another bucket,” Kate said. 
“We just haven't had enough time to mine more iron.” Jack built a two-block tower out of sand, and poured the lava bucket on it, making a cascading lava tower, then handed the bucket to Kate. 
Kate looked at the lava creation and smiled. “Pretty,” she said, taking the bucket and putting it in her inventory. “I think to save time I'll just make the moat one-block deep.” 
“Yeah, but if you go two-deep, it’ll stop mobs from getting to us,” Jack said. 
Kate nodded. “Good point. I’ll go two deep.” 
“I’ll help with the digging to get the sand for the castle,” Jack said. They walked around the sandcastle to decide how far away the moat should be and began digging.




Chapter 3

 
Dad was enjoying his time at the shore, relaxing and casting his line into the water. He built a small, two-block wide pier of wood and crafted a seat for himself at the end. “Ahhh, this is just what the doctor ordered,” he told Bruce. 
He watched the bobber as it floated on the water, enjoying the moment of peace to sit back and unwind. He was so relaxed he even missed the first group of bubbles that came to his bobber and had to re-cast the line out. He didn’t mind, though. Ever since they had been in Minecraft, they were constantly busy. Building, exploring, fighting, helping villagers and witches... it was fun, but the jobs never ended!
Behind him he could hear the kids working away, and Dad was happy they were having a good time. This time, though, when the bubbles came up to his bobber, he yanked perfectly, a fish flying out of the water into his waiting hand. 
“Meow,” Bruce said, drool coming off his mouth. 
“Oh, come on. You’re a cat. Humans first,” Dad told him. 
Bruce narrowed his eyes at Dad, accepting the challenge. The next time a fish bit the line, Dad yanked back and the fish came flying, only to have Bruce catch it mid air as he cartwheeled like a ninja. “Meow!” he shouted, shaking the fish in his mouth at Dad, before turning his butt to him and feasting on his well-earned snack. 
“Oh that’s how you want to play it?” Dad growled at the cat, and stood up from his relaxing chair, fishing even harder. This time when a fish came flying at him, Dad jumped in front of Bruce, who bounced off Dad’s back, landing on his paws with a grin of competitiveness. Dad wiggled the fish at Bruce before putting it in his inventory.
The next time bubbles appeared, Bruce immediately climbed up Dad’s back and leapt off his head, catching the fish mid-flip in his waiting mouth and landing gracefully. Dad smirked at the cat. “You know what, I’m not even mad. That was really impressive. The next one is mine, though!” 
They continued fighting for fish until it was time to go in and cook dinner. Bruce walked proudly back to the shelter, with an extra spring in his step, having won the contest. 
With both Jack and Kate working, they dug an impressive moat pretty quickly, two-blocks deep and two-blocks wide all the way around their castle. Kate dumped all her sand for Jack, who happily picked it up, then she took out the bucket and headed toward the water. She brought Fang with her for company.
Kate filled the bucket then ran back to the moat, placing the water blocks strategically so it would create a current that pushed things away from the castle. She was especially proud of that part.
She was also keeping her eye out for turtles while she gathered water. She knew she should get her work done first, but it couldn’t hurt to look while she gathered what she needed, right?
She moved up and down the edge of the water gathering buckets full and looking for turtles when she found a small river that connected to the ocean under some trees. Just as she dipped the bucket into the water, two drowneds spotted her and came up to attack. She pulled away from the water at once, knowing that since it was still bright out, they wouldn’t follow, but she frowned at them, frustrated. 
They had spotted her and would now follow her when she got close to the water. She considered yelling out for help, but shook that idea away. Jack and Dad were both skilled fighters, but she wanted to get better, too. They were doing way more fighting here than she ever had when she played the game back home, and she wanted to be a valuable member of their team. She set her face into a look of grim determination. “Alright Fang. Let’s kick some drowned butt.”
A quick glance at Fang showed that his wolfy tail was sticking up- he was healthy and ready to go. She pulled out her crossbow and took aim at the closest drowned. “Fang! Attack!” She fired, her enchanted crossbow shooting out three arrows for the cost of one, and hitting both drowneds. 
“Grrrrr,” Fang said, baring his teeth and charging into the first drowned she had hit. She thought she was a safe distance back, but evidently with the setting sun and being under the trees, the light level was low enough that the drowned could get out of the water easily. She found this out as the second drowned charged out of the water at her, gurgling and groaning. It almost sounded like Jack when he was brushing his teeth.
She yelped as it hit her, taking out a chunk of hearts. “Uh oh,” she mumbled out loud as she moved backwards to keep the drowned away. “I probably should have reset my spawn point before fighting.” The drowned hit her again, and she shrieked. Another sizeable chunk of her hearts was gone. If she didn’t know any better, she would think these drowned were hitting harder than the ones they had fought before. 
Kate looked at Fang, whose tail was already in the middle, angled slightly downward, even though he attacked without fear. She fired again, hitting the drowned closest to her, and it flashed red, the arrow sticking in its shoulder. She ran backwards, keeping the drowned at a distance, and started circling back toward Fang. She had to help him! 
She wasn’t looking where she was going, though, and ran smack into a tree trunk, getting stuck in place long enough to get hit again. The drowned made a noise like it was happy to get her. Her hearts were shaking, bouncing around to indicate she was low on health. That didn’t matter to her though; her wolf was in trouble, and he couldn’t respawn! 
Kate looked at the drowned that had hit her, and anger rose inside of her. She hadn’t hurt them. She had just been minding her own business. Why did they have to be such jerks?! She was mad now, and fired one more time at the drowned, hitting it and poofing it away. “Yes!” She pumped her fist before turning and running toward her wolfy companion. His tail was low now, and she ran up to the drowned to get its attention, telling Fang to sit so he would stop attacking. 
Fang was a good boy and did as she asked. Kate was worried though; she knew she couldn’t take another hit, but neither could Fang. She fired her crossbow and landed a hit on the drowned, flashing it red as she ran toward it. As she was running toward the terrifying, disgusting creature, an idea came to her mind. She hoped against hope it would work. She ran full force as fast as she could, getting right up to the monster and rammed it with her shoulder, knocking it back.
The monster stumbled backwards, falling into the water with a splash. Drowneds look creepy enough, but there is no way for a video game to accurately show just how bad they smell. Like a dumpster full of rotten fish and baby diapers in a field of cow poop. Yuck.
Kate stood there breathing hard, scanning the water for where it had fallen as she reloaded her crossbow and kept it at the ready. She didn’t remember ever being able to push a monster back except with an enchantment, but figured it must be another rule they could break as respawners. She something moving under the water and aimed, quickly firing, and hitting the drowned as soon as it surfaced. 
It poofed and she smiled, relieved that she had won the fight, but also scared at how close it had gotten. If she had respawned, she would have been all the way back in the swamp at the treehouse all by herself. What would Mom say? “Yikes.” She shivered at the thought, then blew out a breath and filled her bucket with water. “Come on Fang boy, let’s get back to the shelter. We shouldn’t have tried to explore before setting our respawn point. That was a little too close.”




Chapter 4

 
Jack was humming a tune as he continued to build. He had built the first two towers on the corners of the shelter and was working on the third. The towers weren’t anything special; there wasn’t enough time to make them fully functioning towers, just fake hollow ones, but they sure did look cool and made the shelter look like a proper castle. 
He built them to be a block taller than the shelter, making crenellations around them and on the roof of the shelter as well. He thought Kate had a point; building was a lot of fun. He could see why she wanted to play in creative all the time. There weren’t any limits! You could do whatever you wanted.
Back in the real world he had always loved going to the beach and building sandcastles, but he never understood how people could make those really cool sand sculptures. His were always mediocre at best, but the big, detailed sand sculptures some people could make fascinated him. His family even took him to a sand sculpture competition once, and it had filled him with awe. 
There were enormous sculptures of animals and people, ocean life and cars, and even some actual sandcastles. Those had always been his favorite part. So the idea of making a big castle out of sand and actually getting to live in it was very exciting. Even if it was just for a day or two. That was one reason he loved Minecraft so much, you could really build just about anything. 
He finished the third and fourth towers, using the stairs he had made at the back of the shelter to get on top. He counted two blocks in from the edge and started lacing bricks up, making a small outlook on top of the shelter. He crenellated the top, then cut out a door and two small one-block holes for windows. 
Jack was happy with how their sandcastle was looking, but it needed one more thing. He mined a hole in the ceiling and poked his head down, “Mom?!” he yelled. 
Mom jumped so high she almost hit her head on the ceiling. “Jack! We do not mine the ceiling just so we can talk easier!” 
Jack coughed. “Sorry Mom. I need your help though.” 
She looked up at him with ‘The Look.’ “What do you need help with?”
“Can you make me a flag for our cool castle?” 
Mom opened her mouth, then thought about it for a moment. “Why Jack, I would love to! Thank you for asking.” 
Jack jumped down the hole he had made, then quickly filled it with a sandstone block. “Jack! Don’t come through the ceiling!” 
Jack ignored her and took her by the hand. “Come look at the castle, Mom!” 
He pulled her out of it, just as Dad was about to walk in, and bumped into Dad and Bruce. “Dad! Did you see how cool the castle looks?” Jack asked, bouncing on his toes.
“You know what, I was so focused on getting the old barbecue up, I forgot to look!”
Kate was outside adding the finishing touches to a small bridge when they all gathered together to look. In front of them was a towering castle of sand, complete with turrets, windows, and a lookout! It was as if one of those detailed sandcastles they had seen at the competition had been blown up to life size.
“Wow, kids!” Mom beamed with pride. “This is really well done!” 
Dad nodded, looking at the castle back and forth. “Good work guys. I’m impressed!” 
“Mom said she’ll make a flag for the top too,” Jack said. 
Kate grinned. “Nice, Mom! I know you'll do a great job.” 
“Well,” Dad said, “I guess I get to make dinner... BARBECUE!” 
“Barbecue fish, Dad? Is that even a thing?” Jack asked. 
“Heck yeah! You can barbecue anything!” Dad said, then he counted off on his fingers. “Fish, meat, corn, peppers, onions, even pineapple!” 
Jack made a face. “That’s weird.” 
Dad eyed his son. “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it, kid.” 
They went in the house, but Mom and Kate stayed outside. “Kate, you guys really did a good job.” 
“Thanks, Mom,” Kate smiled. “You see? Minecraft isn’t all about violence, the building part is so much fun!” She purposely didn’t tell her about her fight with the drowneds. 
Mom nodded. “I’m going to make a wonderful flag for our castle now. Why don’t you go in and help Dad with dinner.” 
Kate gave her a hug. “You got it, Mom.” 
Mom stood staring at the amazing creation her kids had made together. It filled her heart with love to see their creativity on display. Then she climbed the stairs to the top to start crafting.




Chapter 5

 
The next day they all woke up and ate breakfast. Mom was almost bouncing off the walls with excitement. “Hurry and eat! I Can’t wait to show you!”
“Okay!” Jack and Kate said together, shoveling food into their mouths, excited by Mom’s enthusiasm. 
When they finished, Jack fed his last bite to Bruce, and they left to go see what Mom had made.
“What a great flag!” Dad said and swooped Mom up in a hug. 
There on top of the castle was a large flagpole with a spectacularly large flag on top of it.
“Wow!" Kate said. “That really completes the picture!” 
Jack was looking at it with both awe and a little concern.
“What do you think, Jack? Mom smiled at him.
“I mean, it really is a cool flag, Mom. And impressively huge. But... why is it all pink!?” He groaned.
Mom laughed and put her arm around her son. “It was the only color wool blocks we had after the valley of pink sheep. I used fence posts for the pole. When you use just a single fence post, it makes that long, skinny look. I stacked those on some blocks of wood to give it a nice, finished look.” 
“But,” Jack whined, “pink!?” 
Mom and Kate both laughed at Jack. “Pink is cool!” Kate said. 
“There’s nothing wrong with pink,” Mom said, “and like I said, it was the only color we had.” 
Jack sighed but gave his mom a hug. “It really is a cool flag, Mom. Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome! Thank you for asking for my help.” 
Jack turned his head up and down, looking around the coast. “I’m going to find some other colored sheep.” 
Dad chuckled. “We don’t have time for that, son, we need to start swimming to get to the island out here for the first piece Esmerelda needs.” 
“Swim?” Kate frowned. “No way. We can build boats!” 
“Yeah,” Jack said. “Swimming will drain our hunger bar and boats won't. Plus, they are fast.” 
“And it’ll be safer for Dirtymud and Fang,” Kate said. 
Dad’s eyes opened wide. “Boats, huh? I bet you can get some good fishing in from a boat...” 
Mom rolled her eyes. “Dear...” 
Dad coughed. “Oh, right, sorry. Let’s build some boats!” 
They threw together a crafting table in a short time and each had their own boat.
“Well, this certainly makes life easier,” Dad said as he put his boat in the water and drove it around a little. “It is fast!” he yelled over his shoulder to his family on the shore. After a few more circles, Dad drove the boat back to the beach. “I finally have my own boat!” he squealed. “Great idea, kids!”
“If we make some leads, we can string our boats together too, so nobody gets lost,” Jack said. 
“I think that sounds like a good idea, Jack,” Mom said, then looked at Dad. “In case your father gets a little too excited and leaves us all behind. Dad smiled sheepishly at her. 
“Well, let’s craft some leads,” Kate said. 
“We can use some of my slimeballs!” Jack offered.
Dad made a face. “What are those leads made of? Slime snot?” 
“Honey!” Mom nearly shouted.
Dad and Jack and Kate all laughed. Jack held out a slimeball in his hand. “No, Dad, the recipe is string and a slimeball.” 
“What a strange recipe,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Lots of the recipes in this game make sense, but some are pretty odd.” 
Jack shrugged. “I never really think about it.”
“How do you remember all those recipes, Jack?”
“How do you remember every kind of fishing pole and bobber and kind of fish?” Jack asked him back.
Dad nodded. “Good point. But Jack, it’s good to learn how to recognize patterns and use logic. It’s a skill that you’ll use all your life.” 
Mom’s face brightened like a beam of light from the heavens shone upon it. “Great idea, honey! That can be the kid's next homework assignments.” She looked at Jack and Kate. “I want you both to look through the recipes and find five of them to tell me how the recipe has a pattern or uses some kind of logic to make sense.” 
Jack thought about it for a moment, then his face also brightened. “You know, that actually sounds fun. I like Minecraft homework!” 
“... Then write a report on what you learn,” Mom said, nodding.
Jack and Kate groaned.




Chapter 6

 
The kids’ homework assignment meant they needed to make more book and quill. It was quite the process without having any paper to use since they lost everything in the explosion at the bottom of the desert pyramid. 
Mom sent Jack and Kate off to find sugar cane to make paper, while Dad happily volunteered to go fishing for ink sacs and leather to use as well. Mom had expressly forbid Jack from mining any animals to get the leather when he had suggested it. 
Dad rowed his boat out into the open waters, kicked back, and tossed the line out into the water for a relaxing day of fishing. He caught one ink sac right away, which brought a smile to his face. The water was relaxing with the warm sun caressing his skin, and soon his eyes started getting heavy. “ZZZZzzzzz,” he said as he broke the laws of Minecraft and took a nap during the day, outside of the bed. Dad was practically a professional napper, and if anyone could break the Minecraft sleep rules, he could. 
Bruce had gone with Jack and Kate, along with Fang, who happily ignored the cat. Bruce kept staring daggers at the wolf to remind him that cats were better than dogs, but if Fang noticed, he didn’t show it. 
“I wish we didn’t have to do homework,” Jack said, shaking his head. 
“Well, to be fair, it’s not nearly as much as if we were in school,” Kate said. 
Jack shrugged. “I guess.”
“Plus, it’s pretty easy, and it is always about Minecraft.” 
Jack sighed. “Yeah, that’s true. It does make it a little better.” 
Kate smirked. “Maybe we shouldn’t give Mom such a hard time about it.” 
“But how will we keep her on her toes?” Jack said with a chuckle. “Kids aren't supposed to like homework. She might faint if we did it happily. It’s for her health, Kate.” 
Kate laughed. “I guess.” 
The two of them followed the river Kate had found previously, wandering around for sugar cane. Thankfully, there weren’t any more drowned. Bruce jumped off Jack’s shoulders and snuck into the grass, hunkering down. He entered stealth mode, becoming all but invisible to any mangy dogs that might look for him.
Bruce cartwheeled from tree trunk to tree trunk, remaining hidden like the master ninja cat that he was. Once Fang stopped and looked around, his ears pointing and his head cocked, but Bruce leapt straight up, landing on a branch overhead and hanging like a sloth. Fang stopped looking around, finding nothing, and Bruce knew it was his time to act. 
He slowly climbed along the branch until he was just above Fang, then with a terrible “Meeeerwoooooor!” he dropped right in front of the wolf's nose. Fang jumped straight into the air, startled, and when he landed Bruce bopped him on the nose. “Meow,” he said and shot off like a rocket into the trees. Fang barked once and took off after the cat, his pride wounded. 
“Fang!” Kate yelled.
“Bruce!” Jack yelled. 
“Dang cat!” they yelled at the same time. 
While Bruce and Fang chased each other around, Jack and Kate kept searching for sugar cane. They finally found some in a small inlet and harvested it. “Do we even have any feathers?” Kate asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I don't know. I’m sure Mom doesn't want us to mine chickens. She made it very clear we weren’t to mine any animals, even in the name of homework.” 
“Yeah, but if we don’t, won’t she just send us back out to get some?” 
Jack sighed. “Probably. She would say it ‘builds character’ or something.” 
Kate giggled. “We have plenty of character.” 
“Yeah! I’m a real character!” Jack said as he did the floss dance. 
Kate laughed and shook her head. “FANG!” she called. “Come!” 
Fang, a good boy, listened to his human this time, and came up to her.
“Bruce! Here kitty kitty kitty!” Jack hollered. Bruce ignored Jack. He was a ninja with no master. 
“Alright Fang, go find a chicken!” Kate told the wolf. Fang cocked his head at her. 
“I don’t think that’s going to work,” Jack said. 
Kate shrugged. “I was thinking, this seed seems to have all kinds of weird things going on. If villagers can learn to mine and craft, why can’t Fang learn to do things he shouldn't be able to do?” 
Jack thought for a moment. “You know, maybe you're right. I mean, those slimes were totally weird right? Growing after getting exploded? Plus, Esmerelda wasn’t evil, and I think in regular Minecraft the witches are all bad and attack on sight.” 
Kate pulled out a cooked chicken from yesterday’s dinner and held it in front of Fang. “Smell this boy? Go find us some more chicken!” 
Bruce, who had been waiting for the perfect moment to leap onto his target for another nose boop, suddenly saw another target. A juicy, yummy, delicious target. He started drooling, then hunkered down, his tail in the air and his butt wiggling. Before Fang could even get his nose near the cooked chicken to smell it, Bruce leapt through the air, sailing like a graceful ninja, a trail of drool following him. He snatched the cooked chicken out of Kate’s hand and gobbled it up before he even landed.
“Dang cat!” Kate yelled as she got back on her feet from being so startled. Bruce looked at her and burped. Fang growled at him. 
Kate sighed. “Well, so much for that idea. Let’s go find a chicken. Come on Fang, you’re the only good boy.” She turned on her heel and walked towards the grassy, open area. 
“Hey!” Jack yelled as he followed her. “Bruce is good, too! Good at being a ninja.” 
Bruce walked after Jack, his shoulders high and a smug look on his ninja kitty face.




Chapter 7

 
Dad woke from his nap and stretched. “Ahh, nothing beats a fishing nap. Now time to get another ink.” He tossed his line back into the water. It took quite a few tries but eventually he ended up with everything they needed to make the book and quill; leather and ink. Plus, a whole lot of fish.
He turned the boat around and made his way back to shore, but as he got closer, something looked strange about the boats they had lined up. Something large was next to or on top of or inside the boats! He squinted, trying to see what it was. When he finally got close enough, his eyes went wide. A pig had taken up residence in one of the boats they had made!
“Hey!” Dad yelled at the pig. The pig ignored him. “Hey pig!” he yelled again and was ignored again. “Get out of there pig!” Dad yelled. The pig ignored him even harder. Dad crossed his arms, shook his head, and walked away muttering to himself.
He entered the shelter grumbling. “What's wrong honey?” Mom asked. 
“There's a pig in one of our boats, and it won’t go away!” 
Mom laughed, and looked out the window, then laughed again. “That’s funny! Maybe he just wants to go for a ride!” 
Dad smirked. “Well, if it doesn’t get out of there it might find itself on a ride to the furnace.” He licked his lips. “Barrrrbeeeecuuuuueeeee.” 
“Don’t you DARE! He’s obviously a very friendly pig!” Mom gave him ‘The Look.’
Dad sighed. “Yes, dear.” He peeked out the window and narrowed his eyes at the pig. He pointed two fingers toward himself, one at each of his eyes, then both of them toward the pig. “I’m watching you pig.” 
The door slammed open, and Jack and Kate came bustling in. “We did it, Mom,” Kate said. “We got all the stuff we needed.” 
“Oh good job,” Mom said. “Dad? Did you get all the things you needed?”
Dad was still staring out the window at the pit.
Mom cleared her throat. “Honey?”
Dad looked up so quickly he smacked his head on the window sill. Rubbing his head, he looked at Mom.
“Did you get everything we needed while fishing?”
Dad nodded. “Oh, yeah. I mean, it was quite the chore, but I was able to accomplish it,” he said, yawning just thinking about the awesome nap he took. He gave Kate the items he collected. “If you ever have to send someone out fishing to collect items again, it’s a sacrifice I am willing to make.” 
Mom looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “I bet.” Dad looked at her and winked. 
Kate crafted up a couple book and quill, handing one to Jack. “Can we go to the island now?” she asked. 
“No,” Dad said firmly, an angry scowl on his face. 
“What? Why?” Jack asked. 
“There’s a pig in our boat!” he shouted with a huff, pointing out the window. 
Jack and Kate ran to the window to look. “Cool!” Jack said while Kate laughed. 
“This could be a good thing,” Mom said. 
“How is a pig getting our boat all... piggy... a good thing?” Dad asked. 
“Well, it can’t hurt to bring the village we are going to some presents, and I’m sure a pig would be a good present,” Mom said. 
Dad thought about it. “Yeah, I guess. Maybe they’ll like barbecue.” 
“Don't you dare!” Mom shouted and Dad grinned. 
“Sorry honey, it’s just been so long since we had a good cookout,” Dad said, hanging his head. 
“It hasn’t been that long,” Kate said. “We had one at the village with the double-E’s remember?” 
Dad threw his hands in the air. “That was like, forever ago! I need to barbecue more often than that!”
“We had barbeque fish last night,” Jack added.
“That was like, forever ago!” Dad said again.
“Well, you aren't cooking our boat pig,” Mom said with a note of finality. “In fact, kids, I want you to find another pig. We are going to bring this village enough pigs to make a herd. Wait, is that the right word? Do pigs come in herds? Anyway, you know what I mean. Find us another pig!” 
Jack and Kate looked at each other and shrugged. “Okaaay,” Jack said, knowing enough to not argue with his mom. “No problem.”
“Oh! And some sheep!” Mom said, getting excited. She loved giving presents. 
Kate grinned, liking this idea, “You got it Mom!” 
“And chickens!” Mom shouted. “All the things!” 
Jack and Kate laughed and ran out the door to round up the livestock for Mom's plan. Mom looked at Dad. “You better make some more boats!”
“For your petting zoo?” Dad asked. Mom just looked at him.
Dad sighed and mumbled under his breath. “They’d be better as barbecuuuuue.”
“What dear?” Mom asked. 
“Nothing!” Dad said leaving to go to the shore.




Chapter 8

 
It took the rest of the day, but the kids were able to round up two chickens, two sheep and another pig to go with the one already in a boat. They even found two cows to bring. “Good job kids, you get extra credit!” Mom said, giving them each a hug.
“I don’t think you can just give us chores and call it extra credit,” Jack said, slipping out of his mother’s grip.
“Sure I can,” Mom said cheerfully. “I’m the mom.” She smiled at him and he just shook his head.
Dad had built boat after boat, filling up the shoreline with enough of the wooden vessels for everyone in their family and all the “presents” Mom wanted to bring to the island. He had just finished dusting off his hands when he was practically swarmed with animals. Kate was leading two sheep and two cows with handfuls of wheat, while Jack had two chickens following his handful of seeds and a pig on a lead. 
“Oh boy,” Dad said. “I might have to change my name to Noah.” 
Mom chuckled. “Yeah, you should have built an ark instead. What is with all of these tiny little boats?” She scanned the shore, looking at the many, many boats Dad had made.
“I don’t make the rules, honey,” Dad groaned. “There isn’t an ark in the crafting table menu, so tiny boats it is.” He pointed to Jack and the pig. “Why is that pig on a leash?” he asked. 
“It’s a lead. And we didn’t have any potatoes or carrots or beetroot to make it follow us,” Kate said. “Getting it on the boat might be a little tricky.” 
“We can get the other ones on super easy, though. Watch!” Jack led the two chickens to an empty boat. They followed him and when he stepped into the boat, they plopped in and were locked in place. Jack stepped back out and held a hand out to the chickens like he’d just completed a magic trick.
“And they’ll just stay there?” Dad asked. Kate pointed to the pig that was already stuck in one boat. Dad looked at it and shrugged. “Huh, more Minecraft magic.” 
Kate took special care loading up her cows and sheep onto more of the boats, wiping her forehead when she was done. “Whew, it was hard work getting them to follow me for so long!” 
“Hey Kate, little help?” Jack asked. Kate looked over at Jack and his pig pet and nodded.
“Okey doke, let's do it this way. You stand over by the boat Jack, then on three, unleash the pig but keep your lead ready. I’ll have one out, too, so no matter what way it runs we should be able to snag it until it runs onto the boat.” 
Jack walked to the boat with the other pig in it, dragging the pig along with him. Kate followed and they attempted the plan. As soon as Jack released the lead, the pig darted out between the two of them and they had to chase it down. 
They tried again, and this time the pig ran in front of them, splashing through the water’s edge to get around them. Jack leashed it as Kate sighed.
“Okay,” she said, moving up right behind the pig, assuming a position that looked like she was about to go in for the kickoff in a football game. “I’m going to stand right behind him and push on his butt until he goes onto the boat. Unleash him in 3... 2... 1...”
Jack unleashed the pig, and Kate shoved on his big piggy butt as hard as she could. She grunted and groaned and pushed and pushed and pushed. The pig didn’t move. She pushed harder, and her feet slid out behind her until she fell onto her stomach, her face landing smack in the sand. The pig grunted and ran off. Jack chased after it, finally snagging it with the lead.
Bruce watched them the whole time, trying to move that walking porkchop. He licked his paw and sniffed the air. As Jack walked the pig back to the boat and unleashed it for the fifth time, Bruce jumped at the pig just as it tried to escape, and using his powerful ninja moves, scared it so much it jumped back and ran the opposite direction, right onto the boat with its piggy friend. 
“Yes! Good boy, kitty!” Jack pumped the air, then held out a fist to Bruce for a fist bump. Bruce flipped through the air in a ninja cartwheel and booped Jack's fist with his nose. “Whoa!” Jack held his fist up looking at it. “Did you see that?!” He looked around at his family but no one seemed to have noticed.
“Well now,” Mom said, “looks like we have our boat herd-”
“Boat herd?” Dad said laughing so hard tears were coming out. 
Mom put her hands on her hips. “What do you call it then when a group of boats are together?” 
“A fleet?” Kate said. 
“A squadron?” Jack said at the same time. 
“A flotilla,” Dad said at the same time. They all three looked at one another then started laughing. 
Mom shook her head. “Whatever! Our fleet-” she nodded at Kate- “of ships is ready, but it's way too late to leave now. I don’t want to get caught out in the dark on the open water.” 
Dad caught his breath. “That’s a good point. We should leave first thing in the morning.”
“We can't leave our animals out like this!” Kate said, annoyed. “Any wandering monster could eat them!”
“We might not have a choice,” Dad said. “I tried forever to get that pig out of the boat and it wouldn’t budge.” He glared at the boat full of pigs.
“Yeah, and it just took us forever to get the other pig in the boat,” Kate said. “I don’t want to have to do that again.”
“Why don’t you just build a pen all the way around their boats?” Jack said.
“Jack!” Kate cheered. “You’re a genius!”
“Duh,” he said, very un-genius like.




Chapter 9

 
While Kate was busy working on her pen to keep the animals safe, Jack had a plan. He grabbed the rest of the dye Dad had gotten while fishing and climbed up to the very top of the sandcastle. When he got to the flag, he found it was up really high on a tall fencepost Mom had used to make the flagpole with. 
“Huh, Mom must have built and then mined down some stairs or something to get to that. She’s really getting good at Minecraft.” 
He looked straight up at the flag, then moved back a little and jump-built a tower underneath it, using extra sand blocks until he was tall enough to reach. The flag was made of pink wool blocks from the valley of pink sheep they had made. Jack laughed a little and shook his head at that. It was rare enough for them to find two pink sheep next to each other; the next person who saw that valley was going to be shocked at the sheer number of pink sheep there were now. 
He carefully removed as many of the pink blocks as he had ink sacs and popped them into his inventory. A smile curled over his lips as he turned the pink blocks black. Then he placed them into the flag, mined his column down and jumped off the roof. He strolled away and looked up at the flag. It now had two stripes of black running through it. 
“Well, at least it's not ALL pink,” he mumbled and walked into the shelter. 
Kate got a little carried away. She built an enclosure that went two-blocks high all the way around so nothing could get to her precious animals.
As she stood back to look at her work, she thought it would be cool to have a pier going out into the water as part of their sandcastle, so she built one of those, too.
She lined the pier with torches so it could be seen in the dark, then noticed it was actually getting dark already and she shook her head. “It sure is easy to get distracted!” She ran up the pier from the water all the way to the sandcastle shelter. 
The family had one more night in their life-size sandcastle, and Mom didn’t even make them do any homework before bed.
“Wait a minute!” Jack said. “We did all that today, hunting down everything to make a book and quill, and you aren't giving us homework tonight?” 
Mom arched an eyebrow at him. “Would you like me to?” 
“No! Nope! Nu-uh!” Jack said. Kate rolled her eyes. 
Dad chuckled. “Alright guys. I want to get out of here as soon as dawn hits tomorrow so we have plenty of daylight. I don’t know how long it’s going to take to get to that island but I don’t want to be out on the water at night.” 
They fell asleep quickly after their long day and didn’t wake up even a little bit when a group of drowned got out of the water and tried to get at their animals. Luckily, Kate had built their protective shelter well and try as they might, the drowned couldn’t get to them. Dad rose with the sun in time to see the drowned light on fire, then jump back in the water to avoid poofing. 
He yawned and stretched, then stood next to the kids beds and shouted, “SHAKE SHAKE SHAKE SHAKE SHAKE SHAKE!!!!” 
Kate and Jack jumped out of bed screaming. Even Bruce had been startled enough to leap high into the air, his legs spread out and every hair on his body standing on end, before he landed on Mom’s head. She had still been asleep and sat up with a squeal.
“Earthquake!” Jack shouted, remembering the lessons Dad had drilled into him and Kate about where to go if there ever was an earthquake. 
Jack leapt from bed and darted toward the doorway when he suddenly stopped and looked around. When he realized where he was, he scowled at his dad. “There aren’t earthquakes in Minecraft DAD!” 
Dad chuckled. “Hey, it’s important to know your emergency plan. I’m proud of you guys, you remembered what to do in an earthquake drill.” 
“Honey?” Mom said from her bed. 
“Yes dear?” Dad asked. 
“If I could pull this pillow off this bed, I would throw it at you SO HARD!” She gave him ‘The Look’ to end all ‘Looks.’
Dad grinned. “Lots to do today! Let’s get our herd of boats and go sailing!” 
Mom threw an egg at him and it bounced off his big ‘ole blockhead.




Chapter 10

 
They got out to their boats, and Kate mined the pen she had built. Their flotilla of animal filled boats mooed and baaed and clucked and oinked.
“Okay!” Dad clapped his hands together. “How are we going to do this?”
“Well, we could each take a lead with a boat attached to it, or you could take most of them,” Kate suggested.
“Oh, tie them together!” Dad pointed at Kate. “Good thinking! Will the game let us do that?”
“Yeah, it will. And I want to take Dirtymud!” Jack said. “Bruce and him can ride in their own boat attached to me.” 
“I’ll take Fang in my boat with me,” Kate said, “and I could take the chickens. I’m worried Bruce would try to eat them.” 
“Boat snack!” Jack said, quoting his favorite line from a movie. Kate narrowed her eyes at him and he just laughed. 
“I’ll ride with you,” Mom told Dad, “and you can pull most of the boats. You’re a big strong man. And it's fitting punishment for the way you woke us up this morning.” 
“I thought getting hit in the head with an egg was my punishment!” 
“Oh no,” Mom said, “nobody enjoys being woken up like that. You’re going to be punished for a long time, you big joker.”
Dad grinned, not at all worried. “Well let’s get going then!” He attached leads to the pigboat, the cowboat, and the sheepboat and jumped into his own boat before offering a hand to his wife. Mom sighed and got in beside him. 
Dad winked at her. “A romantic cruise!” He fluttered his eyelashes romantically.
“It won’t be romantic if you keep doing that creepy thing with your eyes!” Mom laughed at him but held his hand. The cows chose just then to moo, ruining the mood. 
Jack got Dirtymud all set up in his own boat, and Bruce hoped right up, taking his customary place on Dirtymud’s saddle. With everyone situated they pulled off from the shore.
Dad thrusted his fist in the air and shouted, “Avast ye maties!”
“I don’t think that means what you think it does, dear.”
“Arrrg, ye know little about me pirates.”
Kate stared at her dad.
“You know where we're going, right, Dad?” Jack asked.
“Ahoy! A pirate always knows the path of the journey.”
“That’s cute, but going to get old very quick, dear,” Mom said.
Dad cleared his throat. “All I know is Esmerelda said there's an island that way.” He pointed directly in front of them. “Or... wait... was it that way?” He looked over his shoulder another direction. 
“Oh boy,” Mom said. 
“And we’re off like a herd of turtles!” Dad said, pulling away in the first direction he had pointed. 
“Oh sure,” Mom said. “Turtles come in herds.” 
Dad barked a laugh as he rowed the boat. Jack and Kate pulled after him, and the strangest boat parade ever imagined sailed across the water. A mom and a dad, a cat on a donkey, a wolf with a girl and several other boats filled with animals that mooed and baaed and clucked and oinked.
Bruce watched the chickenboat following Kate, wondering if he could leap across the water in a powerful ninja-jump and get a boat snack. He drooled at the thought, but realized that if he missed, he would be swimming. He shook his head disgusted at that thought, and instead took to watching the fish under the water, staring at them and snapping his head back and forth as others appeared.




Chapter 11

 
“Are we there yet?”
 
“No.”
“Are we there yet?”
“NO.”
“This is BOOOOOOORING!” Jack yelled.
They had been boating for hours, the sun high in the sky above them. Dad had tried multiple times to sing seafaring songs but always forgot the words. Bruce had fallen asleep, proving that cats really could sleep just about anywhere.
“Are we-”
“NO JACK!” Everyone yelled at once. 
“Is anyone hungry? Does anyone need a snack?” Mom asked for the tenth time. 
“No Mom!” Jack yelled, but Bruce sat up at hearing his favorite word: ‘snack’. 
“Meow?” Bruce asked and Jack rolled his eyes. 
“You’re fine Bruce,” he said. 
“Are we going the right way?” Kate asked.
“I think so!” Dad yelled. 
“You aren't filling me full of hope Dad,” Kate mumbled. 
They continued rowing, the joy of doing something new and exciting long having worn off. 
“Wait a minute,” Mom pointed. “Is that... is that our sandcastle!?” 
“Oops,” Dad said, looking sheepish. “Maybe I should have gone in a straight line.” 
“Honey!” Mom yelled. 
Jack and Kate groaned. 
“Mraaawrr,” Bruce whined.
“Hey, it’s not like there’s anyone I can stop and ask for directions from,” Dad said. “Esmerelda said ‘that way’, and that's the way we’ve gone.” 
They turned around and started again, going the way Dad hoped they were supposed to be going. They traveled for another hour or so and Dad was very careful not to turn the boat.
“You think we’re going the right way now?” Mom asked him. 
Dad blushed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I was just so enjoying the ocean so much. I’m focusing much harder on keeping a straight path, now.” 
Mom chuckled. “It’s okay, dear. Just get us there safely, alright?” She looked up at the sun. “I don’t want to be out here at night.”
Dad nodded and smiled at her. “This time for sure.” 
They traveled for 100 more Jack complainings until Dad pointed and shouted. “Land hoy! I see it! There it is!” 
“I see something, too.” Kate wasn’t pointing at the land ahead, but below them, into the water. Beneath their boats, the ocean was getting more and more shallow and they could see all the way to the bottom. And on the bottom of the ocean floor, was a whole herd of drowned, looking up straight at them. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said, looking in the sky, worry creasing her face. Night was almost upon them. “Go faster honey!” 
“I’m going as fast as I can!” Dad stared ahead at the island, wishing he could teleport everyone there. 
The island in front of them was small. It was relatively flat, with a sprawling village with long piers going over the water on one side. The other end of the island was a small grassland and a large beach, lined with trees. Dad pointed there. “Everyone row to the beach area! If there are drowned after us, we can’t bring them to the village!”
“Oh dear,” Mom said. “That would not make a good present.”
They rowed as fast as they could, but the sun set faster, full night almost upon them as they touched down on the sand of the beach. The drowned came behind them, standing in the shallow water, protected from the sun. They were drooling with hunger at all the buffet of tasty treats, not least of which were the humans themselves.




Chapter 12

 
“Kate, Mom, get a shelter going as fast as you can. Make it super simple but big enough to get all the animals in their boats; don't worry about trying to get them out.” Dad pointed to the two girls who nodded and jumped out of the boats onto the sand. 
“Jack, you’re with me, get ready, we are in for a fight!” Dad pulled out an iron sword and iron breastplate, tossing them to Bruce who gobbled them up, his fur and claws turning the steely grey of iron. “Bruce, you’re our backup. Let’s protect our family!” 
“Kate! Take Dirtymud!” Jack yelled, throwing the lead to Kate. She caught it, surprised Jack could even do that, and reeled the donkey in before getting back to work. 
Dad and Jack waded into the shallow water to provide targets for the drowned, Bruce on Jack’s head. The underwater zombies made their way to them, gurgling with angry hungry looks on their seaweed faces.
Six drowned came right for Dad and Jack, who stood together with fierce looks of determination. They came in as a group, most of them barehanded, but one wielding a fishing rod. 
Jack grabbed Bruc., “Ready buddy?” he asked, and Bruce opened his mouth wide, showing off his sharp iron-colored teeth. Jack reared back and threw Bruce like a cannon ball into the group of monsters. “Iron kitty bomb!” he shouted as Bruce flew.
“MeeeeeOOOWWWW!” Bruce shouted, sailing through the air.
The drowned had never experienced an attack from an iron kitty ninja, and when Bruce landed on one of them, they ignored him, thinking he was just a cat. They were wrong. Very wrong. Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) was not just any cat.
Bruce landed teeth and claws first, chomping and scratching huge chunks of hearts from the drowned he landed on, then bounced away like a furry pinball, landing on another drowned with his claws and teeth whirring like a chainsaw. 
“Yeah! Get ‘em Bruce!” Jack yelled. The lead drowned stopped to look at what was going on, only to have Bruce bounce off his face onto another drowned. 
“Well, this doesn’t seem too hard,” Dad said, relaxing slightly, just as the drowned with the fishing rod caught Dad’s armor with the hook and reeled him into the group. “Ack!” Dad yelled, suddenly in the middle of a confused mass of underwater zombies and a flying ninja kitty. “They smell worse than Bruce’s farts! Ouch!” He took a hit from one of them.
“Dad!” Jack yelled and charged in after him. Bruce was doing great work softening them up with his painful bounces, but if they focused on Dad, they would poof him faster than poop through a goose. Jack leapt into the air and slammed his sword down, scoring a critical hit on the closest drowned, but it still wasn’t enough to poof it. 
At least it got that drowned’s attention, and it turned to Jack with its gross green hands. Jack, who was used to dodging on land, misjudged how much slower the water made him and he was hit in the chest, some of his hearts disappearing as he fell into the water. 
“Hydro-uppercut-slash!” Jack yelled yanking his sword out of the sea and hit the drowned with water still pouring from his blade. The drowned poofed.
“Yeah!” Jack fist bumped the air.
Dad was so smashed between the drowneds that he couldn’t even swing his sword. Instead, he shielded his head with his arms, hoping that he could take the blows of the drowned and keep their attention off his family long enough for them to finish their shelter and sleep. Even if he respawned, as long as he knew they were safe, it would be okay. He was surprised, though, when hardly any attacks landed on him. 
He peeked out from between his arms to see Bruce was still pinballing between the drowneds, but instead of landing with fierce attacks, the cat was merely bouncing off them, pushing them back a little each time so they couldn’t get close enough to hit Dad. “Awww he does like me,” Dad mumbled under his breath. 
Dad took a deep breath, then held his sword out and like Jack, yelled out an attack. “Circular slash!” he shouted and spun around in a circle, hitting several of the drowned at once. 
“Circular slash?” Jack asked as he came towards the back of a drowned that was focused on Dad. “That’s a lame attack name!” 
“But it was a cool attack!” Dad shouted back as he swiped at another drowned, missing. “You try coming up with a cool attack name in the middle of combat!” 
“Like this?” Jack asked. “Depth charge!” he shouted, mining a block under a drowned and confusing it for a moment before Jack rammed home his sword into it. 
“MEOW MEOW!” Bruce yelled spinning through the air in a barrel roll, his claws drilling into a drowned and poofing it. As the monster disappeared out from under Bruce, he almost fell into the water, but Dad snatched him just in time and threw him at another drowned.
“Iron kitty bomb!” Dad shouted. 
“Hey! That’s my attack!” Jack said, hitting the drowned with another attack and poofing it. 
“Technically, it’s Bruce’s,” Dad responded as he dodged under an attack. 
“Meow!” Bruce said, chomping down on a drowned. 
“Hey!” Dad shouted, hitting the same drowned Bruce was on, poofing it. “I think we got this! We are actua- OW!” he shouted, holding onto his butt and looking over his shoulder to see a trident sticking out of it. 
“Oh no,” Jack said, fear replacing the excitement of the fight on his face. “We have to take these guys out now! That trident-thrower will poof all of us in no time!” 
Dad rubbed his butt. “It hits hard!” He yanked out some barbecue and munched it down quickly, regaining some hearts, and licking his fingers to make sure he got every last drop.
The trident-throwing drowned fired again, and Dad ducked just in time, the trident landing square in the chest of the drowned that Bruce was flying toward. The drowned poofed from his friends weapon and Bruce screamed, “Meoooooooow,” as he splashed into the water. 
Dad grabbed the wet mess of fur that was Bruce and moved backwards, trying to put the remaining drowned in between them and the trident-thrower. He didn't make it, though, as another trident homed in on him, hitting him right in the butt. “Come on!” Dad shouted, chomping down more barbecue. Sure, he could have eaten regular old cooked mutton, but why not have a tasty treat while you’re injured?
Jack held his sword out in front of him, eye the drowned intensely. “Floss dance attack!” he shouted and flossed his sword between the two remaining drowneds, hitting both and flashing them red. 
Dad rolled his eyes. “Okay Jack, how’s THIS one? Cyclone of DOOM!” He spun in a circle so fast he was a blur, his sword hitting each of the drowneds twice, poofing one and injuring the other. The injured one hit back, flashing Dad red. 
“Pretty good I guess, but I prefer when my attacks don't end up with me getting it.” He lunged forcefully. “Hole punch!” he shouted, his sword piercing the drowned and poofing it. “Last one, let’s get that-!” Jack said, his words cut off by the trident hitting him. 
“Jack!” Dad yelled, aiming the soggy Bruce to throw at the drowned. Bruce did not like the chances that he would end up in the water again and grabbed on to Dads arm with his iron claws.
“Ow! Ya dang c-” he didn’t get to finish, however, as a trident hit him right in the chest, respawning him. 
“No! Dad!” Jack yelled and grabbed Bruce just before he hit the water, who had the decency to feel bad about getting Dad respawned and allowed Jack to throw him. “Iron kitty depth charge!” Jack yelled, Bruce flying through the air. 
Bruce held his breath and aimed with his claws out, taking a hit from a trident right before he landed. His claws dug and scratched, tearing hearts away from the drowned as Jack swam underwater out to them, his sword flashing in the depths as he tried to hit the monster.
The drowned was fast and swam backwards, avoiding the attack and threw another trident at Bruce. The cat was hit square in the chest, poofing away underwater, his gear floating to the surface. 
Jack wanted to scream but couldn’t since he was still holding his breath underwater. Instead, he funneled his anger and sadness into his attack and swung with all his strength, finally hitting the drowned with an attack that poofed it, a trident floating to the surface. Jack snatched it off the water and sullenly collected all the things Dad and Bruce had dropped. 
“Jack! Jack!” he heard Mom shouting and looked up. She was peeking through a window in their hastily built shelter, pointing. Jack followed her finger to where another group of drowned were coming out of the water. 
“Oh man,” Jack said, and swam as hard and fast as he could, popping out of the water and sprinting into the finally finished shelter, slamming the door behind him.




Chapter 13

 
Dad respawned in the sandcastle and shouted. “Rats and phooey!” He immediately ran to the water but realized that in all of their preparations for their emergency shelter, they had never made extra boats. “Oh man, I’m going to have to build a boat.” 
He ran to the chest in the house, pulling out a set of emergency tools and walked outside again, making a beeline for the closest tree. As fast as he could he chopped it down, getting the wood and making his way towards the crafting table. Just before he got there, he heard a familiar voice. 
“Meow, purr purr purr.” 
Dad looked to find Bruce hopping off a bed and walking towards him. “They got you too, huh?” He rubbed the cat’s head. “Sorry little guy.”
“Purr, mer meow,” Bruce said. 
Dad folded his arms over his chest. “Well, maybe you shouldn't have held onto my arm like that, we both might have made it out of there.” 
Bruce looked ashamed, his ears drooped and looking down. “Meow meow purr.” 
Dad blew out a breath. “It’s okay, I know cats don’t like water.”  
Bruce looked at him, his ears perking up and poking forward. 
“Okay, come on, let's get a boat going and get back to them.” 
“Meow, meow,” Bruce said, and jumped on Dad's shoulders.
“Yeah, I miss them already, too.”
Dad crafted a boat, waited a few minutes to make sure no one else was going to respawn, then got in and started rowing into the darkness towards the island.




Chapter 14

 
“Where’s Dad and Bruce?” Kate asked as Jack entered the house. 
Jack hung his head, trying to hold in tears. “The drowned got them. There were just too many of them and I... I...” A tear rolled down his cheek.
“Oh, that’s terrible,” Mom said. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.” She grabbed Jack in a hug and this time he didn’t mind. “You know they’re okay, though, right? Remember we’re in the game and they’ll respawn. Dad is probably making his way here right now.” 
Jack sniffed. “I know, it's just... hard to watch. And we fought so hard.”
Mom squeezed him again. “Sometimes bad things happen, but you know what?”
“What?”
“You accomplished what was important. You gave us enough time that we were able to build this shelter and protect all the livestock who can’t respawn.” 
Jack blew out a breath. “Yeah, I guess that's good.” He was still sad. 
“Here, I was saving this for a special occasion, but I feel like this might be one. Maybe it will help you feel just a little better.” She pulled out a pumpkin pie, handing it to him. 
Jack smiled. “How did you make this?” 
Mom grinned at him. “I found a small pumpkin patch in the grass near the swamp.” 
“Thanks, Mom,” Jack said, nibbling at the pie. “You guys did good work too, you know.” He looked around the shelter. It was very basic, being a simple large rectangle with a couple holes now and then for windows. The interesting part was the cobblestone floor.
Kate caught him looking at it. “I built it on top of the sand, and the boats just popped on top and now nothing can get to us from underneath.” She smiled. 
Jack held out his hand for a fist bump. “Great work, sis.” 
Kate bumped his fist. “Thanks, bro!” 
Mom smiled. “Well kids, why don’t you try to get some sleep. Set up the beds in Dirtymud’s bags, and by the time you wake up, I’ll just bet your father is here.” 
“What about you, Mom?” Kate asked. 
“Oh, I think I’m going to stay up and keep an eye out for him.” 
“Alright,” Kate said, giving her a goodnight hug. “I’m pretty tired from all the rowing and rush to build a house right away.” 
“Or fight a herd of monsters,” Jack said. 
Mom chuckled. “Goodnight kids, I love you.” She tucked them in, singing their favorite childhood song. Normally, Jack would have been annoyed at her singing to him like he was a baby, but tonight, it was comforting.
The kids fell asleep quickly, but Mom was too worried to sleep. Instead, she dug through the floor, careful not to get too close to where the water would be. She dug down, creating a small mine right there in the safety of the shelter. She dug and mined, collecting lots of sand and sandstone, replenishing her supply. 
When she had two full stacks of sand, she climbed out of her mine, sealing it off with blocks of sand like it had never been there. Then she built stairs to the roof of their shelter, mined a hole to climb through and stood on top of it, frowning at the herd of drowned wandering around.
With a sigh, she built a column on top of the shelter. She tested it, seeing high how she could make it before taking damage if she fell off. Three blocks. With that in mind, she began making one of their family’s signature items: a big, tower with stairs down that back. A mohawk on top of their shelter. 
She bounced between columns, making them taller and taller until the tallest was fifteen blocks in the air. Then she covered in torches and made her way down. “Well, I hope this is a good enough lighthouse,” she said, looking out to the ocean where she knew her husband would be coming from. 
With a sigh, she went back down into the shelter, and laid next to the kids, hoping she had been able to help navigate him back to their family.




Chapter 15

 
Mom woke with a start to pounding on the door of their shelter. “Hello? Is anyone in there?!” A female voice floated in from outside. 
Mom jumped out of the bed, not realizing she had fallen asleep. She looked around. Dad still wasn’t there. The kids slowly started stirring. “Uh, just a minute!” she yelled as she smoothed back her bedhead hair. “Kids, I think the villagers are here. We should probably get ready.” 
Jack yawned. “Five more minutes?” 
Kate got out of bed quickly, a huge smile on her face. “Yay! I hope they’re nice and like our gifts.” 
Mom gave Jack ‘The Look,’ but it had no effect since his eyes were still closed. “Jack! Get up, you lazybones!” 
Jack rolled over and squinted open his eyes, blowing out a breath. “Is Dad back yet?” 
Mom glanced out the windows looking over the ocean, “No, not yet. I hope he gets here soon. But it’s time to get up, we have guests.”
“Aren’t WE the guests?” Kate asked. 
Mom paused. “Uhm, technically yes. I guess. Anyway, let’s go say hi!” 
Jack got out of bed. “I hope Bruce is okay with Dad.” He walked over to stand with Kate behind Mom. 
Kate smirked at Jack. “More like, I hope Dad is okay with Bruce.” Jack chuckled.
Mom opened the door just as the female villager on the other side was about to knock again.
“Hello there!” Mom said in her best cheerful voice.
“Oh! Uh, hi,” the villager said. “Who are you people?” she asked. The villager was a pleasant looking girl with a librarian’s hat. Behind her and several blocks back were a handful of other villagers, all looking a mix of interested and concerned. 
Mom held out her hand, but dropped it when the librarian didn’t shake it. “We are the Smiths! We got here last night and would have introduced ourselves but it was dark and we had to fight a bunch of drowneds.” She pointed at the kids. “This is Jack and Kate, and you can call me Mrs. Smith. We’re respawners. It’s a pleasure to meet you!” 
The librarian looked shocked for a moment but regained her composure quickly. She held her hand out just like Mom had, then put it down at her side. She looked at Jack. “Hi Kate.” Then she turned her head to Kate. “Jack, it’s nice to meet you.”
Jack and Kate giggled. “No, I’m Jack,” Jack said.
“And I’m Kate,” Kate said, waving. 
“Oh, sorry!” the librarian said, blushing. “Your names are so odd, it was hard to tell.” 
“What is your name?” Kate asked. 
The librarian held out her hand, just like she had to Mom, but when Kate shook it in greeting the librarian looked down, surprised. “Why did you grab my hand?”
Mom’s eyes went wide. “Oh, it’s just how we greet people. We shake hands, it’s a nice thing to do.”
The librarian nodded as if she was filing this information away. “Well, that’s strange and interesting.”
“What do you do when you say hello?” Mom asked.
“We... say hello.”
“Oh, right,” Mom said.
“My name is Rara, this is our village. You’ll have to excuse us for not knowing your strange customs. Where did you say you came from? Respawn-something?”
“No,” Kate said. “We don’t come from there, we ARE respawners.”
“We come from… outside,” Jack said.
Rara looked confused. “Outside? You are in a house.”
Kate giggled. “Outside the game.”
“What game?” Rara asked.
Jack and Kate laughed. Mom raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know about respawners?”
Rara shook her head. “No, what is that?”
“Well, it’s a long story,” Mom said. “Can we come out and meet the rest of you?”
“Oh! Yes! I’m sorry,” Rara said as she moved out of the way, “please forgive us, we haven’t had anyone come here in...”
“Ever!” one of the other villagers shouted, a girl in cleric robes.
Rara nodded. “Yeah, in ever.”
“Well then,” Mom said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you all. We are so excited to be your first visitors and I hope we can all have fun together.” Mom walked over to the group of villagers with Kate and Jack following.
The villagers looked at them curiously. Some looked quite nervous, others were vibrating with excitement. “Come on everyone,” Rara said, “don’t be shy, introduce yourselves. Make sure to hold your hand out so they can touch it.”
The girl cleric who had spoken up earlier ran up to Mom and grabbed her hand, shaking it wildly up and down. “Hi! I’m Finny! I help when people get hurt.”
The other villagers moved around excitedly after that, copying Finny. “I’m Lala,” a villager in soot-covered clothes and a large metal plate strapped to her head said. “I make armor.”
Another villager came down the line shaking hands, this one also wearing soot-covered clothes with a metal plated strapped to his head. He also had an eyepatch covering one eye. “I’m Bubba, nice to meet you.”
“Do you make armor, too?” Jack asked.
Bubba shook his head. “No, I make weapons!” He pulled out an iron sword, swinging it around, “Shing, shing!” he said as he waved the sword.

“Careful, you’ll poke you eye out doing that.” Mom frowned.

“I already did,” he said, pointing at his eye patch.
“Cool!” Jack said. “I love swords!”
Another villager came up and shook hands with Kate. “I’m Bookie, I’m a farmer!”
Then a girl villager with feathers stuck in her hair. “I’m Lola, I’m a chicken shepherd!”
Kate looked confused. “Chicken shepherd?”
Lola nodded excitedly. “Oh yes! I play with all the chickens and gather their eggs.”
Kate smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Lola.”
“Would you like to hear a joke?” Lola asked.
“Sure!” Kate said.
“Why did the chicken cross the road?” Lola asked and Kate shrugged. “To get to the other side!” Lola cracked up and the villager next to her groaned.
“That’s the only joke she knows,” the last villager said as he held his hand out. “I’m Bode. I do the fishing for the village. It’s a very important job.”
“Welcome to our village!” Rara shouted, excited.




Chapter 16

 
Dad and Bruce had sailed through the night, and were finally coming up to the village. They would have gotten there sooner, but Bruce was trying to swipe a fish out of the water and fell in with a big splash and a loud “Yeowwwl!”.
Dad thought it was hilarious seeing Bruce splash around trying to swim. Dad didn’t think it was hilarious when Bruce yowled and climbed his way out of the water. With his claws. On Dad’s arm and head. Then Bruce sat there on Dad’s head, dripping water all over him.
That was a while back though, and Dad finally saw the island coming up. He could make out the ugly emergency shelter they had created to sleep through the night. He smiled when he saw the mohawk covered in torches on top of the shelter. He felt like laughing and crying at the same time, thinking of his family doing whatever they could to help him get back.
As he got closer, he noticed there was a crowd standing around outside of the shelter. His stomach churned hoping they weren’t in danger, but as he got even closer, he could see his family and the people more clearly, who appeared to be villagers. They were already making friends!
He waved, but the people on the shore didn’t see him yet so he rowed faster. Mom saw him out of the corner of her eye and pointed, then waved her hands back and forth in the air, with her arms stretched all the way out. All the villagers turned to look at him in his approaching boat and Jack and Kate ran down to the shore to greet him. “Dad!” Kate yelled as she waved.
“Yay! You made it! Bruce too!” Jack yelled. As soon as the boat hit shore, Bruce leapt out and climbed up Jack’s body to take his spot resting on his shoulders. “Ow! Oof, owie!” Jack winced as the cat climbed him with his claws.
“Purr purr purr,” Bruce said and promptly fell asleep. Jack grinned and pet him.
Mom led the villagers down the beach towards Dad and introduced him. All the villagers went through another round of weird handshakes and introducing themselves. “It’s nice to meet you all,” Dad smiled. “Which one of you is the mayor?”
The villagers all looked around at each other. “Mayor?” Rara asked. “What’s that?”
“The person who is in charge,” Mom said.
Most of the villagers pointed toward Rara, but Bubba rolled his eyes. “Just because she’s the oldest doesn’t mean she’s in charge.”
Lala laughed at him. “You just want to be in charge.”
“Hmph,” Bubba grumbled.
Lala grinned and poked him. “Remember what happened last time you were in charge?” Bubba blushed. “You forgot to shut the gate to the chicken pen and the chickens left eggs everywhere!”
“I had just finished making a cool sword, and I needed to test it out!”
“And that’s why I’m in charge,” Rara said.
Lola nodded. “It took me forever to wrangle those chickens. I found one of them in Bode’s house!”
Bubba crossed his arms and frowned.
“Okay then,” Dad said, “I see you’ve met the rest of the family. Did they tell you why we’re here?”
The villagers looked at each other like they had not even thought to ask. “No,” Rara said, “why are you here?”
“How did that building get here?” Bode asked, pointing at their shelter.
“What’s that thing on Jack’s neck?” Lola asked, pointing at Bruce.
“Do you have any food?” Bookie asked, licking his lips.
“Do you want to play a game?” Finny asked.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa everyone!” Rara said, holding her hands up. “You’re going to scare them away! Give them a moment!” She looked back at the family. “Would you like to come to our village? We saw your building first thing and came over to investigate before we had breakfast. Come join us and we can talk about everything.”
“Food!” Bookie yelled, excited.
Mom nodded. “That sounds like a great idea. Please, lead the way.”
They moved like a giant herd of people towards the village. The village was a wonderful setup with houses spread out nicely, with one even on the water with a wooden road leading to it. The center of the village had a large, bountiful garden and a well, while another garden was growing down near the far edge of the village. It was a beautiful, sunny day with the sun sparking off the ocean gleaming a bright blue behind the village.
“Oh my, it’s so beautiful!” Mom gasped.
Bubba pointed to a set of buildings with a cobblestone workspace in between them. A glow of lava bubbling inside a square of the workspace made Jack grin. “That’s our place,” Bubba said pointing to Lala. “It’s obviously the coolest.”
Lala nodded. “Yeah! We make the coolest stuff!”
“I think you mean the hottest,” Jack said with a huge smile on his face. “Get it? Hot? Because of the lava?”
“Oh!” Bubba said with a laugh. “That’s funny!”
Lala rolled her eyes. “No it wasn’t.”
Kate smiled at Lala. “I like you.”
“Hey!” Jack said.
Bode pointed to the building on the water. “That’s my place. It’s way better than a dirty old smithing place, you can swim right outside the front door.”
Lola nodded. “Swimming is more fun than pounding on metal.”
Bubba and Lala both shook their heads. “No way! We make cool stuff! What’s better than that?”
Bode gave them a serious look. “Fishing. Fishing is better than that.”
“Eating!” Bookie said. “Eating is the most important.”
Finny just laughed. “It’s not nice to argue.”
Rara raised a hand again. “Finny is right.” Bookie and Bubba and Lala all looked annoyed. “But Bookie is also right, eating IS important, and something we should do right now.”
Bookie looked at Bubba and stuck his tongue out. “I win.”
Bode brought out handfuls of fish to hand to everyone.
“Fish, huh?” Dad said. “Have you guys ever had… barbecue?”




Chapter 17

 
Mom grinned while she handed out some of Dad’s barbecue to everyone.
The villagers looked at it, curious. “I’ve never seen any kind of food like this,” Bode said, staring at it.
Lola nodded. “It’s funny looking.”
“Just wait until you try it!” Jack said, smacking his lips.
“Jack, no mouth noises,” Mom said.
The villagers didn’t try the strange food, they just kept looking at it as if they didn’t believe it was actually food. Finally, after giving it a good sniff, Bubba took a bite. His eyes went wide and his entire face lit up like a skeleton in the sun. “This is SO GOOD!” He gobbled it down immediately.
Bode tried it next, and his eyes went wide as well. “It is good!”
The villagers wasted no time then, chowing down like they had never eaten before. Dad was beaming with pride. He loved when people enjoyed his barbecue.
When they had finished eating and everyone had full tummies and smiles on their faces, Rara stood up. “Alright then, Smith family, why have you come to our village?”
Dad nodded at the lead villager. “Well, we came here seeking the Heart of the Sea.”
The villagers looked at each other, then a series of shrugs went through them. “What’s that?” Rara asked.
“You don’t know?” Mom asked.
Rara shook her head. “I’ve never heard of it before.”
Finny pointed at Rara. “Rara knows lots of things, too!”
Dad sighed. “Well, I guess it wasn’t going to be that easy.”
“The Heart of the Sea is a special gem,” Jack said.
“Ooh, a gem? Can I have it?” Bubba asked. “I love little shiny things!”
Jack shook his head. “Sorry. We need it for a quest. A witch told us you would know where we could find one.”
The villagers all got strange looks on their faces.
“A witch?” Rara asked. “Was her name Esmerelda?”
“Yes,” Mom said. “Do you know her?”
As a group the villagers immediately left, going back to their houses and work, all except for Rara. “I’m sorry, but we are going to have to ask you to leave. If you are a friend of Esmerelda’s you are not welcome here.” She crossed her arms.
“Wait, what do you mean?” Mom asked, her forehead creased.
“I thought you said nobody had ever visited here before?” Kate said.
Rara frowned. “We don’t count her.”
“Now hold on a minute,” Dad said. “We shared a delicious meal with you and have been nothing but polite. Could you please at least give us an explanation?”
Rara hesitated, but shrugged. “A while back, Esmerelda came here looking for something. Probably that thing you mentioned, the ‘Heart of the Sea’. But when we told her we didn’t know where it was, she didn’t believe us. Then she turned part of our island into a swamp.”
Dad sighed and shook his head slowly. “She does seem to love swamps.”
Rara frowned. “That’s fine, she can like them all she wants, but that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was that the part of our island she turned into a swamp was the home beach of our beloved friends, the turtles. Once she changed it, the turtles went away and never came back.”
“Oh that’s terrible!” Mom said, putting her hands on her cheeks. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to. She seemed very nice when we met her. Maybe it was a misunderstanding.”
“Well, she refused to change the swamp back when we found out what she had done,” Rara said. “Those turtles were our friends and everyone in the village was very sad when they left. That beach was their home.”
“Maybe she didn’t know how to turn it back?” Dad suggested.
“Maybe,” Rara said, “but we sent her packing. She is not welcome here, and neither is anyone she sends here. I’m sorry, but you are going to have to leave.” She pointed towards their shelter. “And take that down with you. It’s hideous and we never gave you permission to put it there.”
“Hang on,” Dad said, standing up a little straighter. “We had to build a shelter quickly or the drowned would get us.”
“And I suppose just like Esmerelda, you know how to make it but ‘don’t know how to remove it.’” Rara said using air quotes.
“Rara,” Mom said keeping her voice even, though Kate could tell she was getting worked up. “We have done nothing to hurt you. In fact, we came bringing gifts to help you. We are nice people!”
“I’m sorry that happened,” Kate said. “I would miss my turtles, too. I love animals!”
Rara hesitated, her frown disappearing for a few moments. “Well, Esmerelda was all nice and friendly when she first got here, too. I just don’t know…”
“Please give us a chance,” Jack said. “We can help you. We can change the swamp back.”
“And the turtles might come back!” Kate said jumping up and down.
Rara eyed them for a long moment. “Do you really think you can do that?”
Kate and Jack nodded.
Rara chewed on her lip. “Well, it’s not my decision. If you can convince the rest of the villagers, then we will let you stay, and even help you however we can.”
“Alright!” Jack and Kate said together.




Chapter 18

 
“I’ll go talk to Bubba and Lala!” Jack said and ran off.
“I guess I’ll talk to Lola, she likes animals like me. I’ll also talk to Finny, she seems really nice.” Kate said with a nod.
Mom looked at Dad. “I’ll talk to Bookie. I bet we have a lot in common since he likes growing things.”
Dad nodded and gave her hand a squeeze. “I’ll go chat with Bode. Maybe he can show me some fishing tricks.”
“Honey...” Mom said, looking at Dad.
“I mean… I think we would get along?” Dad said. Mom shook her head.
Dad grinned and set off towards the house on the water. When he got there, he found Bode fishing off the dock.
“Hey there Bode!” Dad said. Bode ignored him. “Bode? How ya doing?” Bode ignored him harder. “Hey look-” Dad started but Bode cut him off.
“I don’t want to talk to you,” Bode said. “If that witch sent you, you probably aren’t very nice.”
“Well that’s not true,” Dad said. “We are nice people! Besides, the witch didn’t send us, she said she would only help us with a problem we are having if we help her first.” Bode didn’t respond.
Dad sighed. “Well, do you mind if I fish here for a bit at least?”
Bode shrugged and Dad pulled out his fishing rod. He cast his line in the water and made himself comfortable on the dock. “Nice day for fishing, isn’t it?” Dad laughed. Bode grunted. Dad caught something and reeled it in. “Oh yeah!” he shouted, then frowned as a soggy brown boot came flying out of the water and bonked him in the face.
Bode laughed and Dad smirked, throwing his line in the water again.
The two of them sat there together fishing in silence for quite a while, Bode catching all kinds of good fish, and Dad catching all kinds of trash. Bode still wasn’t talking no matter how many times Dad tried to engage him. He was just about to give up when he saw the bubbles moving towards his bobber. He yanked back hard, and his eyes popped wide open when he saw what he had caught.
Dad held up a glowing purple fishing rod. “Wow, this is cool!”
Bode’s eyes got huge. “Wow! Nice find!”
Dad grinned. “I’ve never seen an enchanted fishing rod before. It says Lure II.”
Bode’s eyes got even bigger. “Lure II!? That’s a fantastic catch!”
Dad looked at the rod, then at Bode. “Would you like it?”
Bode cocked his head. “What?”
“Would you like it?” Dad repeated.
“Really?” Bode asked.
Dad nodded, offering the rod to Bode. “Sure.”
Bode reached for it, then pulled his hand back and eyed Dad. “Why would you do that?”
Dad shrugged. “I’m trying to tell you; we aren’t bad people. We want to be your friends.”
Bode looked at Dad for a while like he was trying to read him, then shrugged and took the fishing rod. “Well, I’m not saying I agree to you being here, but I suppose we could let you stay and explain yourselves. At dinner.”
Dad grinned and cast his line back in the water.




Chapter 19

 
Jack ran all the way to Bubba and Lala’s house without stopping. “Meow,” Bruce said, cranky that Jack was running so hard and making his nap all bumpy.
“Oh be quiet, cat,” Jack said, but rubbed the cat’s furry black and white head lovingly.
He got to the workshop of the two smiths and grinned. Bubba was working over a piece of metal at the lava pit and Lala was setting up an armor stand.
“Hey guys!” Jack called out.
“Go away!” Lala yelled.
“Yeah! Esmerelda was a fun killer, you probably are too!” Bubba yelled.
Jack ignored them and walked into the workshop. “Hey! You can’t come in here!” Lala yelled, moving away from the armor stand and pointing at Jack.
“Hold on now, guys,” Jack said raising his hands up. “I like swords and stuff just like you guys, I just wanted to talk.”
Bubba pulled out a sword. “Just because you like swords doesn’t mean you get to ignore us.”
“Yeah!” Lala said, then looked at Bubba. “Are you done with the lava yet? I need it.”
Bubba frowned at her. “It’s still my turn.”
Lala huffed and looked at Jack. “That witch took away our turtles. We used to have so much fun swimming around and playing with them, and now they’re gone.”
Bubba turned his frown at Jack. “Yeah, and she didn’t even apologize.”
Jack thought about that for a second. “Well, just because I know her doesn’t mean I’m like her,” he said. “You know her, too.”
Bubba paused for a moment. “Hrmph. Well, I guess that’s right. Either way, we don’t want you in our village.” He turned back to the lava and started working on the metal.
“Come ooon Bubba,” Lala said, bouncing on her feet. “It’s my turn now.”
“No, it isn’t Lala. Remember you said I could have it all day if I washed your stinky socks, and I did.”
“Hey! My socks aren’t stinky!”
“They’re the stinkiest!”
Jack waved his hand. “Hey, what if I could help you guys out? Would you at least be willing to talk to me then?”
Bubba put his hands on his hips. “How do you think you could help us?” Jack took a step forward, but Bubba pointed a sword at him again. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”
“Hold on now!” Jack said, “I can help you.” He continued walking up to the workshop with his hands up just in case. He walked over to Lala’s side and picked a spot, pulled out an iron pick and mined one block of cobblestone.
“Hey!” Lala yelled. “What are you doing? He’s ruining our workshop!”
“Hold on, hold on,” Jack said. He pulled out his bucket of lava and carefully poured it into the hole he had mined. “There.”
Lala looked at the lava pool, then back at Jack, then at the lava pool, then at Jack again.
“WOOHOO!” She yelled and started dancing. Bubba looked at the lava, then at Jack, then at Lala, then at the lava again.
“Whoa! That’s so cool!” He started dancing also and Jack joined in. Jack did the floss dance and the other copied him and all three danced the floss.
“Alright, what was your name again?” Bubba said.
“Jack,” Jack said.
“Alright Jack, that was pretty cool. I guess I don’t mind if you stay here with us for a bit.”
“Me either!” Lala said. “I love lava!”
“Me too,” Jack said, and they all laughed.




Chapter 20

 
Kate found Lola off to the side of the village near a chicken pen, picking up eggs. “Hi Lola, how are you?”
Lola looked up at Kate and then got back to her eggs. “I’m fine,” she mumbled.
“Can I help you?” Kate asked.
Lola looked at her. “No, these are our chickens and you will not take them away.”
Kate raised her hands. “Okay, okay, sorry. I wasn’t going to take them away from you. I love animals, just like you.”
Lola ignored her and kept working.
Kate sighed, watching the girl for a moment. “Hey Lola.”
Lola looked up. “What?”
“How does a chicken know when to wake up in the morning?”
Lola looked at her, confused.
“It has an alarm cluck.”
Lola looked even more confused, then suddenly laughed.
Kate grinned. “Did you hear about the chicken who could only lay eggs in the winter?”
“No…” Lola said.
Kate smiled. “She was no spring chicken!”
Lola laughed again. “Do another!”
Kate laughed. “What happens when you drop an egg?”
“What?” Lola asked.
“It egg-splodes!” Kate said chuckling.
Lola laughed and clapped. “Again, again!”
“What kind of tree grows chickens?” Kate asked.
Lola shrugged.
“A poul-tree!”
Lola laughed and laughed, then finally stopped, smiling at Kate. “I don’t get that one.”
Kate laughed. “Chickens are also called poultry. It sounds like pole-tree.”
Lola laughed again. “Okay, you can help me. I’m collecting eggs.”
“Thanks Lola,” Kate said and bent down to pick up a white egg.
Lola nodded.
“You know, we really want to help you,” Kate said. “We brought you some presents that I think you will really love.”
Lola stopped picking up eggs. “Presents?” Kate nodded and Lola sighed. “Alright, if Rara says you can stay here for a bit, I don’t mind.”
Kate smiled. “Thank you Lola, that’s so nice!”
Lola nodded. “Anyone who knows so many chicken jokes can’t be all that bad.”
Kate laughed, “Well, I need to go talk to Finny, can you tell me where she is?”
Lola pointed to a long house. “She is usually in there. Tell her I said I like you, then she should talk to you.”
Kate grinned. “Thanks Lola!” she said and went to the building.




Chapter 21

 
Mom had to wander around to find Bookie, but eventually saw him at the garden on the edge of town. “Hi Bookie!” Mom said as she walked up to him.
“Hi!” Bookie said with a smile, sounding genuinely happy to see her.
“How are you?” Mom asked.
“Good, just planting some seeds.”
“That’s nice,” Mom said. “What are you growing?”
“Oh!” He pointed to a part of the garden. “Carrots,” then pointed to another part, “beets,” and another, “and potatoes. The other garden is all wheat.”
“Very nice,” Mom said, nodding. “It seems like you have lots of things you like to grow.”
Bookie nodded, “Oh yes, all the things.”
Mom dug around in her inventory. “Have you ever grown one of these?” she asked as she pulled out a pumpkin.
Bookie’s eyes went wide. “What is that?”
“It’s a pumpkin! They are beautiful and you can carve faces into them, and they make something delicious you can bake called pumpkin pie.”
Bookie licked his lips even though he had never had pumpkin pie before. He’d never even heard of it, but it sounded tasty. “Is it good like that barbecue stuff?”
Mom looked all around to see if Dad was nearby then whispered. “Better, just don’t tell Mr. Smith I said that.” She winked. Bookie blinked both eyes at her trying- and failing- to wink. Mom giggled.
“I won’t tell. But I thought Rara said you had to leave?”
Mom sighed. “Well, she did, but then she said if the rest of you were okay with us staying, we could stay too.”
Bookie thought about that for a bit. “I miss our turtles. The mean witch scared them all away.”
Mom put her hand on his shoulder and looked sad. She truly felt bad for the villagers missing their friends. “I know, but we think we can help. We can get rid of the swamp and turn it back into a beach for the turtles. I don’t know if that will bring them back, but we will certainly try.”
“And you’ll plant some of those pumpkins?”
Mom smiled. “I’ll plant pumpkins whether or not you let us stay, just as a gift to you.”
Bookies eyes went wide, and a gigantic smile showed on his face. “Let’s do it right now!”
Mom laughed and nodded. “Sure! But we should probably give them their own spot to grow.”
“I know just the spot!” Bookie said and took off. It startled Mom for a moment, but followed him.




Chapter 22

 
Kate found Finny in the long house messing around with a brewing stand. “Come on you stupid thing!” Finny yelled as she poked it.
“Hey Finny, what’s going on?” Kate asked.
“Sorry, I know we don’t say stupid.”
Kate smiled. “My mom says that, too. But that’s not what I wanted to talk about.”
Finny looked at Kate and narrowed her eyes. “Hmph, I have nothing to say to you.”
Kate sighed. “Why are you so upset?”
Finny crossed her arms. “Those turtles were our friends! And we don’t have many friends.”
Kate’s heart melted. It must be lonely living on an island with only a few people, never having any visitors. “We can try to bring them back. I know we can at least get rid of the swamp.”
“Hmph,” Finny looked out the window, crossing her arms. “Esmerelda is a horrible person. She hurt our village and she breaks promises.”
Kate looked confused for a moment. “What do you mean she breaks promises?”
Finny waved at the brewing stand. “She told me she would teach me how to use this, but she never did!”
Kate thought about that for a moment. “Didn’t you guys make her leave right after she turned part of your island to a swamp?”
“Yeah? So?”
Kate blew out a breath. She had been worried that maybe Esmerelda was someone to watch out for, but it sounded like maybe it was just a misunderstanding. “So how was she supposed to teach you how to use it if you guys ran her out of town?”
“Hmph,” Finny said, turning her head away so Kate couldn’t see her face.
“What if I could help you learn how to use it?”
“Wait, really?” Finny said, suddenly excited, looking back at Kate.
“Sure, my mom knows how, and she can show you what she knows.”
Finny jumped up and down. “That would be amazing!”
“Would you be willing to let us stay if we could do that?”
Finny stopped jumping and narrowed her eyes at Kate. “You can really get rid of that gross swamp?”
Kate nodded. “Oh, that’s easy.”
Finny smiled. “If you can do that, then I think you can stay.”
Kate rushed up and hugged her. “Thank you, Finny! That’s so nice!”
Finny pushed her away. “Get mymom here to show me how to use the brewing stand.”
Kate’s faced scrunched up. “No, my mom.”
“That’s what I said, mymom.”
“No, I mean my mom, not your mom.”
Finny looked confused now. “Who’s yourmom? I never said anything about them. You said mymom knew how to use the brewing stand.”
Kate was very confused, but then realized Finny didn’t know she was talking about her actual mom, not a person named mymom. “Oh...” Kate laughed. “I mean, Mrs. Smith, she is my-” Kate pointed to herself- “mom.”
“Why don’t you just call her that, then?”
Kate shook her head. “It’s okay, I’ll call her in to help you.” She left to find Mom.




Chapter 23

 
Evening came while everyone was out talking to villagers, or gardening or fishing or whatever else they were doing, and finally they all met back together in the village square at the end of the day.
Jack built a campfire in the middle of the village to give off heat and light. The villagers were very excited at the sight of it as they filtered in from their places in the village.
Dad grinned and activated the campfire, putting fish on it to cook. “Wait until you try fire-roasted fish,” Dad told everyone. “It’s almost as good as barbecue. Almost. Well, not really, but it’s good too.”
The last of them to get to the village center were Mom and Finny, but they came singing a song as they walked. “… Take one down and pass it around 33 brewed potions on the wall!”
Finny ran up to Rara. “Rara! Mrs. Smith taught me how to use the brewing stand!”
Rara grinned at her. “Oh good, you’ve been wanting to use that for a long time.”
Finny nodded. “Ever since the witch left it here.” Finny said ‘witch’ as if it were a bad word.
Rara hugged her, then raised her hands, quieting everyone down. “Okay everyone, I know it was a long day, but as you can see, I let this family have some time to talk to us individually. We will take a vote after dinner to see if we will allow them to stay.”
Dad snapped his fingers in disappointment; he had been hoping they would have an answer sooner than that.
Mom seemed fine with it, though. She hugged Dad and whispered to him. “I think we are good; how did your day go?”
Dad smiled. “It was okay. I think I won Bode over. He seems nice, just really focused on making sure he does a good job feeding these villagers.”
Mom nodded. “Bookie is on our side, and Finny for sure. I think it’s time to bring out the big guns, though. You hand out delicious food, I’ll be right back.”
Dad nodded at her and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Alright, is there anyone who wants to try fresh, hot, fire-roasted fish?!” Everyone’s hands went up, and Mom slipped away while they were distracted.
Dinner was delicious as always, and Dad was surprised that even though there was such a limited selection of food in this world, it all tasted so good that he never got sick of it.
When everyone was done, and rubbing their full tummies, Mom came back, but she wasn’t alone. In her hands she held the leads attached to an entire menagerie of animals, almost every single one they had boated over.
“It’s an attack!” Bubba yelled, equipping a glowing sword, “Shling!” he said like he couldn’t pull a sword out without making the noise.
“Everyone, get behind me!” Lala said and in a second she was wearing a full set of iron armor and holding a shield, all of it glowing purple.
Dad’s eyes went wide looking at Lala. “Whoa, she is cool… all enchanted armor, and a shield?! I bet I would never get an arrow in my butt again!” he mumbled under his breath, then shook his head as he saw Mom trying to calm them all down.
“Hold on! Hold on!” Dad yelled as loud as he could. “We aren’t attacking!”
Bubba and Lala didn’t stand down, but they didn’t attack either. Rara stood up and pointed at the animals.
“What is the meaning of this!? What ARE those things?” Rara shouted.
It was quiet in the yard for a moment, and Mom got a chance to speak. “These are animals, like the chickens you have, that can live on the island with you.”
Lola got so excited she was practically vibrating. “You mean, more pets!?” she shouted and everyone had to cover their ears from the squeal of joy that came out of her mouth as she ran over to the animals. First, she pet the cow, then the sheep, then the pigs. She made her way down the line, making sure that every animal got some love from her.
Lala and Bubba put away their gear and came over too, and soon all the villagers were playing with the new animals.
Rara smiled, seeming genuinely happy that her village was given such gifts. She nodded at Mom, who had planted a few fence posts in the ground and tied the animals to them. Mom came over to Rara and smiled at her. “We had planned on bringing you these all along. We didn’t know if you had any animals over here.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Smith. This is a wonderful present.” Then she cleared her throat and yelled out, “Attention! Attention! It’s time for the vote! If you think the Smith family can stay here, raise your hand!” All the villagers cheered then, their hands in the air. Rara laughed. “I guess that settles it. You guys can stay, but I will add the condition that you fix the swamp.”
“We were going to do that anyway,” Mom said, smiling.
After a while it started getting darker and Mom brought the animals back to the shelter before it was all the way dark.
“Kate will build you some pens tomorrow,” she had told Lola, who was not at all interested in watching the animals go.
“You can do that?” Lola asked, and Kate nodded.
“I’ll show you how, too,” Kate said with a grin.
“It’s time to go to bed now, but tomorrow we will help you find the Heart of the Sea.”
“And we can help you build cool stuff!” Jack said.
“And teach you how to mine and craft,” Dad said.
The villagers looked shocked at that last bit, but were nervous about the darkness and went into their homes. The family went to their shelter, too, and fell asleep, happy that the day had been a success.




Chapter 24

 
The morning came and Mom woke up first. “Rise and SHINE everyone! It’s a wonderful day!” She wished she had some curtains to throw open.
Dad nudged Jack. “Did you see that cool enchanted armor Lala had?”
Jack nodded and yawned. “Yeah, it was great, and Bubba had an enchanted sword. I wonder if he has any more!”
“Boys,” Mom said, “we’re here to help them, not convince them to give us toys.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “Technically Mom, we’re here for them to help us.”
“Remember the golden rule, Jack,” Mom said. “Treat others the way you want them to treat you.”
Jack shrugged. “Yeah, I know, and how I would want others to treat me, is by giving me cool enchanted swords!”
Kate laughed. “She means we help them, they help us.”
Mom pointed at Kate. “Right. Now, let’s go talk to the villagers. Remember, we have to fix the swamp before they will help us.”
They all left, going out into the village, but stopped suddenly as Lola was standing right outside the door. “Can we see the animals now?”
Kate laughed. “Let’s have breakfast first, then we will build them some pens over by your chickens, okay?”
“Yes!” Lola shouted, and the girls headed to the campfire.
The village and the family all ate breakfast together, and when there was a quiet moment, Rara spoke. “I think it’s time to tell you our story now, and perhaps it will help you find the Heart of the Sea that you are looking for.”
“But we haven’t even fixed the swamp for you yet!” Mom said.
Rara nodded. “No, but you’ve shown us that you have the best interest of our island in mind. I think we trust you will do what you said you would.”
Mom smiled, and her eyes got a little wet. “Thank you Rara, thank you all of you. We really do only have the best intentions.”
Rara stood up and walked into the center of them all, in front of the fire. “Long ago, our ancestors traveled on three mighty ships: the Nani, the Pinta, and the Nasta Miraa, in search of a place they could call home. They were fleeing the war that had erupted between the End people and the witches. Our country had been caught between these two factions and was being destroyed, and so they took to the seas.
“They traveled across the water, and finally when they came to this area, they found something truly amazing: an Ocean Monument. Our ancestors saw it and got too greedy, thinking to plunder the monument for its riches, but the guardians of the monument were not to be trifled with. They attacked, and caused great damage to the ships, who were forced to limp away.
“They finally made it here, to this island, before the ships sank, the damage too great to stay afloat. We are the descendants of the survivors of those ships, lost to time and the outside world, trapped on this island. If the Heart of the Sea is anywhere, it would be on one of those ships.”
Jack and Kate had listened to the story with rapt attention. Jack jumped up. “That was so COOL!” he shouted.
“Jack!” Mom said. “It’s not nice to call someone’s story of war-torn countries and devastating shipwrecks cool.”
Rara chuckled. “It’s okay, it happened many spawns ago. We don’t think of this island as a prison, it’s our home now and we love it.”
Finny nodded. “That’s why the swamp is so terrible!”
The rest of the villagers all nodded in agreement. “Well,” Mom said, “we plan to fix that swamp today!”
The villagers cheered, and the family joined in, all except Kate.
Dad whispered to her. “Are you okay?”
Kate nodded. “I think I know how to find the Heart of the Sea.”




Chapter 25

 
Dad’s eyes were big. “Already? What are you thinking?”
Kate smiled huge. “Only the best thing EVER!”
Dad leaned back at her outburst. “Whoa, what is it?”
Kate stood up, screaming. “I’m going to play with DOLPHINS!!!! AAAAA!!” Dad fell off his seat into the dirt as the entire group of people went quiet, staring at them.
Kate looked all around and blushed. “Sorry everyone! I just realized how we can find the Heart of the Sea. If we feed a dolphin some raw fish, it will lead us to shipwrecks, then we can find it in the wreckage!”
Rara’s jaw dropped. “Really?”
Kate nodded. “I remembered reading it from one of the loading-screen tips.”
Rara looked confused. “I understood some of those words, but not all of them.”
Jack laughed, and Kate shook her head. “Sorry. It’s kinda weird. You guys really don’t know about respawners?” There was a round of headshaking and shrugs by the villagers. “Oh well, it’s not important. What IS important, is that we find some dolphins.”
Lola pointed out towards one side of the island. “We see some playing out in the water that way most days.”
Kate looked at Dad. “Will you row me out there and we can try my plan?”
“Of course!” Dad said.
“While you two are out doing that, Jack and I will fix that pesky swamp issue,” Mom said.
“And plant some pumpkins?” Bookie asked.
“OOOOoh! Pumpkin pie!” Jack shouted and Bookie pointed at him. “I want to try that.”
Mom chuckled. “Yes, we can plant some pumpkins.”
“What about the pens for the animals?” Lola asked.
Mom looked between the two villagers and sighed. “I’ll tell you what. Jack can build the pens for you and I’ll help with the swamp, that way we can make sure we get everything done.”
“YAY!” Lola and Bookie shouted at the same time, then looked at each other and laughed.
“Let’s go!” Kate said, pulling on Dad.
“Just a minute please,” Rara said coming over to the two of them. “You think you can find the shipwrecks of our lost ships?”
Kate nodded. “I’ve never done it before, but I know the dolphins can help.”
Rara looked down. “If you could, if you do find the ships, could you bring back some mementos? Anything that could help us remember our ancestors would be nice.”
“Of course!” Kate said. “I’d be happy to!”
Rara smiled and hugged her. “Thank you, and this might help.” She handed Kate a glowing purple bottle.
Kate looked at it: a potion of water breathing. “Thank you! This will be a huge help!” Kate grabbed Dad and pulled him towards the boats. “Come on, come on!”
Dad struggled to keep up. “Calm down, are you sure I even have any fish?”
Kate stopped and raised an eyebrow him. “Yes, I am 100% certain you have some fish.”
Dad laughed. “Okay, you’re right. That was a very nice thing you said to Rara. It made me proud to see you being so caring.”
Kate shrugged. “It’s no big deal, Dad. She’s nice and I like all the villagers.”
Dad smiled. “Okay then, get in the boat. Let’s go find us some dolphins.”




Chapter 26

 
Dad and Kate rowed out to where Lola had pointed earlier and sure enough there was a pod of dolphins swimming around. “Right here, Dad!” Kate yelled, vibrating with excitement and pointing down into the water. The dolphins came up and swam around the ship playfully. “Oh my gosh. This is so exciting!” Kate said as she prepared to jump in the water.
“Is this going to be safe?” Dad asked, eyeing the dolphins.
Kate hesitated. “Well, it’s going to be as safe as anything in Minecraft. I’m sure there are drowned down there, and I could lose my breath too, but it’s really the only lead we have right now.”
Dad nodded. “Whatever happens, I’ll try to follow you in my boat.”
Kate gave him a high-five and, with a squeal, jumped into the water. Right away the dolphins swam around her, bopping her with their long noses and playing around. Kate was so thrilled she almost couldn’t stand it. “Hello my friends! I am Kate, Queen of the Dolphins.”
“I thought you were queen of the wolves?” Dad asked with a chuckle.
“Both!” Kate said. She played with the dolphins for a bit, petting their sides, then pulled out a piece of cod. “Would you like this?” The dolphin she was petting freaked out, doing a backflip in the water. Kate laughed and tossed it the fish. The dolphin gobbled it up, swam in a circle around Kate and dove under the water, white stars trailing after it.
“Come on, Dad!” Kate yelled and swam after the dolphin. Dad followed as best as he could from the boat, watching the water to see where the two of them went.
Kate was having the time of her life, swimming with and chasing dolphins was so much more fun than she had even thought possible. It made her wish she could tell her best friend back home about her experience. Though that thought made her feel a little homesick. She hadn’t even realized how much she missed home until she thought of trying to share the fun things she had done with her friend. Maybe she needed to write a book about her family’s adventures when she got back so she would never, ever forget them.
The dolphin swam, leading her on, but soon she found herself out of breath. The dolphin stopped and pushed her to the surface where she could breathe. She gulped in a lungful of the fresh air and laughed as the dolphin swam around her in circles again. She waved at her Dad when he caught up to them.
“Everything okay, honey?”
“Everything is GREAT!” she yelled back. “Just catching my breath!”
Dad gave her a thumbs up and she gave her dolphin friend some more fish. Once again, they were off, swimming through the water. It was a little hard to see through the bubbles that escaped her nose, but underwater was beautiful. She saw so many fish and sea creatures, beautiful reefs and bright corals.
They didn’t have far to go this time, when she saw it: the broken down remains of an old ship at the bottom of the sea. The ship was large, clearly big enough to hold many people, and sitting upright on the ocean floor. The dolphin swam towards it and stopped, swimming in tight circles. Kate saw that she would need more air, so she swam up and refilled her bubbles, then dove back down.
She swam around the ship, poking her head in all the nooks and crannies, until she found a treasure chest, and with a hopeful grin opened it up. Inside she found some potatoes, carrots and wheat, some papers and rotten flesh and something Jack would really like, a TNT. But no Heart of the Sea.
She knew it was a video game but was still surprised everything was in such perfect shape. Who knew how long these things had been under the water! She collected everything and looked around the ship, finding another small chest in a cabin. It was filled with paper and a compass, but that was it. She took it all and with a disappointed shrug swam back up to get more air. The dolphin followed her, and she yelled out to Dad. “Nothing yet! Going to look in the next ship!”
“Just stay safe!” Dad yelled back.
She gave him a thumbs up and threw another fish to the dolphin. It took off like a rocket and she followed, Dad rowing behind them. This shipwreck was close, and she was able to make it on a single breath of air, only coming to the surface for more once she saw it.
She dove down to explore this one, which was lying on its side. It only had a single chest which did not contain what she was looking for. Although it did have a full set of enchanted leather armor in it, as well as some bamboo.
By this point Kate was getting nervous. What if the last ship didn’t have what they wanted? She swam up and caught her breath again, motioning for Dad to follow her. Then she fed the dolphin again and it sped off through the water. She followed it again, this time more worried than excited. When the dolphin made it to the next ship she swam back to the surface, frustrated.
“What’s wrong?” Dad asked.
“This last ship is in a deeper part of the water. I’m going to need to use the potion to get there.”
She drank the potion, and blue swirly lights started floating around her. “Well, this is nifty.” She dove down to explore this last ship.




Chapter 27

 
Kate got to the bottom and swam to the ship. She explored it and opened a supply chest finding another TNT and some gunpowder, but nothing else. She was getting really worried.
Kate made her way to a door, and opened it, finding yet another smaller chest within the cabin. A smaller chest and... a drowned with a trident! She tried to stop abruptly, but being in water, it didn’t quite work that way. She pushed her arms forward to stop her motion, trying to quickly swam backwards to get away, but the drowned hit her with its trident, taking away a chunk of her hearts.
She screamed, worried that she would lose her breath before she remembered she could breathe underwater now.
The drowned came out of the cabin, chasing her and she whipped out her crossbow, firing at it. The arrow didn’t go anywhere near as far underwater as it would on land, and it stopped and sunk down before it hit the drowned.
She swam backwards and hid behind the mast of the ship, just as a trident slammed into the other side, sticking into the wood.
Kate ducked around and fired again, this time hitting the drowned and flashing it red. She swam as fast as she could away and the drowned followed. As she swam, she opened her inventory and quickly threw on the enchanted leather armor she had found in the other ship, grateful it had a protection II enchantment on it.
A trident hit her in the leg almost as soon as she had finished, taking away far fewer hearts than the first hit.
Now that she was protected with armor she spun around and fired her crossbow but missed again.
The drowned stabbed at her and she swam straight down to the hit. She fired again, this time so close there was no way she could miss, and all three arrows from her crossbow landed, flashing it red. The drowned growled but stabbed at her again and she took another hit, down to only a few hearts left.
But she was close up to it now, and was able to shoot it one more time, poofing the drowned into a pile of rotten flesh.
She breathed hard, her excitement up from the fight. “Wow, that was scary,” she muttered as she swam back to the ship and opened up the chest in the cabin.
“Oh please, oh please, oh please,” she mumbled as she popped open the chest. It wasn’t the gem, but she was rewarded with a treasure map and a book. She got a huge smile on her face. “I hope this is it!”
After another lap around the wreckage, she swam back to the surface and climbed into the boat with her dad. “Did you find it?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No, but I did find a treasure map.”
“A treasure map?” Dad asked.
She nodded. “Yep, it should lead us to a sunken treasure!”
Dad looked at the sky. “It’s getting late. We don’t have much time until dark. Think we have enough time to find it?”
Kate looked at the sky, then opened the map. “Oh yeah we do! It’s close!” She pointed to the left. “Go that way!”
“You got it, captain,” Dad said.
Kate grinned. “Captain Kate, Queen of the Wolves and Dolphins. I like the sound of that.”
Dad chuckled and rowed, getting them to a very tiny sand island after a while. The sky was darkening as the sun was just about to touch the horizon. “We’d better hurry. What do we need to do?”
“Dig!” Kate said, punching the sand.
Dad nodded and began punching the sand next to her. They didn’t have to dig for very long, with the two of them working together they were able to go through the sand quickly. “I found something!” Dad yelled, pointing below. Kate looked to see just what she had hoped: a chest buried in the sand.
“Open it, open it!” she squealed.
Dad opened the chest and gasped. Inside the chest were two things: a cake and a shiny, blue gem. He grabbed something and held it high in the air. “A CAKE!” he shouted and jumped for joy.
“Daaaad,” Kate moaned. “The gem, get the gem!”
Dad winked at his daughter and grabbed the gem, holding it out for her to see. “You did it, Kate! You found the Heart of the Sea!”
Kate screamed and started jumping up and down before hugging her dad. “We did it together, Dad.”
He kissed the top of her head. “We sure did, kiddo.”
“We did it!” Kate shouted, throwing her arms in the air. Then she put her hands around her mouth and yelled out to the ocean, “Thank you dolphin friends!”
They ran back to their boat and rowed as fast as they could towards the village, hoping to make it there before it got all the way dark, and the monsters came out. Minutes went by when Kate pointed behind Dad. “Look!”
Dad turned around to see that they didn’t have to race after all. Mom and Jack had done more than just fixing up the swamp and building animal pens. They had covered the village in torches and built campfires all around the outskirts, giving off enough light that no monsters could spawn.
Dad rowed to Bode’s dock and the two of them got off the boat.
“Hey,” Dad said, poking Kate.
“What?”
“Follow my lead, okay?” Dad said, and made a show of putting on a huge, disappointed frown.
Kate cocked an eyebrow then smiled, understanding. She made a sad face also, and they walked into the center of the village.
Jack and Mom and the villagers saw them, and the talking and laughing died down. Dad and Kate walked up to everyone, looking sullen and depressed.
“Oh dear,” Mom said. “You weren’t able to find it?” She snatched Kate up in a hug.
“We found a book from the ships though,” Kate said, pulling away and handing Rara the book.
Rara took it, her eyes lighting up as she looked at it then she hugged it to her chest.
“Yeah,” Dad said, sounding as sad as he had ever sounded. “It was in the same chest as a MAP THAT LED TO THE HEART OF THE SEA!!!!!” he shouted, holding the gem up high.
“YAY!” everyone shouted.
“You are such a turd!” Mom told Dad.




The Codex of Seeds

 
The villagers and the Smith family sat around the fire, happily sharing songs and stories. During one of the quiet moments Rara leaned over to Mom and asked, “So just what is a respawner anyway?”
Mom looked at the librarian, somewhat surprised. “I thought everyone knew about respawners. We come from another world, and well, when, we... um…”
“Poof,” Jack suggested.
Mom pointed at Jack. “Yes, when we poof, we don’t go away forever. We wake right back up at our spawn point and can keep going.”
That made all the villagers stop what they were doing and stare. “Really?” Bode asked.
The family all nodded. “Yes,” Dad said. “At first we didn’t know what happened or why we came here. But now, we think we might have been brought here to stop something really bad from happening.”
“Stop what from happening?” Bubba asked.
Kate pointed into the sky. “Well, we think it has something to do with the Ender dragon. We’re trying to learn more, and that’s why we keep exploring and meeting as many people as we can.”
“Yeah,” Jack said. “We read in a book that the witches stopped the dragon before, so that’s why we were so surprised you didn’t like Esmerelda.”
“Well,” Lola said, “’she DID scare away all of our turtles.”
Dad nodded. “One thing is for certain; she is pretty weird.”
Everyone laughed at that, and Dad pulled out the Codex of Seeds. “There are lots of us that live outside this world. Some people can interact, but can’t actually visit the seeds, called outsiders.”
The villagers looked at Dad like he’d turned into an alien. “It’s all very strange so don’t feel bad if it doesn’t make sense,” he said.
“Then there’s us, who are respawners. We actually came into the seed, even though we aren’t from here. This book,” Dad held up the Codex, “tells the stories of things that happen in the other seeds.”
“Tell us some!” Finny said. “I love stories!”
Dad cleared his throat. “Okay...” he said, flipping through the pages. “Oh! Here’s one by Hipposgrumm, about a strange cow.”
“Yay!” Lola said. “An animal story!”
Dad grinned and continued. “This cow spawned in a forest, minding his own business, when suddenly, he heard something moving around in the bushes. He didn't take this too seriously because that was supposedly normal. Then, he heard a potion splash and he fell asleep. He woke up in a laboratory. He remembered nothing. He was tied up with chains and encased in glass. He heard the scientists saying he was given elemental powers. HE UNDERSTOOD THEM! Cows aren't supposed to be able to understand humans. He realized that he had a mind of his own. Elemental powers. He focused on one of the powers he knew of: fire. His body started to heat up, but it didn't hurt him. The heat melted the chains. He used his horns to break the glass, and then he ran out of the laboratory, accidentally hitting a lever in the process. He got hundreds of blocks away before the laboratory exploded. When he was sure he was safe, he noticed a tag on his leg. S3NDR1. Sendral, he called himself.”
“Whoa,” Lala said. “That was cool... and kind of crazy! Are all the stories like that?”
Jack nodded. “There are some really nifty things that happen in the seeds.”
“Hey!” Dad said. “Nifty is my word! Anyway, here’s another story, by Diamond_Wolf405. There was once a talking wolf cub which was born, and his mom named him Diamond. Diamond loved to play around with his best friend Jack and sister Gold. All of the wolves can talk. One day a huge horde of zombies, baby zombies and chicken jockeys came to Diamond's pack and started attacking them. Diamond ran away carrying his sister Gold. They were the only survivors. Soon a respawner named Chainmail_405. Diamond and Gold went on all sorts of adventures with Chain and even went to the end and nether! They soon found out that Herobrine was the one behind the zombies and wanted to destroy all the mobs and NPCs and possess players to do his dirty work.”
“Herobrine scares me,” Bookie said, looking nervous.
Rara rubbed his back. “It’s okay, Herobrine is just a boogeyman; he isn’t real.”
Bookie frowned. “He might be, somewhere on the seeds.”
“Well, I wouldn’t worry too much,” Dad said, “with Bubba and Lala here, you have some good protectors.”
“And maybe we can make you an iron golem!” Jack said.
“And teach you how to make friends with wolves!” Kate added.
“Tell us another story!” Lala said.
Dad nodded and flipped the page. “Huh, I must be in the animal section of the book, this one is about an animal, too.”
“Yay!” Lola said.
“It’s even a chicken,” Dad said.
“Double yay! Triple yay!” Lola shouted.
Dad laughed. “It’s by EpicJake721. Chuck had to hide in order to stay safe, or else they would kill him. Chuck lived in a world where nearly everything tried to kill his kind, chickens. He lived a hard life, always being secretive. One day, though, a respawner snuck up behind Chuck. But the respawner, who Chuck later learned was named Jake, just wanted to be friends. As time passed, this unlikely friendship grew stronger and gained more allies along the way. Chuck and Jake changed the world for the better, and it all started with one act of kindness.”
“That was my favorite!” Lola said, then yawned hugely.
“Alright everyone, I think it’s time for bed,” Rara said.
“I agree,” Mom said, “It’s good for growing kids to get lots of sleep.” She gave Jack and Kate ‘The Look.’
“Awwww,” Jack and Kate said together.
“Come on kids, say goodnight,” Dad said.
They all said goodnight and headed off to bed.
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Chapter 1

 
“What in the Nether is a slimepoline and why do we want one?” Bubba asked Jack.
“It’s a thing you jump on that’s made of slime,” Jack said.
“What is slime?” Lala asked.
“It’s like this green, squishy stuff.”
“Yuck,” Lala said, squishing up her nose. “It sounds messy. Why would I want to play in slime?” 
Jack rolled his eyes. “It’s not slimy slime, it’s bouncy!” His arms waved around in front of him as he spoke, bouncing one hand off the other.
“Why is that any better?” Bubba asked. “Slime sounds gross.”
“No, just, it’s really cool, it...” Jack shook his head. “Listen, can I use your backyard or not? I promise if you don’t like it, I can fix whatever I do right back to the way you had it.” 
Bubba and Lala looked at each other, then shrugged with a frown. “I guess,” Lala said. “But you have to let us watch what you’re doing.” 
“Watch? You can help! Come on!” Jack yelled, running to the area behind their workshop. He had chosen this spot specifically because it was a big, flat grassy area with some trees spaced exactly how he wanted. 
Jack ran between the trees and rubbed his hands. “This is perfect!” 
Bubba and Lala had confused looks on their faces. They found Jack so odd, going on and on and on about making the ground into gross sounding slime with some kind of pole in it or something. They thought all the visitors to their little village were kind of odd, honestly. It was true, they hadn’t had a visitor since... that witch. But still. These ones were extra strange.
They had built a mysterious building overnight, and they had that bizarre cat that always hung around. When they found out that awful witch Esmerelda had sent them- the same witch who turned their beach into a swamp and scared off all the turtles- things seemed even more unusual.
But as the family proved they were kind and truly only wanted to help, they won the villagers over. They were becoming fast friends now, but the family wouldn’t stay long. They were on a quest to them find items to get back home. They only needed an Ender Pearl and several blocks of snow before they could return to the witch. But before they left, they promised to help turn the swamp back into a turtle habitat, and the Smiths did not break their promises.
While Dad was out helping with the turtle project, Jack was finally getting to do what he had been wanting to for a long, long time. With a massive smile on his face, he dug up the ground in a four-by-four area between the two large trees. He threw out a crafting table nearby and activated it, converting his stacks of slime balls into slime blocks. 
When the slime blocks were ready, his grin widened even more. “Slimepoline here I come!” he shouted with a fist in the air, then placed the slime blocks in the ground, four across, four up, and filled in the middle. 
Lala squished her nose up again. “Those sure look gross.” She bent over Jack’s strange, bright green creation and poked it. Her finger stuck to the slime block and made a thwwwwip sound as she yanked it off and the slime slapped back into place. “Yuck,” she said, wiping her hand off on her pants.
“Just watch,” Jack said with a twinkle in his eye and jumped onto the slime blocks, bouncing around happily. “SLIMEPOLINE!” he yelled as he bounced and bounced. “Wee! Woohoo! Woo! Wee!”
Bubba and Lala looked at each other. Bubba cocked his head. “Uh... you just look like you’re jumping around like a fish out of water.” 
“Come on! Try it!” he shouted as he bounced. “Wee!”
Bubba looked at Lala, who shrugged and jumped onto the slime blocks. “Whoa!” she yelled. 
“Fun, right?!” Jack asked. 
Lala bounced and bounced, the smile on her face getting wider with every jump. “Really fun!” 
Bubba crossed his arms and frowned. He tried to ignore them, but their whoops and hollers eventually wore him down. He carefully stepped onto a slime block and with one quick little hop, he was bouncing and boinging all over the place. “Haha!” he shouted into the air. “Oh yeah! This is awesome!”
The three of them jumped and bounced, giggling and laughing the whole time, before Jack hopped off. “That’s not even the best part,” he said. “You guys keep bouncing. I'm going to do something.” 
Lala and Bubba didn’t argue; they were having too much fun. Jack ran over to the crafting table and whipped up some stairs, then he stacked them quickly, building them from the ground to the top of one tree. As he hacked away some of the extra leaves, he noticed Bubba and Lala had stopped bouncing and were watching him with their mouths hanging open.
When Jack caught his eye, Bubba squinted at him. “How are you doing that?” 
Jack looked up. “Huh? Oh yeah. We’ll teach you how to build stuff. But first watch this!” He ran up the stairs to the top of the tree and looked down. 
“That’s so high up!” Lala looked seriously concerned. “Please be careful! You could get hurt!” 
“That’s the best part about a slimepoline. It doesn’t hurt when you laaaaaand!” Jack jumped mid-word from the tree and Bubba and Lala gasped in horror. Lala slapped her hand over her eyes. But then he landed on the slimepoline and bounced to a huge height and then again and again, eventually coming to a rest. Jack laughed with joy the whole time. When he finally stopped bouncing, he took a bow and pointed to the slime blocks. “I present to you... a slimepoline!” 
Bubba and Lala looked at each other, then at Jack, then at the stairs. “SLIMEPOLINE!” they shouted in unison and ran up the stairs.




Chapter 2

 
Dad looked at the stinky green water, the dark trees covered in vines, and the squishy, muddy grass. “Yep, it’s a swamp.” 
“We weren't kidding,” Rara said, a frown on her face. “It’s so gross and stinky. I don’t blame the turtles for not wanting to live here.” 
Dad nodded. One whole end of the island had been turned into a swamp; soggy and mucky all the way into the ocean. “Well, I can certainly see why you’d be frustrated. But I know we can fix it for you.” He thought about it for a bit, wondering just the right way to go about turning the swamp back into nicer land. 
“The easiest way for me to fix this would be to turn it all into nice dirt, but I imagine there was a beach here, too, at one point.”
Rara nodded. “It was a beautiful beach, huge with lots of soft, warm sand instead of this... squishy squish.” She frowned at the muck.
“So this was mostly sand?” Dad asked. 
The librarian nodded. “I think that’s why the turtles liked it so much.” 
Dad snapped his fingers. “Well, let’s turn it back into a sandy beach then! I need sand, not dirt. Let me see...” He looked in his inventory. They had collected a lot of sand on the other side of the ocean, but he quickly realized he didn’t have nearly enough to turn this entire area into beach. “Well Rara, I don’t have enough sand,” he said.
Rara looked upset, like she might cry. Her bottom lip twitched and her eyes got watery. “So you can’t help?” 
Dad grinned and patted her shoulder. “Oh, I can do it, I just need to get more sand.” He pulled out the stack of sand he did have from his inventory- 42 blocks- and handed it to Rara. “Here's what I want you to do in the meantime: go around to every block of water you can find and fill it with this sand. While you’re doing that, I’ll get more sand!” He demonstrated by placing one block of sand in a block of water.
Rara looked at the stack of sand, then smiled. “Okay! Thank you!” She turned to the nearest block of water and filled it in with a sand block. Dad gave her a thumbs-up then ran to the ocean.
“Wait!” Rara shouted after him. “Where are you going?!” 
Dad grinned over his shoulder. “To get more sand!” He dove underwater, yanked a shovel from his inventory and began digging.
He did not want to dig up the island and make even more of a mess since Esmerelda had done so much damage, so he went underwater. It didn’t take long to find the problem with that plan. His air ran out much faster than he thought it would, only giving him the chance to dig out a couple blocks of sand before he ran out. 
He swam back to the surface, pulling in a breath of air and wondering what he could do. With a shake of his head, he got out of the water and met back up with Rara. She looked at him and smirked. “That was fast. Did you get more sand already?” 
He shook his head. “No, I run out of breath too quickly.” 
Rara sighed. She had done a good job patching in all the water with sand, but now the area just looked like a patchwork of sand and dirt. And it still smelled a little. “Well, at least it isn’t wet and squishy anymore,” she said. 
Dad rubbed at his chin, thinking about the problem. He lifted his eyebrows then pulled a shovel out of his inventory, handing it to Rara, before taking another one out for himself. Rara held it up, eyeing it with a strange look. “Why did you give me this?” 
Dad pointed to the dirt blocks around the sand. “If we work fast, we can have all those up pretty quickly.” 
“Do what now?” Rara asked. 
“You know,” Dad said, “dig up blocks. The dirt ones.” 
Rara looked at the shovel like it might bite her. “I’ve never done that before.” 
Dad smacked his head; he had forgotten that villagers didn’t know how to mine. “It’s easy! Watch me.” He took his shovel and dug into a dirt block; in a few quick strikes, the block shattered, and he picked up the floating cube. He dug again, breaking the block underneath it, and found sand under the dirt. 
“It’s that easy?” Rara asked, digging her shovel into a dirt block as it exploded. “Whoa! It worked!” 
Dad grinned. He loved being a dad and teaching his kids and watching them learn. Getting to teach villagers new skills felt almost as good. “Maybe we won't have to get a ton more sand! Let’s dig up all the dirt!” 
Rara nodded, and they got to work. They dug and dug and dug, and by the time the sun was at its highest point in the sky, they had gotten rid of all the dirt blocks and all the ugly trees and every last speck of swamp. Rara put her shovel down and turned to look out over the area. “That gross swamp is finally gone,” she said, as a tear formed in one of her eyes. “We really did it.”
Dad nodded, happy to have helped. The swamp was gone, and the beach was back... kind of. It sure was not very pretty, though. It was as lumpy as an unmade bed. “Yeah, we did. But I really want to fill in the sand and flatten it out. It’s just so... lumpy and bumpy. This beach should be as beautiful as it once was.” 
“Well, you are going to have to get more sand somehow,” Rara said. 
Dad sighed. “Where are we going to-” His face lit up like a light bulb. “I’ve got it!”
“What?” Rara asked. 
“The tiny island where the treasure map led us to buried treasure! I’ll take the boat there and mine up all the sand!” He jumped in the air and snapped his fingers.
“You would do that?” Rara asked. “Just for our beach?”
Dad nodded. “Of course! We gave our word that we would help, and a good person doesn’t go back on that.” 
Rara smiled. “Thank you. That means a lot to me and to the whole village.” 
Dad nodded and ran to get the boat.




Chapter 3

 
As Kate and Lola finished the egg collecting for the day, Lola was bouncing on her feet, bursting at the seams to make pens for all the new animals. “Thank you for bringing us animals, Kate,” the girl said, her voice full of joy and excitement. 
Kate smiled at her and patted Fang’s head, who was never far from her feet. “I figured if you were way out here on an island, you might not have many. I’m glad to know someone here loves them as much as I do! Now, let’s find a spot for your new animals to have their pens. Maybe we can build a shelter for when it rains, too. We want them to be nice and cozy.” 
“That would be nice,” Lola said, “but it would take so long. Maybe we should build one large pen, just to keep the animals safe?” 
Kate shook her head. “Oh no, we are going to make something awesome!” 
They walked along the plains of the small island until they came to a wide-open field somewhat close to town. “This would be a wonderful spot,” Lola said, pointing around to all the grass. “Plenty of area for the animals to graze.” 
“Good thinking.” Kate rubbed her hands together. “Let’s see...” She began mumbling to herself while pointing all over, then popped out a crafting table and got to work making enough fencing for what she was planning in her head. She handed a stack of fencing to Lola. 
“I don’t know how to use these,” Lola said.
Kate’s eyes sparkled. “I know, I’m going to teach you.” She placed her first piece of fencing and helped Lola place hers right next to it. 
“It’s so easy!” Lola said. “This is going to change everything!”
“Yep!” Kate nodded. “It's easy for us respawners, and we learned at the last village that we can teach the villagers.” 
“You said that word again. Respawners. What is that?” 
“It means we come from another world,” Kate said, trying to simplify it for the sweet girl. 
“Oh, like The End or The Nether?” 
Kate shrugged. “Kinda, only it's a place no one from this world can get to. That’s why we need help to get back there.” 
Lola looked sad for a moment, then shrugged. “Well, if everyone from your world is nice like you, and brings animals, I wouldn’t complain.” 
Kate giggled. “Well, we aren't all nice. Just like there are people here that aren't nice. But Mom and Dad always try to teach us-” Kate changed her voice to sound deep like Dads- “I don’t care if you aren’t the best, or the fastest, or the strongest, but you will be the kindest.”
Lola laughed at Kate's deep voice. “Rara is always telling us to be nice, too.” 
“Sounds like Rara is pretty smart. I would listen to her. I think it’s safe to say every world could always use a little more kindness.”
They continued placing fencing until they had a massive pen filled with cross-fencing and individual areas for all the animals, complete with gates. Lola took a step back, an enormous smile on her face as she looked out over their work. “This is amazing! I can’t believe I helped make it!”
A grin slid across Kate’s face and she put her arm around the girl in a hug. “You did excellent work, I’m proud of you! Now just wait here. I’ll be right back.”
After a little while, Kate came back to the pens, leading the animals behind her.
“Woah!” Lola shouted. “You love animals... and they love you! I can’t believe they’re all just following you like that. I thought you had to bribe them with something in your hands or lead them with a rope.”
“Huh,” Kate said, looking back at the parade of animals behind her. “I didn’t even think about it. They just... kind of followed me. I’ve been working with animals a lot lately. Maybe I’m just getting really good with them?” She sorted them through their various gates until it looked like a regular old farm.
Lola squealed. “Oh, these animals are so CUTE! I wish we had even more!” 
Kate smirked. “You do, huh?” She pulled out a stack of wheat and gave it to Lola. “Why don’t you go give some of that to the cows.” She nodded toward the big, spotted animals.
Lola cocked her head but did as Kate asked. When she gave some to the first cow, a pink heart appeared and floated over its head. Lola gasped. She gave wheat to the other cow and the same thing happened. Her eyes grew wide as the cows got close to each other and nuzzled faces, and her eyes grew wider still when a baby cow spawned. Lola’s scream was so full of joy Kate couldn’t help but smile. She was starting to understand what Mom meant when she always said that giving gifts was even more fun than receiving them.
“It’s so CUUUUTE!” Lola said, alternating between jumping up and down and hugging the baby cow. 
Kate grinned and pet the baby cow. “I’ll teach you how to get babies from every animal if you’d like. That way you’ll never run out.”
Lola screamed again, so loudly Kate had to cover her ears.




Chapter 4

 
Bruce was a force to be reckoned with. Nobody better get in the way of him and his target. And this time, his target was the fish Bode was catching. Bruce stalked around the fishing villager, waiting for just the right moment to strike.
And it came.
A fish came hurtling out of the water and Bruce ninja-cartwheeled through the air to catch it. But Bode was no mere fisherman. He must have been some kind of ninja-fisherman. 
“You’ll have to do better than that, cat,” Bode said, as he effortlessly caught the fish one-handed. 
Bruce squinted his eyes at him, his tail lashing in the wind. The bubbles came up again and Bruce leapt even earlier this time, but Bode was a master and yanked on the fishing pole in just the right way to send the fish curving through the air into his waiting hand. Bode winked at the cat. 
Bruce had never been defeated like this before! Didn’t this villager know who he was? He was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells like Poop); a mere fisherman could not defeat him! 
Bruce leapt to jump on Bode’s head, but from out of nowhere, Bode pulled out another fishing pole and used it to block Bruce’s attack.
WHACK!
The pole smacked into Bruce and sent him flying back, rolling in the dirt. Bode turned his head to look at Bruce and waggled a finger at him. “No you don’t cat.” 
Bruce scowled. He shook the dust from his beautiful black and white fur, licked his paw, and readied himself.
Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells like Poop) never loses. And he wasn’t going to start today.
He pulled out all the stops, leaping into his most powerful attack form; ‘Ninja Shadow Buzzsaw Explosion,’ spinning through the air over and over, yowling with his claws out. This attack could hit 75 times in 5 seconds, but it was doing nothing against Bode who defended each claw strike with his secondary fishing pole. 
Behind them, the bubbles formed in the water, and being the skilled fisherman Bode was, they did not go unnoticed. He yanked back on his pole and while it distracted him for that one second, Bruce performed his ultimate move; ‘Attack the Behind from Behind,’ and bit Bode right on the butt.
Bode jumped and yelped and missed catching the fish. Bruce climbed up his body and flipped into the air, catching the fish in his open mouth and gobbling it up before he landed back on the ground on all four feet. 
“Dang cat!” Bode yelled as he rubbed his butt.
“Meow,” Bruce said, and turned his tail to Bode and walked away.




Chapter 5

 
Mom helped Bookie with his new garden, planting the seeds for pumpkins and helping him harvest all the other plants. She was able to collect a good number of seeds for her own personal stash, too. She loved gardening, and getting to introduce someone to new plants always made her happy. 
The two of them tended to the gardens, and when everything was planted and had started growing, Mom left the quiet boy with the plants to go see Finny in the long house.
“Hi Finny!” Mom said as she came around the corner and saw her.
Finny nodded at her but didn’t take her eyes off the brewing stand. Ever since Mom had showed her how to use it, she had been tinkering around trying to make new things. Mom had given her two of her precious blaze powders to experiment with. Finny had become increasingly frustrated though, only being able to make mundane potions that had no effect. 
“I don’t get it!” she yelled and threw her hands in the air. 
“I’m sorry, Finny,” Mom said, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It’s like I was telling you, you have to have these awkward potions to do much of anything.” Mom pulled out one of her few awkward potions and handed it to the girl, who put it in the brewing stand. “Once you have one of these, you can make something with an effect.” She handed Finny some sugar, and Finny used it on the brewing stand, creating a Potion of Swiftness. 
Finny looked at the bottle longingly. She wanted so badly to make cool potions. Then she set it down with a sigh. “I guess this thing is kind of pointless.” She gestured to the brewing stand. “I’m just a villager, I’ll never go to The Nether.” 
“It is rather annoying that so many of the ingredients come from there. I was looking forward to brewing things too, but I guess I will just have to be happy with gardening.”
Finny nodded. “Well, at least I know now, and I don't have to keep messing around with it.” 
Mom smiled at the girl. “You’re a good sport. I should probably go check on how the kids are doing. They tend to get into trouble if we aren't watching them.” 
She walked out of the longhouse and Dad crashed into her as he was running to get the boat. “Oh dear!” Mom exclaimed as she fell to the ground.
“Sorry, honey!” Dad helped her up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I need to go out on the boat for a bit.” 
Mom crossed her arms and gave him ‘The Look.’ “This is not the time to go fishing! We promised to help these villagers.” 
Dad chuckled. “I’m not going fishing! I need to find a safe and easy way to get a whole lot of sand to turn the swamp back into a beach. I thought going back to the island we found the treasure chest in would be a good idea.” Mom raised an eyebrow, and Dad smirked. “Why don’t you come with me? It could be like a date.” He winked at her. 
Mom thought for a moment, then smiled widely. “That sounds wonderful, honey!” She grabbed his hand and they left together. They found the boat on the beach and hopped in. Dad started singing romantically as he rowed them out on the water toward the island. At first Mom laughed at him, but it was actually quite nice listening to the song, rowing slowly over the calm water.
After a few minutes the dolphins showed up and played around, jumping in the air and doing tricks, making them both smile. Dad was glad to have moments like this with his wife, where there was no danger or anything pressing against them, just a moment of fun and joy. 
They made it to the island, a very small one, but completely made of sand. They could see the entire island as they approached; a hill of sand in the middle of the ocean.
“Alright, I think what we should do is dig out the middle,” Dad said, “and leave the edges to hold back the water.”
Mom nodded and got out her shovel, and together they started digging. They spent the rest of the day like that, digging out the island until they got deep enough to hit sandstone. By the time they were done, the island was gone, and in its place was an oddly shaped ring of sand blocks, with a deep hole down the middle. They had plenty of sand from their day's work. 
Mom was super excited to get back and start placing the blocks to fix up the beach, but Dad pointed out the sun that was hanging low in the sky. “We should probably wait until tomorrow; it’s getting dark and monsters will spawn soon.” 
Mom looked at him and cocked an eyebrow. “You’re my big, strong man, you can protect me. Let’s get it done tonight!” Dad flexed his arms, making a superhero pose, and Mom busted out a laugh.




Chapter 6

 
While Mom and Dad were at the island, Jack and Kate had been busy. Kate and the other villagers had finally caught up with Jack, Bubba and Lala at the slimepoline, and had spent a long time bouncing. Jack had enough slimeballs left to make two more slime blocks, and he built a few ramps, placing the slime blocks underneath them to make a kind of obstacle course around the slimepoline. 
When the villagers slowed down to watch Jack build with curious looks on their faces, he grinned and whispered something to his sister. Kate nodded and stood up, talking loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Okay! Who wants to learn how to mine and build things?!” The villagers’ faces lit up like it was their spawndays and they raised their hands high into the air. 
The rest of the day they all worked together and turned the humble slimepoline into a humongous, bouncy obstacle course. They dismantled the slimepoline, leaving it as just a 2x2 bouncy part, then strategically placed the rest of the slime blocks all around, next to ramps, underneath trees, anywhere they thought could make a cool obstacle.  
For the final step of their grand obstacle course, they built block roads in the air, destroying them until there was a single floating block above the slime blocks with a ladder coming down to the ground. They had balance beams and bridges, jumping and climbing sections, and they all had an amazing time running and jumping and playing.
It had been a long time since Jack and Kate had just gotten to play like kids, and they weren’t sure the villagers ever had. Surprisingly enough, Finny was the best at the obstacle course; it was like gravity affected her differently with how easily she floated and bounced between the different obstacles. 
That was until Bruce arrived. He had heard all the yelling and commotion and had come over to see what was going on. He watched as the kids and villagers ran through the course, laughing and smiling, climbing and jumping. His tail twitched every time one of the kids bounced next to him, and he felt the urge to pounce. He shook his head and decided to show these kids how it was done.
“MEOW!” he shouted from the top of the tree leading to the biggest slimepoline. 
Everyone stopped suddenly to look at the loud cat, and Lola pointed at him. “Look! It’s the kitty. I think he wants to play too!” 
Once Bruce knew he had everyone's attention, he leapt down to the slimepoline. He bounced off it perfectly, spinning through the air in a barrel roll, and dashed up the closest ladder so fast that if anyone blinked, they would have missed it. He used all his ninja skills, bouncing from tree to tree, burning through the balance beams like they weren't even there, boinging off the slime blocks as if they gave him speed when he hit them. A black and white blur, Bruce zoomed through the obstacle course while his silent audience watched on, their mouths hanging open in awe.
He finished the course so quickly, everyone watching was too stunned to say anything. Finally, Lola started clapping and all the rest of them joined in, applauding Bruce and his ninja skills. Bruce, for his part, looked smug and cleaned his head with his paw like it was no big deal. Which it really wasn’t for a ninja kitty. 
Mom and Dad eventually arrived to see the entire village running through the obstacle course, bouncing around having fun. They heard shouts of “Parkour! Parkour!” and “Ninja, Hi-yah!” as they got closer. Huge smiles lit up their faces when they saw the fun everyone was having. Mom smiled at everyone getting along so well, and Dad waved from the side. “Hey everyone! Just letting you know you are on your own for dinner tonight! Mom and I are going on a date!” 
“Gross!” Jack yelled. 
“Okay!” Kate said, “have fun! We love you!” Then they went right back to running and bouncing. 
Dad grinned, taking Mom’s arm and leading her to the broken-down beach.




Chapter 7

 
The next morning Bruce woke up well before anyone else and hit the obstacle course. The new day and fresh air motivated him. He knew he was the world's greatest ninja kitty, but it didn’t hurt to get some more training in. He had to stay on top of his game.
It was really kind of his kids to create such a good training course for him. He loved his family, but they weren’t always the most thoughtful. Like giving him that diet cat food? Yuck. And sleeping at night? So strange. I mean, here it made a lot more sense since the monsters came out. But not only did Bruce thoroughly enjoy hunting monsters, sleeping in the warm sun is far preferable to the cold dark.
He bounced through the course a few times at lightning speeds. The next go around, he experimented and whipped his claws out as he hit one bounce particularly fast, striking the dirt block of the ramp he was aiming for. His claws hit hard, and the block exploded instantly. He landed on all four feet and blew the dust off his claws. That had been a good attack. If only he could bring bouncy slime blocks with him everywhere. He shrugged off the thought. Bouncing off his family's heads worked pretty well, too. 
Soon the villagers were out tending to the morning chores, and when the Smith family came out from their house, Mom and Dad called everyone's attention to them. “Good morning, everyone! Hope you all slept well. We have a surprise to show you, come on!” Mom waved her hand, the excitement clear in the smile on her face.
Everyone followed them to the swamp end of the island. Mom and Dad stopped and turned around, gesturing out widely to the area in front of them.
What had been a yucky, stinky swamp, was now a beautiful, golden sandy beach. The sparking sand stretched from where they stood all the way to the water’s edge, and out around them. It was a huge beach, flat and level, and once again beautiful.
The villagers stood together marveling at it, unable to move or speak. A single tear appeared in the corner of Rara’s eye. 
After a few minutes, Rara spoke up. “Thank you so much for getting rid of the swamp. It feels like we have our island back!” She threw her hands in the air and spun in a circle before she ran down the beach. The other villagers followed, skipping, jumping and cheering while they ran. Dad, Mom, Kate, Jack, and Bruce watched them from where they stood, smiles on their faces and joy in their hearts.
“I really like helping people,” Kate said, feeling a little choked up. “It feels so good.”
“I agree,” Mom said, wiping tears from her eyes.
“Aw, come on, Mom. Don’t cry!” Jack said. “This is happy, not sad!”
“I know,” Mom sniffled, pulling him in for a big hug. “I am happy!”
Jack wiggled out of her grip and looked up at her. “I don’t think you know what that word means.”
Dad laughed and rubbed a hand over his son’s head. “We’re really proud of you guys,” he said.
“Us?” Kate asked. “You guys did this.” She pointed to the beach and the villagers.
“Well, yeah,” he said, “but you have both done plenty of helping, too. You’re helpful and kind to everyone we meet. I’m just really proud to be your dad. You’re not just good kids, you’re good people.”
He pulled both of them into a hug, and Mom wrapped her arms around them all from behind.
“Meow,” Bruce said, as he left back for the obstacle course. Things were getting a little too mushy for him.
When they broke up the family hug, they ran off to join the villagers, and had an impromptu beach party right then, celebrating with swimming and digging and sunbathing. Dad even set up a furnace, and they had a barbecue on the beach. 
Once everyone had eaten and were relaxed, laying on the beach, Rara blew out a breath. “So, how do we get the turtles back?” she asked. 
There were shrugs all around before Lola spoke up. “Well, we know they like seagrass, maybe we can lure them here with that and once they see their beach is back, they will stay?” 
No one else had any better ideas, so Jack whipped up a couple sets of shears, and they took turns swimming out into the water to collect seagrass. That was the easy part, though. Once they had more seagrass than they’d probably ever need, came the hard part: finding the turtles. They searched all around the edges of the island but couldn’t see any swimming around. 
“I think,” Rara said, “we might have to find them out in the ocean.” She pointed out to the big, wide, sparkling blue water.
Kate nodded. “I think you might be right. It looks like this is going to be harder than we thought.” 
“We aren't giving up, though!” Mom said. “We made a promise and we intend to keep it.” 
Dad nodded. “That’s right. We’ll get an early start tomorrow morning. Jack, Kate and I will head out into the water to search for them. Mom, would you like to stay here and help with the village?”
Mom nodded. “That’s fine dear. I wanted to talk to Rara anyway about where we might find the rest of the items we need.” 
“It’s settled then,” Dad said. “Tomorrow, we go turtle hunting!” 
Lola gasped, and Dad raised his hands. “Wait, no- I don’t mean hunting, I mean finding.” 
Lola let out her breath and Dad sighed. He had to be more careful about what he said.




Chapter 8

 
Rara had asked Dad to come to the library before they left to find turtles the next morning. When Mom and Dad joined her there, she handed Dad a map of the area, plus a couple blank maps.
“This isn’t a very complete map, but it should help a little. It will at least help you mark where you’ve been. But look here, I wanted to show you something.” She pointed to a spot on the map that had been filled in a little. It was out in the water, past the island. “That’s the Ocean Monument that we told you about the other day. It would be smart to stay away from there, the guardians are tough and don’t like it when people get too close.”  
Dad nodded, taking the map. “Thank you, this will be a big help.” Rara wished them luck, and he left to round up the kids. 
Mom stayed behind with Rara and looked over the small library. They had a good number of books for a small island village. One bookshelf filled with glowing, purple books caught Mom’s eye. “You sure have a lot of books here.” 
Rara nodded. “A lot of them came off the boats before they sank and were saved here. But this section-” She waved at the shelf of glowing books- “all came from Bode fishing. Over the years he has fished up quite a collection of enchanted books.”
Mom whistled as she looked at them all. “That sure is a lot of enchanted books. Are they like our World History book? Or the Codex of Seeds?” 
Rara shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. These are just books that give enchantments to items.”
Mom’s eyebrows raised up. “Really? What does that do?” 
“Oh, all kinds of things. There are enchantments to strengthen your armor, or to make ice appear under your feet if you walk on water...”
Mom gasped. “Wow! Really? That’s amazing!” 
Rara nodded, continuing. “Enchantments to let you breathe underwater longer, or make you swim faster. There are so many it's hard to list them all.” 
Mom was thoughtful. “You seem to know a lot about them.” 
Rara shrugged. “You should see Bubba and Lala. They actually put enchantments on things, I just store the books so they don’t get all mixed up. Those two are so messy!” 
Mom laughed. “Alright, well, in all these books you have, have you heard of something called an Ender Pearl?” 
Rara thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I know what that is. Let’s see here...” She began going through her books, running her finger along the spines. “Ah yes! Here we go!” She pulled out a big green book with a thick fabric cover and showed it to Mom. It was called ‘A Journey to the End’. 
Mom raised an eyebrow. “What a strange name.” 
Rara shrugged. “It was written before the war between the witches and the Enderpeople. Back then people used to visit The End and trade with Endermen.”
“I wish that war had never happened,” Mom sighed. “I hate when people fight.” 
Rara nodded. “Me too, it destroyed our homeland.” She opened the book and flipped through the pages. “Okay, it says here that Ender Pearls are gems made in The End that Endermen carry around with them. It looks like they use them to teleport between The End and here. Or they did anyway.” 
Mom frowned. “How in the world are we supposed to get one of those?” 
“Why do you need one?” Rara asked. 
“I’m not sure why Esmerelda needs it, but she told us it was necessary for us to get back home, to our world,” Mom said. 
“Are you from The End? You don’t look like an Enderman.” 
Mom laughed. “Oh no, we are from beyond that even. A place called Earth.” 
“Earth? Like... dirt? You come from a place called dirt?” 
Mom laughed again. “It does sound like that, doesn’t it? No, it’s just another world like this, beyond the seeds though. And a little less square.” She sighed.
“Square?” Rara asked.
“Nevermind.” Mom shook her head. “Do you know where we can find some snow?”
Rara smiled. “Oh, that one’s easy. If you go that way-” She pointed a general direction- “you’ll come to a land filled with snow. It’s where our ships came from to begin with. In fact, if you are going there, maybe you could bring us back some snow, too. We’ve only read about it in books and we would love to see it for ourselves!”
Mom nodded. “Of course, dear! Do you mind if I look through your books to find more clues on Ender Pearls?” 
Rara shook her head. “Not at all! I’ll help, too. I’ve never even been to my homeland, but I still miss it sometimes. I understand why you’d want to get back.”




Chapter 9

 
Dad, Jack, and Kate were walking toward the beach after having to drag Jack out from his bed. That boy loved to sleep in. They decided to take separate boats out to explore the ocean around the island village on their search for turtles, so they could cover more area than traveling together.
Before they shoved off the beach, Dad showed the kids where the Ocean Monument was, and they reacted the exact opposite of how he thought they would. 
“Let’s go check it out!” Kate said, excited. 
“Yeah! I haven't ever explored one before,” Jack said. 
Dad was surprised. “Aren’t you afraid of how dangerous it could be?” 
Jack looked at him like he had grown antlers. “Dad, we’re respawners! We’ll be fine.” 
“Sure, but it still hurts to respawn,” Dad said, rubbing his rear end. 
“Don’t worry, we won't get too close,” Kate said. “I just want to see it from on top of the water.” 
“I’m fine with that,” Jack agreed.
Dad eyed them and thought for a moment. “Okay, but under two conditions. First, put all your stuff in a chest in case we respawn. Second, make sure to tell your mother this was your idea.” The kids chuckled and Dad quickly crafted a chest and set it on the beach. They put all their stuff in it except for a few key items. 
They sailed out together in their boats towards the Ocean Monument, and after a while Dad started shivering. “Brr, it’s a little colder out this way.” 
Jack and Kate had noticed as well. “Yeah, the water is deep, too,” Kate said, pointing down. Sure enough, the floor of the sea was much, much further down than it had been when Kate found the shipwrecks. They continued watching the map and heading in the direction of the Ocean Monument, and finally came upon it. 
“Wow,” Jack gasped. “It’s much bigger than I thought.”
“That thing is massive,” Dad said, leaning over the side of his boat. “That’s more like an Ocean City.”
Beneath them, lying on the bottom of the sea, was a huge teal structure. It stretched wide across the ocean floor like a fortress. It shocked Dad who had thought it would be similar to the Desert Pyramid, but it was much MUCH bigger. It was the biggest thing they had seen in Minecraft, yet.
“Wow,” Jack said again.
“Wow is right,” Dad mumbled. “I wonder what they have in there.” 
“When we get back home, we should create a seed where we can explore one,” Jack said. “Where we can do it from our couch.” 
“Are you scared, Jack?” Kate asked. 
Jack bristled. “No, I’m not scared. But it is a long way down there and kinda spooky looking.” 
“Alright, we’ve done our sightseeing now,” Dad said. “Let’s go find some turtles.” 
“Yay!” Kate shouted so loud that it almost knocked Jack out of his boat. 
Kate laughed and they split up, each moving around to find some sandy land where turtles might hang out. They had their maps, so they knew where to go without getting lost thankfully, but it was still a long process.
Dad rowed way out into the water in one direction, all the way until he reached the edge of the map and turned around. He hadn’t come across any other islands or land. 
Jack went way out to the east, filling in his map as much as he could, until he, too, ran out of space on the map and had to turn around. He didn’t realize how boring it was exploring on the water. Usually he loved to explore, finding new fun places to run and climb, but rowing a boat endlessly was terrible! There was hardly anything to see except blue, blue, blue. And blue was his favorite color! But still. So. Boring.
He turned back around to go to the village. He needed to break up his day with a run on the obstacle course.
Kate rowed all the way to the west, to the edge of her map, and was just about to give up and turn around when she spied a small beach on the horizon. She put her map away and rowed as fast as she could.
She arrived to an island about the same size as the island village and cheered when she got close enough to see: turtles! The shore of the island was covered in turtle eggs! She strained her eyes, searching the entire shore, but there weren’t adult turtles anywhere to be found. 
As she turned her boat to row back along the shore, she gasped. Underneath the water was a horde of drowned. She remembered reading somewhere that drowned loved to smash turtle eggs and her heart raced. She had to protect the turtles! She rowed as fast as she could to the shore and hopped out of the boat onto the sand.
She bent down to collect the first turtle egg, but it broke when she picked it up. “Oh no! I’m so sorry baby turtle!” They were way more delicate than they looked. Desperate for another idea, she grabbed a pick to see if she could mine the block the egg was on to get it that way, but the egg broke then, too. “No!” she sobbed as tears pooled in her eyes. “What am I going to do?” 
Out of ideas, she hoped back into her boat and rowed to the village island as fast as she could. She saw Dad and Jack’s boats both pulled up onto the island shore.
“Dad! Dad! Quick! We need to hurry!” she shouted as soon as her feet touched the sand, and ran into the village.




Chapter 10

 
“What is it, Kate?” Dad asked, running to her. He immediately noticed her teary eyes and quickly looked her over. He didn’t see any injuries. He had gotten back recently, only to find Jack already playing with the other villagers on the obstacle course. He frowned at Jack for shirking his job and was just about to pull him aside for a talking to when he heard Kate yelling. 
“I found the turtles!” she said, taking big gulps of air through the words. “But we have to be quick. I only found turtle eggs, but they were too delicate and broke when I tried to move them.” She looked sad, like she was going to cry.
“Well, that’s great news,” Dad said. “Why are you so worried?” 
“Because there was a hoard of drowned nearby! They love to smash turtle eggs, and I think they might have eaten the parents or something because I didn’t see any adult turtles anywhere!” 
“That’s not good,” Jack said. 
“I know! We need to save the turtle eggs NOW!” Kate shouted, tears threatening to spill out of her eyes.
“It’s okay, honey,” Dad said. “We’ll stop those drowned.” 
Mom had come out at all the fuss. “What's going on?” 
Kate ran to her and hugged her, Mom wrapping her arms all the way around her daughter. “We found the turtles, but they could be under attack by drowned any minute!” 
“Well, go! Save them!” Mom shouted and ushered Kate away.
Dad pulled the Codex of Seeds out of his inventory. “Can you look through here, maybe find a way we can move turtle eggs?” 
Mom took the book and nodded. Rara stared at it with her eyes wide. “I’ll help her, please save those turtles.” 
Dad and Kate ran to the boats and jumped in, but Jack stopped and whistled to Bruce. “Here kitty kitty! Come on, boy! We are going to need your ninja skills!” Bruce ignored him, licking his paws and cleaning his head. “Come on kitty! Pspspsp,” Jack said. Bruce ignored him even more. 
Jack sighed and mumbled something about ‘darn cat’ under his breath as he pulled a fish from his inventory and waved it around. Now he was speaking Bruce’s language. The cat leapt up and chased after the boy. He jumped to get the fish and Jack caught him midair, putting him around his shoulders like a neck pillow. He gave the fish to Bruce who gobbled it up. “Purr purr,” Bruce said and relaxed on his favorite boy’s shoulders. 
They landed on the island and got out of their boats just as it was getting dark. “Jack, you and Kate and... oh I see you brought Bruce, too. Okay, you three fight off the drowned, I’ll make a shelter for the eggs.” 
“Sounds good, Dad,” Kate said, but her face didn’t show the same confidence. 
Jack pulled Bruce off and fed him an iron sword and breastplate. His fur and claws turned grey like iron. “Wow, that is so cool,” Jack said, shaking his head. “I want a cool power, too. How come you get one?” 
“Meow,” Bruce said. 
Jack sighed and got his gear on. Kate put on her armor, too, and equipped her enchanted crossbow. It fired three arrows at once and was perfect for fighting lots of mobs. Dad began building a stone shelter around all the eggs, when they heard groaning coming from up the beach. 
They turned and saw two scary things: the sun had completely set and a horde of drowned were coming right towards them. There were ten of them, and they all were wearing iron armor. Several had tridents and Jack squinted towards them, noticing something really strange about each one.
“Hey, don’t drowned usually have green eyes?” he asked his sister. 
Kate nodded, suddenly even more nervous.
These drowned had glowing red eyes.




Chapter 11

 
Kate fired off a shot with her crossbow, three arrows flying out and hitting three different drowned, flashing them red. They kept coming though, like the hit had barely hurt them.
“Dad,” Kate said, her voice shaky. “Better hurry with that shelter, these things are tough.” 
Dad looked up and gulped as the drowned shambled closer and closer. Besides the red eyes, they also seemed to move slower than other drowned. 
Kate fired again and again, keeping the shots coming from her crossbow. 
“Wear them down, Kate,” Jack said, his sword in hand at the ready. 
“This might be easier than we thought,” Kate said. “They are so slow.” She fired again and one of the drowned finally poofed, exploding into floating rotten flesh.
“Woohoo!” Jack cheered.
The drowneds around it screamed, ignoring the family as they dove for the rotten flesh. The one who got to it first gobbled it up quickly, and a burst of light shot out of its red eyes. Before their eyes, it suddenly grew, standing a whole head taller than the other drowned. 
“Uh oh...” Jack said. “What’s with these mutant drowneds?” 
The horde turned back towards them, ambling closer, but the one that had grown now moved faster than the others. “This isn’t good,” Kate said, firing at it, her arrows hitting. 
“Done!” Dad yelled and joined them. “What is going on here?” 
Kate poofed another one, and another fight broke out amongst the drowneds over the rotten flesh that appeared. A drowned won, eating it and growing as large as the other drowned had.
“Um... is that supposed to happen?” Dad asked. 
“No!” Jack yelled, but the time for talking was over. The horde of drowned had reached them. 
“Kate, stay back and shoot. Jack, circle around and try to get critical hits. I’ll try to keep their attention on me for as long as I can.” Dad barked the orders as he pulled out his sword. Kate nodded and faded back behind them. Jack crouched low, getting ready to leap in to attack. 
“Don’t you mess with my turtles!” Kate yelled, firing into the crowd of drowned. 
“Come on you ugly, stinky, wanna-be zombies!” Dad yelled, waving his sword around. As planned, the drowned turned their attention to Dad, groaning.
Jack moved back and grabbed Bruce off his shoulders, who up until now, had been half asleep. “Buddy, we need your ninja-kitty skills. Get in there and tear them up!” Bruce arched his back in a big stretch and yawned, before entering his battle stance, and Jack launched him into the horde of red-eyed drowned. “Iron Kitty Bomb!” he shouted as Bruce flew through the air claws first. 
He landed, claws out, slashing at one of the taller drowned. He slashed with both his front paws, hitting the drowned and flashing it red while critical hit stars popped out. He climbed on top of the drowned’s head, taking a moment to survey the battlefield.
There were a lot of drowned in a horde, all bunched together, and Bruce’s tail flicked in a cat grin. This was so much better than any obstacle course. He leapt off the drowned he was sitting on, slashing with a hind paw for another attack against it, then bounced like a lightning bolt between the horde of drowned, ricocheting off one then another and another, each hit swiping with his claw and flashing drowneds red. 
The horde was confused, some of them still coming after Dad, who stood his ground, fully armored, and angry. Two drowned came from either side and he ducked under their wild blows, causing them to hit each other. He slashed up with his sword, hitting them both in the arms and making them flash. Dad rolled backwards then, out of reach,and the drowned turned towards him. 
A third one joined in while the rest of the horde swung wildly at Bruce as he ping-ponged off them. Dad blocked attacks coming from all sides with his sword, defending well against the attacks- right block, clink! Left block, clank! Right block, clang!- but unable to get off any attacks of his own. 
Jack had rolled behind the horde and was sneaking into attack range. When he was close enough to one drowned’s back, he leapt high into the air, shouting, “Shadow Backstab!” and slammed his sword down in a critical hit. The drowned he had targeted poofed into rotten flesh, and the rest immediately turned towards it, going crazy again trying to get at the flesh. 
While they were obsessing over the rotten flesh, Bruce kept attacking, each one not doing a ton of damage, but attacking so fast he may as well have been a chainsaw. One swallowed the rotten flesh, its eyes shone, and it grew.
Kate took aim at the drowned attacking Dad and fired, two of her three arrows hitting and one flying off into the night. 
Jack attacked again in a sweeping arc. “Furious Slash!” he shouted, his blade cutting into two drowned at once. One of them poofed, and the horde went crazy over the rotten flesh yet again. 
One of the drowned facing Dad turned to chase after Kate who was still firing into them, but Dad grabbed at its shoulder and yelled, “Hey! Look at me!” The drowned turned back to Dad. As it turned, it gave Dad an opportunity to attack, and in a downward slash he poofed it. The other two drowned that had been attacking him ignored him to dive on the rotten flesh. 
One of the drowned ate it, immediately growing taller. It turned and struck Dad, attacking faster than he had expected and hit him hard in the chest. The hit knocked him back several blocks and to the ground. “Ooooof,” Dad said as he tried to get up. Before he could stand, the two drowned chased after him and began attacking again. 
Kate kept firing and firing, trying to help Dad out while he was on the ground, hitting the smaller drowned with an arrow, and poofing it, her other two arrows missing. When it poofed, the larger drowned pounced on the rotten flesh, gobbling it down, but giving Dad a chance to roll away and get to his feet. 
The drowned grew again, and was now four blocks tall, its eyes glowing as it looked around. Dad stood in place, not knowing whether he should try to fight this monster or get out of there. The decision was taken from him when Bruce poofed another drowned. The rotten flash landed on the ground and with a terrifying roar, the giant drowned charged in, barreling the others out of the way with furious swipes of its arms. Two more drowned poofed from its attack and the giant consumed the rotten flesh, growing terrifyingly massive. 
“What is going on?!” Jack yelled as he rolled away from another attack. There were only four drowned left, the super huge one and three regular sized. Jack leapt into a powerful attack, again scoring a critical hit and poofing a regular drowned. The giant slammed an enormous fist into Jack, sending him flying over ten blocks away. 
Jack crashed to the ground, holding his head. He had a single heart left after that attack. He got up on shaky feet. “Dad! Kate! We need to run! We can’t take this thing- it’s too strong!” 
“What about the turtles?” Kate asked. 
“Jack’s right,” Dad said, his voice sounding tired. “The turtle eggs should be fine in the stone shelter I built them. We need to retreat and regroup.”
Bruce had stopped attacking and now was merely trying to stay alive, dodging attacks from the giant drowned. But he saw something that he really wanted: one of the drowned had dropped a trident, and it looked delicious. Bruce licked his lips, dodged another attack, and landed by the trident on the ground, gobbling it up quickly. 
“Run away!” Jack yelled, rushing to the boats. “Come on, Bruce! Come on kitty!”
Bruce watched as his family frantically waved him over. They had made it to the shore, but Bruce knew the giant would get them if he didn't distract it. He narrowed his eyes and thought about the trident he had just eaten. A tickle formed in the back of his throat and he coughed and horked. He began gagging like he was going to puke, and after an intense cough, the trident shot out of his mouth like the sharpest hairball ever, hitting the giant drowned right in the eye. 
The giant roared an ear-piercing scream as he flashed red and critical stars floated above his head. Bruce turned and ran the direction opposite of the boats, the giant charging after him.
“Bruuuuce! Nooo!” Jack yelled. 
“Come on Jack, he’s buying us time!” Dad yelled. “Get in your boat, we need to figure out what's going on.” 
Jack frowned, unwilling to leave his cat, his best buddy, to that mutant giant. He ran and jump-attacked one of the remaining smaller drowned, screaming out, “Relentless Blade of Rage!” and poofing it. He could see the giant’s head turn his direction after it poofed, its nostrils flaring as it looked at the rotten flesh. Jack quickly snatched up the rotten flesh and put it in his inventory. 
Kate fired from her boat at the remaining smaller drowned. “Come on, Jack!” she yelled.
Jack finally got in his boat and rowed out to them. “He’s a good cat,” he said, his voice breaking a little. 
Dad nodded. “The best cat.”




Chapter 12

 
They got back to the island village and climbed out of their boats. Before they started back toward the village, Dad stopped them, a strange look on his face. They couldn’t tell exactly what, but he definitely was upset. “Kids, before we go back, I need to ask you something.”
The kids looked worried. Dad was angry, and he did not get angry very often. Sure, occasionally he would get frustrated and maybe shout when he shouldn't, but this time, he looked downright mad.
“What is it, Dad?” Kate asked. 
“What is going on with that island? Why didn’t you tell me there were things that could do whatever that drowned did? Don’t you think that might be important for me to know?”
Jack cleared his throat. “Well, they aren't supposed to be able to do that. I’ve never even heard of anything like that before.” 
Dad sighed, the anger melting away as he looked down. Kate touched his shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 
Dad looked up, giving her a hug. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have been upset. I’m not mad at you guys. I just want to protect us, to keep us safe. I felt like I was finally getting the hang of this... game world, then that happened-” He pointed in the island's direction- “and I just didn’t know what to do. How can I protect my family when the world changes like that?” 
Jack hugged his dad, too. “It’s okay, Dad. We can respawn, remember?” 
Dad nodded. “Sure, that’s fine that we can respawn, but it still hurts. A lot. And what happens if we are really far away from our respawn point or something? Then we become separated for who knows how long? What if we never found each other again? It’s not like I can call and ask where you are. This world is dangerous, and now I feel like it’s breaking its own rules. I need to get stronger somehow.” He knelt down and pulled them both in for a hug. “I love you guys so much and watching you have to fight and be in danger hurts me every time.”
Dad stood back up. “Come on, let's go find Mom.” 
“What about Bruce?” Jack asked. 
“Meow,” Bruce said, jumping onto Jack's shoulder from behind him where he had silently crawled. His fur was back to being black, his claws back to normal as well. 
“Bruce!” Jack yelled, hugging his kitty. “I’m sorry you had to respawn. Thank you for saving us and distracting the giant.” 
“Meow purr purr,” Bruce said, rubbing his head against the boy’s. 
The family walked back into the village. It was night and the village was quiet, but Mom and Rara were still in the library. Dad walked in and Mom looked up from her book. She was going to say something, but one look at Dad’s face and she knew something was wrong. 
“What happened?” She stood up and moved over to Dad who just shook his head. 
“This world is getting weird,” Jack said. 
“Yeah,” Kate chimed in, “there's a giant drowned on the island with the turtles.” 
“A giant?” Rara asked, a nervous look on her face. 
Kate nodded. “There was a horde of drowned, and every time we defeated one, another would eat the rotten flesh and get bigger. We had to run away when the giant drowned got so big it could crush us in a single hit.” 
Dad nodded. “I think... I think the world is changing. I know it sounds crazy. The kids said they’ve never seen anything like the slimes we fought, or the giant drowned. I wonder if our presence in the world is causing it to change or maybe it was simply going that way, anyway. Whatever the case is, we need to get stronger. If we can’t know what rules the game plays by, a regular sword and armor aren't enough anymore.” 
Mom sighed. “Well, I think I found a way to get the turtle eggs, anyway. There is an enchantment called Silk Touch that you can put on a pick, and it makes it so that if you mine the turtle eggs, you can collect them and bring them here.” 
Dad cocked his head. “An enchantment? Like on Kate’s bow?”
Mom nodded. “There are a lot of enchantments for all kinds of things. Tools, weapons, armor...” 
Dad smiled. “Well then. It sounds like we need to enchant our gear!” 
Rara nodded. “I know just what you’ll need. I’ll roundup Lala and Bubba, we’ll need them.”




Chapter 13

 
A short while later they were all at Bubba and Lala’s. Bubba and Lala were thrilled to have the attention and for people asking about their crafts. Typically, the villagers wanted nothing to do with their experiments. “If you want to enchant things, you need to have XP to spend,” Bubba said. 
“Yeah, we’ve got a bunch from smelting things over the years,” Lala chimed in. “Well, Bubba has a bunch, I’m pretty much out after making this armor.” She equipped a full set of iron armor complete with a shield, all of it glowing purple.
“Bah, armor is for people who intend to get hit,” Bubba said. “I make amazing swords that a skilled and mobile swordsman would love to have!” He pulled out an iron sword, also glowing with the power of enchantment. 
“I like swords!” Jack nearly yelled. 
Kate rolled her eyes. “You and Bruce.”
“Meow,” Bruce said. 
Jack nodded his head. “That’s right, Bruce and I are ninjas.” He gasped suddenly, his eyes opening wide with an idea. 
“What is it?” Kate asked. “Are you okay?” 
“I’m BETTER than okay, I’m awesome! I just thought of my nickname!” Jack jumped up and down like he couldn’t contain his energy. Bruce ran around him in circles, unsure of what all the excitement was about but excited about it, anyway. “Call me... Ninjack!”
Kate giggled. “Ninjack?” 
Jack nodded. “Yeah! Cause I’m a ninja, and I’m Jack!” 
“We get it,” Kate said. “I think it’s pretty self-explanatory.”
Jack put his hands on his hips. “It’s better than ‘Queen of Fish and Goats’ or whatever you are calling yourself these days.”
“Hey now! It’s ‘Kate - Queen of the Dolphins and Wolves,’ and that’s a cool name.” Kate stuck her tongue out at him. 
Bubba and Lala watched them go back and forth at each other, then Bubba looked at Lala. “Are we THAT annoying when we fight?” 
“Yes,” Rara said.
“HEY!” Bubba and Lala said together. 
“Guys!” Dad yelled, trying to bring the conversation back on track. “Can we focus here? We need to make some enchanted stuff.” 
Everyone got quiet. “Okay,” Bubba said, breaking the silence, “we have a bunch of books that Bode has fished up over the years so we can get some enchanting done for you. But if you have levels, you should be ready to spend them.”
“That’s the green bar in the middle, right?” Dad asked Kate, who nodded. “Great, thanks. I have fifteen levels, is that a lot?” 
Bubba chuckled. “Goodness no. But it will have to do.” 
“Why don’t I have more levels?” Dad asked. 
Jack cleared his throat. “Every time we die, we lose a bunch of XP.”
“Wait. So how do we get XP?” Dad asked. 
“Well, tons of stuff gives you XP,” Kate said. “Breeding animals, mining animals, fighting monsters, mining, fishing-”
“FISHING!?” Dad yelled, cutting her off.
 
Kate jumped, startled. “Yes, fishing is one...” 
“I don’t think it gives a ton of XP, though,” Jack said. 
Dad didn’t hear him though, he was already daydreaming of lying in a boat fishing for days on end, then making powerful, enchanted armor after barbecuing all the delicious fish. 
“Dad?” Jack asked. 
Dad shook his head. “Sorry. Anyway, we need to make some powerful, enchanted armor and weapons so we can barbecue...” He shook his head again. “I mean so we can defeat that giant drowned. In fact, we need to be making ourselves as powerful as possible to avoid getting respawned. We can't waste a valuable resource like XP on respawning.” 
“You won't hear me arguing about that!” Mom said. “The less fighting we do, the better.” 
“Moooom,” Jack said, “we are still going to have to fight. We just have to fight better.”
“Bingo.” Dad pointed at Jack. 
“Hmph.” Mom folded her arms.
“Anyway,” Lala said, “enchanting takes a LOT of XP.” 
“And a lot of books,” Bubba said. 
“We can at least help you with the books,” Rara said. “We have plenty. Bode is fantastic at fishing, and he once had an enchanted fishing rod that let him catch a ton of rare things.” 
“The most important thing we need now is Silk Touch on a pick,” Mom said. “We have to get those turtle eggs to safety.” She cocked her head in thought, then looked at Dad. “That makes me wonder. Why don’t you just wait until daytime and get the turtle eggs?” 
“That’s fine, we can do that. But we can’t let a giant drowned roam free, what if it came to this island?”
Mom nodded. “I see your point. There's no way we can talk to it and make it go away?” 
“Urrrhg grhg bllrglglg,” Jack said, imitating a drowned. “That’s the only language they know.” 
Mom sighed. “Alright then. I have nineteen levels, let’s see how many we need to enchant a pick.” She pulled an iron pick from her inventory and activated one of the twin’s anvils, placing both the pick and the book Rara had given her of Silk Touch. “Oh! It only needs four levels! That's not too bad.” 
Lala nodded. “Yeah, that is a pretty cheap one, but armor can get really expensive to enchant. Especially if you have some of the harder armor.” 
Dad squinted. “There's better armor than iron?” 
Lala nodded. “Oh yeah. There's diamond armor. But it's SUPER hard to get.” 
“I’ve read stories that hint that there might be even more rare material for armor in The Nether,” Rara said. 
“There it is again, this Nether place,” Mom said. “That's where all the good ingredients for making potions are.” 
“It’s a horrible place, full of fire and weird monsters,” Rara said, then gestured to the books. “Or so I’ve heard from books.” 
Mom shuddered. “Well, hopefully we will never have to go there.” 
They got to work then, gathering all the books and armor they had and working together to enchant everything to get it as strong as they could. Mom got very excited about the process of making enchantments and found that you could even combine multiple books of the same kind to make an even more powerful version, although at an expensive cost. 
By the end of the evening, Dad felt much better. He and Jack and Kate had all been able to enchant their armor with Protection I, some pieces even getting Protection II. Jack was most excited about a sword he and Bubba worked on together, giving him Smite I, Fire Aspect I, and Looting I on it. Jack waved it around making “shling shling” noises as he fought pretend monsters. 
Dad put Smite I on his sword, and Lala crafted a shield for him that had Mending and Unbreakable. He was really excited about having a shield. The last thing he was excited about was getting the Thorns enchantment put onto his helmet, so whenever an enemy hit him, they would take some damage too. 
Even Bruce got enchanted armor and an enchanted sword, with Sharpness and Mending on it. He ate it up, and his claws changed color to iron grey and glowing, to match his glowing grey body.
Mom didn’t get anything enchanted, but gladly spent her XP to help her kids and husband get the best possible gear they needed to face the giant. They finally finished, having stayed up most of the night, and Dad was ready and rearing to go.
Mom held up her hand. “I think you should wait until daytime; it will be safer that way.” 
“No, Mom,” Jack said, “if we did that then we would have to fight it under water, and that is a MUCH harder fight. Plus, my fire aspect sword wouldn’t work.” 
Dad pointed at Jack. “He has a point. Besides, if we fight it until morning, the sun might help us if we can keep it out of the water long enough.” 
Mom sighed and gave Dad and each of the kids a hug. “Just be safe, okay?”
“Of course,” Kate said, then told Fang to sit and stay. She didn’t want him following them to the island and getting poofed since he couldn’t respawn. “Keep an eye on him for me, Mom?”
Mom patted the wolf’s head, who still stared at Kate. “Of course. We’ll be best buddies.”
Dad gave her a kiss, and they left to fight the giant.




Chapter 14

 
The sky was lightening up on the horizon as they pulled back up to the island beach. The lone normal-sized drowned with red eyes was wandering around aimlessly, and Dad had them move much further down the beach away from it. 
“Let’s keep it alive for now,” Dad said. “These mutant drowned seem to crave the rotten flesh from the others, so we might be able to use it to lure the giant if we need to.”
“So, what’s the plan?” Jack asked. 
“Well first we have to find-” Dad was cut off by a massive gurgling roar as the giant drowned spied them and came charging in a run that covered huge chunks of blocks at a time. “Run inland!” Dad yelled. “Don’t let it get close to the water, we don’t want it to escape!” 
Jack and Bruce obliged happily, Jack running as fast as his legs would go towards the giant. The giant bellowed again and swung a massive fist the size of a block at Jack. “You’re no match for Ninjack and his ninja kitty!” Jack yelled, rolling easily out of the way of the fist. He threw Bruce onto the giant's arm as he dodged. “Ninja Kitty attack!”
Bruce ran up the giant's arm effortlessly like it was the obstacle course, and soared onto his head, digging in with his sharp claws. The giant burbled and smacked himself hard on the head trying to hit Bruce. The cat was a ninja though, and no clumsy attack like that would ever land. He jumped away and ran straight down the giant, digging his claws in with every step. 
While Bruce was distracting the giant, Jack had moved behind it and launched a Shadow Backstab attack into the giant’s leg. He was a little annoyed it didn’t count as a critical hit, but his annoyance faded when he saw flames erupt on the giant where he had struck. The giant turned and bellowed, and Jack held his arm out for Bruce, who jumped on it and climbed to Jack’s shoulder. They turned and ran inland, towards the center of the island. 
“Perfect,” Dad said. “Kate, shoot that other drowned and draw it towards the fight, I’m going to go help Jack.” 
Kate nodded. “You got it Dad, go get ‘em!” She ran down the beach towards where the other drowned was, lined up a perfect shot and fired, hitting it, and flashing it red. She waved at the drowned and stuck her tongue out. “Come and get me!” she yelled. 
Dad ran in his newly enchanted gear towards the fight. He wanted to get there as soon as he could. Jack was a powerful combatant, and with Bruce's help, they were more than a match for many kinds of fights, but he knew a single hit would probably respawn them. He made it just as the giant slammed a huge foot down near Jack. The boy and cat were thrown from their feet in the shockwave of the attack and the giant was about to stomp them flat. 
“Hey! Seaweed-breath!” he yelled at the giant. “FACE ME!” Dad roared, channeling all his anger at the thing. His shout seemed to be louder than his body should have been able to make, tearing apart the air with its strength and assaulting the giant like an attack. 
The giant turned, foot still in the air above Jack and Bruce, and looked at Dad. Bruce darted and Jack rolled out of the way and stood, giving Dad a thumbs-up. The giant slammed its foot down but ignored Jack to focus on the man with the shield. It stomped over to him in a single step and swung its mighty fist with so much speed Dad could hear it cutting through the air.
Dad grit his teeth, set his feet, and held his shield up in place. 
The giant's attack slammed into Dad's shield with a force so hard that it pushed Dad back several blocks, the ground under his feet forming cracks that quickly disappeared. The giant roared in triumph then cocked its head in confusion. The man with the shield was still standing. 
“Wow,” Dad said, staring at his new accessory. “Shields are AWESOME!” 
Jack’s heart had been in his throat watching the giant attack Dad, but when he saw his dad was fine and the shield had done its job, he cheered. “Yeah Dad! It’s go time!”
He launched Bruce onto the giant again. “Go Bruce! Use your ninja speed!” The cat ran up the giant using his claws to help him climb, then continued to use the giant as his own obstacle course, running all over its body, digging in his claws. He zigged and zagged up and down the massive body, like a spider crawling around a wall.
Jack readied his sword and ran right between the giant’s legs. He paused as he stood under the giant then spun quickly, his blade out to the side. “Inferno Cyclone!” he screamed as his blade hit both legs multiple times as he spun, leaving burning fire in their wake. The giant burbled in pain loudly, but was too busy trying to splatter the annoying cat that continued to run all over him. 
Kate fired again, hitting the normal-sized drowned and flashing it red. She was worried about accidentally destroying it, so had to be very careful with her shots. She was getting close to the giant, though. She just hoped that Dad and Jack could take it down before this last drowned was needed. 
Dad swiped at the giant with his sword, hitting it and flashing it red. He was feeling pretty confident they could defeat it, with the combination of his defenses, Jack's new offensive enchantments, and Bruce's ability to be as annoying as possible. Just then, the giant dropped to the ground and rolled around in a complete circle to smash Bruce. 
Bruce was a ninja, but even ninjas had a hard time escaping when something a hundred times bigger came crashing down on top of you. He ran as fast as his legs would go, leaping away at the last possible moment. He wasn’t quite fast enough, though, and his tail was caught underneath the giant, crimped in a weird direction. “Meeeroooooooooow!” Bruce yelled. 
“Bruce!” Jack screamed and forgetting all his cool moves, ran over to the giant to free his friend. He swung his mighty sword, hitting the monster and flashing it red, scorching the flesh where it hit. The giant continued flailing about wildly, rolling around to crush the very sharp, very strange furry thing that was climbing it. 
Jack was hit by an errant leg as the giant rolled, and sent flying over ten blocks away, slamming into a tree. He laid there, stunned. His mind was only static as he tried to catch his breath. 
“Jack!” Dad yelled, then bellowed at the giant again. “FACE ME!” His voice was once again so loud it felt like the voice of a giant coming out of him. The massive drowned paused in its thrashing and got to its feet. Bruce limped away, his tail dragging oddly behind him. 
“This is the end for you, creature!” Dad yelled, furious.
The giant held its hands together in a massive double-handed overhead swing; it was going to crush this little man like a soda can. It swung with all the might its massive body could produce. Dad held his shield up, dropping his sword so he could hold it with both hands. When the attack landed, it created such a loud boom that it shocked Jack out of his stupor and sent Bruce stumbling to the ground. 
The block under Dad exploded, then the block under that, shoving him into the ground up to his head. But he was okay; the shield had saved him. The shield itself was in bad condition, though. Even with the powerful enchantments, the force of the attack had been so strong that it nearly shattered the shield.
Dad was trapped in a hole in the ground with no sword and no shield. 
The giant stood over him and laughed. If nails on a chalkboard could be deep and booming, that was what the laugh sounded like.
It poked one finger towards Dad; it was going to squish him like a grape in the hole it had shoved him into. Jack and Bruce watched, struggling to get up from the ground. Kate had turned just as the giant laughed and was about to squish her dad.
“Nooo!” she screamed.  
Dad held his arms up above his head as the giant's finger came crashing down onto him. His hearts decreased tremendously as the finger hit, then there was an earsplitting POP! and the pressure let up. 
Jack’s face lit up as he realized what happened and he began laughing like it was the funniest thing in the world. “Dad! Your Thorns enchantment killed it!”
On the ground in place of the giant drowned, was a tremendous amount of rotten flesh and XP orbs. Dad crawled out of the hole, the XP orbs floating into him. He smiled as the cracks in his shield fixed themselves as the Mending enchantment started to work.
“Well, that was lucky,” Dad said with a huge sigh. 
“Nooo!” Kate yelled again, as the red-eyed drowned she had been distracting charged over to the rotten flesh and began gobbling it down.
“Oh no,” Jack and Dad said, readying their weapons once more.
Then light exploded across the island as the sun finally crested the horizon. The injured drowned had already begun to grow, but as soon as the sunlight hit it, it exploded into flames. It panicked, ignoring the rest of the rotten flesh, as it tried to run towards the nearest water, but the sun was too strong and it poofed away into flame. 
Dad, Jack, Kate and Bruce all heaved a sigh of relief.
Jack picked up Bruce and cuddled him. He gave him a fish to heal his hearts.
“Is he okay?” Kate asked, nodding toward the cat.
“I think so,” Jack said. “His tail looked injured when the giant rolled on him, but it seems good now.”
“Good. Now let’s go get those turtles.”




Chapter 15

 
Kate hesitated before swinging the pick. She knew it was enchanted with Silk Touch, but it still made her nervous to hit them. She took a breath, closed her eyes, opened them back up, and swung the pick.
The turtle egg exploded and Kate was just about to cry when she saw a floating egg, just like any other item in the spot where she had struck. She quickly picked it up and her face lit up with joy. “It worked! It worked!” she screamed, as she went to work on the rest of the eggs. This time she didn’t hesitate before mining them. She collected all the eggs, and Dad and Jack high-fived her. 
“Thank goodness,” Dad said, “we can live up to our word.” 
“Yeah,” Jack agreed, but his smile faltered after a moment. 
“What’s wrong, buddy?” Dad asked. 
Jack looked up at his dad. “Oh. It’s just that I guess since we got the turtles, we’ll have to leave soon.” 
Dad nodded. “Yeah, we have to get the rest of the stuff for the witch.” 
Jack shrugged. “I know. It’s just... I like the adventures and everything, but sometimes I miss, well, not having to be on an adventure. Being with friends and family. I don’t like having to leave all the time.” 
Dad pulled him into a hug. “I know it’s hard. I’m not going to tell you it will get easier either, but it’s what we have to do. There's an entire world back home that will miss us, and we need to get back there.” 
Jack nodded. “I know. We’ve been in here so long, I already miss Amma and PopPop and my friends.”
Dad gave him a small smile. “Me too.”
They rested on the sand for a few minutes before Dad stood up. “Come on,” he said, pulling them both towards their boats. “Let's get back to Mom.” 
They crossed the water back to the island village, and even though Jack had been sad, it still made him smile to see the slimepoline obstacle course. Bookie was running across the balance beam and Jack grinned as he watched the villager leap off and bounce away. Sure, they had to keep leaving people and places, but if they always stayed they wouldn't have been able to meet all their new friends.
As they walked back into town, Rara and Mom came running out to greet them, Fang bounding ahead and wagging his tail furiously as he licked Kate all over. She smooshed her face into his fur and gave him a big hug.
Rara had a worried look on her face. “Well? Did you do it?” Kate smiled and held out one of the turtle eggs. Rara’s face lit up like the noonday sun. “Yay! Lola, Lola, come look!” she shouted and ran off to find the other villager. Kate ran off with her, excited to see the look on Lola’s face. 
Bubba and Lala saw them come into the village and came over to greet them. “Hey, how did your enchanted gear hold up?” Bubba asked. 
“Did you like the shield?” Lala asked. 
Dad nodded enthusiastically. “This shield is something I didn’t even know I was missing! It is exactly what I wanted for my fighting style.” 
“And my sword was awesome!” Jack said, pulling it out and saying “Shling! Shling!” as he made mock attacks. 
“That’s nice,” Mom said half-heartedly. “Jack, why don’t you go play with Bubba and Lala, I need to talk with Dad.” 
“Okay, Mom!” Jack said, and the three of them went off towards the smith. “So there we were, facing down the giant...” Jack's voice trailed off as they left. 
Mom took Dad’s hand and they walked around the gardens. “I think I know how to find an Ender Pearl,” Mom said. 
“That’s great!” Dad looked at her. “How?”
“Well, I was reading through the Codex of Seeds, and it looks like lots of people find them in a place called a woodland mansion.” 
Dad cocked his head. “A mansion? That’s kinda weird.” 
Mom shrugged. “We are in a game world; I’ve pretty much stopped thinking anything is weird.” 
Dad laughed. “Yeah okay, that makes sense.” 
“Rara and I looked in the books she had, and she found the location of a woodland mansion. It’s in a place called the Gloomtree Forest- I guess because it's so dark and gloomy that monsters live underneath.” 
Dad was reminded of the time they had to walk across the top of a forest like that. “Ah, one of those.” 
Mom nodded. “Yes, it seems like there is going to be more fighting in our future.” She sighed. 
“Well, do you know where this Gloomtree Forest is?” 
Mom shook her head. “The books said it was close to Rara’s homeland, but I don’t know exactly how close. The good thing is-” She pulled out a piece of paper- “Rara had a big map that their ancestors used to get here. So we know how to get to her homeland, at least.” 
Dad looked at the map and whistled. “That is good news. It doesn’t even look all that far.” 
Mom raised an eyebrow at him. “Dear, look how small everything is.”
He looked again, then noticed the island they were standing on looked very small indeed. Very, very small. “Ah, rats and phooey.” 
“We don’t have to go there; we could try to find somewhere else that would have an Ender Pearl.” 
Dad thought about it. “Well, let’s not make a decision right away. I need to talk to you about something else, too. Jack was telling me how tired he is of all this running from place to place. I think we need to take a few days and just relax.” 
Mom frowned. “But-” 
Dad cut her off. “The world will still be there when we get back, but I’m worried about him. He looked genuinely sad, and I bet Kate could use a break, too. Ever since the village with the Double-e’s we have been running like crazy, meeting new friends, then leaving them behind.”
Mom thought about it before answering. “I suppose you’re right. We could stand to take a few days off. Maybe we could prepare better for our long trip, too.” 
Dad smiled. “Exactly what I was thinking. The monsters are getting tougher; we need to get levels so we can enchant more if we need to. Without those enchantments, we wouldn’t have stood a chance back there.” 
“Alright dear, I think that’s a fine idea.”




Chapter 16

 
Lola, Rara and Kate were huddled together over the turtle eggs. “This is so exciting!” Lola said, rubbing her hands. 
Kate nodded. “I know. I can't wait to see the baby turtles!” 
“Well, you are going to have to wait for a bit, at least,” Lola said.
Kate cocked her head. “How come?”
“Turtle eggs can take a few days to hatch,” Lola said as she cradled one, “and we don’t know when they were laid. Let’s go set them up in the sand.” 
Kate left with the girls to the other side of the island where they had restored the beach. She was a little sad. Now that they had gotten the turtle eggs they’d finished their promises to the villagers and would have to get back to their quest. But she didn’t want to have to leave right away; she wanted to see the baby turtles!
They found a suitable spot on the beach and gently placed the eggs. Bode had seen them from one of his fishing spots and came over. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked with his eyebrows raised. 
Lola nodded, jumping up to hug him. “It’s turtle eggs!” 
Bode got a huge smile on his face. “Finally, the turtles will be back.” 
Kate looked all around at the beach. “You know, I think we need to make a beach house so you can watch and protect these turtles. I know drowned like to smash turtle eggs, and after what we fought on that strange island, I think we need to protect these babies.” 
Rara looked all around. “That is a good idea. Do you think your family would build it?” 
Kate nodded. “I’ll go ask Mom and Dad right now!” She ran off, hoping her reasons for staying would convince her parents. When she found them, they were wandering around the gardens holding hands. 
“Mom! Dad!” Kate yelled, running up to them. 
“Oh good,” Mom said, “we wanted to tell you something.” 
“Can I go first?” Kate asked. 
“Sure, what is it kiddo?” Dad asked. 
“I think we need to stay here for a little bit. Not a long time, but at least until the turtles hatch, and we need to build a beach house and-” She stopped because Mom and Dad had started laughing. “What’s so funny?” 
“We were going to tell you the same thing!” Mom said.
Kate smiled. “You mean it?”
Dad nodded. “Well, not about a beach house and all that. But, yeah, we think we should stay for a few days, too. We need a little break from all the constant worry and go, go, go.” 
“YAY!” Kate screamed so loud that it almost knocked Mom and Dad over, then she took off running back to the beach. 
“Well,” Mom said, “I wonder what Jack's reaction will be like.”




Chapter 17

 
Jack’s reaction had been even louder. When they told him, he screamed so loud Bruce hissed and ran away.
The family stayed on the island, relaxing and helping the villagers learn more. Dad had another motive too; to gain levels. He was starting to understand the importance of the green orbs now, and he wanted to make sure that they could enchant as often as they wanted. 
To reach that end, Dad started a new mine, going deep into the underbelly of the island. He and Jack spent hours and hours mining. After the mine was dug, Bubba and Lala joined them, and soon they had a full-on work team mining and smelting. Unable to create cool potions, Finny discovered a new love of mining, too, and exploring all the things she could make with the different ores.
Dad really wanted to get some diamonds, but they were just too deep, and he didn’t want to go that far down. Yet.
They placed light towers at strategic points around the island, so monsters would no longer spawn anymore at night, and as a bonus, the crops grew faster.
Mom and Kate worked with Lola and Rara to breed tons and tons of animals, and everyone kept a close eye on the turtle eggs. They were bound and determined to see every single one hatch. They build a sturdy watch station with a full dock, too, so Bode could enjoy fishing and watching the turtles at the same time.
One morning, while Bode was fishing on the dock, he hollered for everyone to come quickly, and they were all there within minutes. They knew there was only one reason he’d be yelling for them, and no one wanted to miss it.
Lola’s eyes were as big as pumpkin pie as she watched the turtle shell in front of her vibrate and crack. Everyone’s faces were filled with excitement. It was finally time; the turtle eggs were hatching! The villagers gathered close watching with anticipation. The Smith family stood back a bit, close enough to watch but letting the villagers have their space. They had been so sad to lose their turtles that this moment was important for them. 
Crack... crack... crack... anticipation rose with each crack and soon the turtle shell had a large hole in the side. Lola squealed as the teeny, tiny baby turtle head poked out. The turtle ducked back in the shell at the sound, and Rara put her finger up to her lips. Lola nodded and the turtle slowly popped back out. The shell cracked the rest of the way and the baby turtle came out to experience the sun for the first time. 
“It’s so CUTE!” Kate squealed, bouncing up and down. The villagers looked up at her, and her excitement must have been contagious as they all started bouncing and watching as the other shells began cracking open. The sand block had contained four turtle eggs, and now there were four baby turtles crawling around in the sand. 
“I love them! I love them! I love them!” Lola said, clapping her hands over and over. The other villagers were beaming with pride and happiness, too, and Bookie led the turtles to the water. Lola joined him, while Rara and Bubba and Lala cheered them on. As the last turtle butt slid into the water, Lola shouted, “Don’t forget to come back! This is your home!” Bode smiled at the water, then moved over to the Smiths, looking happier than they had ever seen him. 
“Thank you for helping us get our turtles back,” Bode said. “It didn’t feel right without them, now our home feels like our home again.” 
Mom squeezed him into a hug and the fisher blushed. “Oh, it was our pleasure!” Mom said. “We are so happy to share this moment with you.” Bode nodded, working his way out of the hug and joined the other villagers watching more of the turtle eggs hatch.
The family stayed in the village for a week, mining and crafting and growing and playing. By the time they were ready to leave, they had all gotten to level 30, they had put more enchantments on their gear, and had well-stocked inventories of food, items, and blocks for building.
On their last day on the island, Kate was out on the dock with Bode, fishing. The sun was setting, and a beautiful orange glow filled the sky. As she pulled her pole back after the bubbles, she screamed louder than she ever had before in her life. And that was saying a lot.
Bode was so startled he fell into the water and had to swim to shore. Kate didn’t even offer to help him out, but instead ran through the village screaming, “I did it! I finally did it! I got one!” while holding something brown above her head as she ran. When she finally slowed down enough- and calmed down enough- to talk, she showed everyone what she was so excited about. She had finally- finally!- caught her very own saddle. 
They celebrated that night, the coming together of families, new friendships, and discoveries, and of course, barbeque. The night faded and the morning came, and it was time to leave to find the other items needed for Esmerelda to get them closer to getting back home.
The family and the villagers all gathered together to say their goodbyes. Mom and Dad were happy they had taught the villagers so much. Their gardens were huge and plentiful now, and their island was covered in many kinds of animals. They believed in leaving places better than when they arrived, and that was definitely the case for this little island village.
“Thanks for letting us stay for a while, Dad,” Jack said. “It was fun! And a really nice break.” Jack had left all the slime blocks so the village could keep their obstacle course. 
“Bye Lola!” Kate said, waving to her animal loving friend. 
Lola ran up and hugged her. “Thank you isn’t enough, but... thank you for the furry friends.”
Just as they were about to climb into their boats, Bubba handed Jack a glowing iron sword. “Here, I made this for you. Now you have two swords so you can Shling Shling real good!” Jack grinned and took the sword in his off-hand, holding a sword in each hand and making mock combat sounds. Bubba grinned and clapped. “You look super cool, Ninjack! A sword in each hand is awesome.” 
Jack laughed. “Yeah, it is. I wonder if I can actually fight that way?” 
Bubba shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt to try.” 
Lala handed Mom a present, too. A big, glowing shield just like Dad’s. “Here you go Mrs. Smith. I know you don’t like fighting, but I thought you should have some kind of protection just in case.” 
“Thank you, dear!” Mom said, taking the gift, truly touched. “That was really thoughtful of you.”
They got in their boats, Jack sharing one with Dirtymud and Bruce, Kate with Fang, and Mom and Dad together, and set off towards the frozen north. The villagers ran along the dock waving at them as they rowed away.
“Bye! Come back and visit!” Bode yelled. 
Mom had a tear in her eye as they left the island behind on the horizon.




Chapter 18

 
They traveled on the ocean for almost an entire day. Jack had just started complaining when Dad yelled out, “I can see it! A snowy area!” He pointed, and sure enough, ahead of them was the white blanket of a snowy tundra. 
“Yay! No more boats and boring water!” Jack yelled, pumping his arms to get there faster. 
They pulled up on the shore and without any hesitation Jack pulled out a pick and mined his boat. 
Dad raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?” 
Jack brushed his hands together. “Didn’t you say we could travel by land the rest of the way to Rara’s homeland?” Dad nodded. “Well then, I am SICK of boats. The ocean is booooooring.” 
Kate laughed. “You wouldn’t say that if you went swimming with the dolphins like I did.” Her eyes became dreamy as she remembered it. Fang gave her a huge lick right on her face, the drool freezing into icicles on her chin. “FANG! Yuck!”
Dad laughed so hard he fell out of the boat, tipping it over and sending Mom into the water, too. “HONEY!” Mom shouted and her teeth shivered and clacked together. “I hate being cold AND wet!”
“Sorry,” Dad said under a sheepish grin.
“I’ll help!” Jack yelled and made a campfire on the snowy ground. Mom ran up to it, putting her hands and feet as close to the flames as she could without getting burned. 
“Okay, we need to hurry through this place,” Mom said. “I’m already over being cold!” 
“Well, we should probably get what Esmerelda wanted from here first,” Dad said as he started punching the snow. He punched and punched, then the snow finally exploded into a powdery mist leaving nothing behind. “Wait, what?” 
“You probably have to use a tool,” Kate said. 
Dad put his hands on his hips, dug through his inventory and pulled out a shovel. “I guess this makes sense.” He dug the shovel into the ground and the snow poofed up into a snowball. “Alright! Much better!” He put his shovel to the ground and ran, the snow poofing into snowballs flying through the air behind him. 
“Hey that looks like fun!” Jack said, pulling out a shovel of his own. He started racing off in another direction leaving a line of frozen grass blocks free of snow with floating snowballs above them. 
“I want to try!” Kate said, pulling out her own shovel, too. 
Mom watched them all racing around as she tried to get warm, just sitting there shivering. Dad looked over at her. “You know, I bet you would warm up if you played with us.” He winked at her. 
Mom sighed but stood and pulled out a shovel. “Alright, let's give it a shot.” 
“Yay!” The kids yelled in unison. 
They all raced around plowing the snow and sending snowballs flying into the air. Jack got a twinkle in his eye, and he put a stack of snowballs in his hand and chucked one at Kate. The snowball plopped her right in the face, exploding and pushing her back a little. 
“Oh no you didn’t!” Kate yelled, grabbing her own stack of snowballs. She chucked one at Jack, who ducked, and the snowball hit Mom right in the nose. 
The world went silent as everyone wondered what would happen next. No one even breathed. “Kate...” Mom said quietly in her ‘you are in serious trouble’ voice.
“Mom... I’m so-” Kate started, but a snowball landed right into her mouth and Mom’s laughter broke the silence. 
“You’re going down!” Mom yelled, chucking more snowballs at Kate, hitting her in the chest and legs.
Dad laughed hugely, pulling out his own stack of snowballs and throwing them at Jack. They threw snowballs at each other for a long time until a bad throw flew off course and came right at Bruce. His tail swished, and the snowball exploded when his tail hit it like a baseball bat. 
“Whoa!” Jack said. “Cool!” He pulled out another stack of snowballs and started throwing them at the cat. Bruce chopped them into pieces as they flew in the air, like they were vegetables on a cutting board and he was the knife.
“Wow, he’s good,” Kate said, aiming at Bruce, too. Together Jack and Kate threw tons of snowballs at the ninja kitty who chopped each one into snowy powder and seemed to really enjoy it. Dad joined in, and Bruce looked like he was finally having trouble keeping up. Dad’s snowball made it through Bruce's defense and plopped the kitty right in the face, sending him back a square. 
“Mrrrrrrr,” Bruce said. 
“Now Bruce,” Dad said, putting his hands up, “we were all having fun...”
“Mrrrrr,” Bruce said again, stalking closer. 
“Bruce, be a good kitty,” Dad said backing up. 
Bruce squatted down his butt, twitching his tail in the air when a snowball came out of nowhere hitting him square in the face. “Bwaha!” Dad laughed, pointing at Bruce as he swiped snow off his face with his paw. Without warning Bruce launched his attack, leaping through the air at Dad. 
“Ahhh! Bad kitty, bad kitty!” Dad yelled, running away.




Chapter 19

 
“Well, we used up all our snow in that snowball fight,” Dad said after he had eaten enough food to recover from the hearts he had lost. 
“We can get more easily,” Mom said as she pulled out the map. She looked at it, then showed it to everyone. “It looks like we have a lot more snowy biome to travel through, then we get to a long stretch of plains before Rara’s homeland. From there we will have to explore a bit to find the Gloomtree Forest. 
“What a spooky name,” Jack said. 
“Yeah, why would anyone want to live near a place like that?” Kate said. 
“It’s probably just because the forest is a little dark,” Mom said. 
“And spooky,” Jack said, and Kate pointed to him. Mom ignored them. 
“We’ll see when we get there. Right now, let's build a quick shelter so we can sleep and set our spawn points,” Dad said. 
They looked to the sky to see that the sun was almost all the way set. “I’m not really worried about monsters anymore with our awesome gear,” Jack said, pulling out a sword in each hand. “Shling shling!” 
“Why don’t you ‘shling shling’ some blocks,” Mom said, “because monsters might not worry you, but we still have to reset our spawn point. Unless you want to go back over the ocean if something bad happens?” 
Jack sighed and pulled out a stack of stone. “Shling,” he said as he set one down. 
“Good boy!” Mom said with a smile. Jack rolled his eyes but continued working on the shelter. 
One shelter and one night of sleep later, they were up and out the door, eating pumpkin pie for breakfast on the road. Dad and Jack pulled out their shovels, plowing the path ahead of the girls so they didn’t have to trudge through the snow. 
Every now and then Jack would sneak a snowball into his hand and chuck it at Kate. 
They continued like this for a long way until the biome changed from snowy tundra to a snowy taiga. Dad and Jack continued to plow the snow but had to stop occasionally to turn the snowballs into blocks of snow to free up inventory space. 
They plodded through, and when night came again, they decided not to stop. Dad and Jack put away their shovels to have weapons ready. Kate readied her crossbow. Mom took out her glowing shield just in case. She was just about to get going but spied something from the side of her vision; a bunch of bushes with red dots in them.
“Berries!” Mom shouted, startling everyone. They turned to see what she was talking about, and there on the ground, was a line of bushes with plump, red berries on them.
“Yum!” Jack said, snagging a berry right away and eating it. He offered one to Bruce who looked at it, sniffed it, bit Jack’s hand and stuck his nose in the air. “Darn cat! You just had to say no.”
Kate chuckled. “I think that was his was of saying no.”
Mom and Kate collected all the berries off the bushes, storing a nice amount in their inventories. “I wonder if I can make a berry pie,” Mom said.
Kate shrugged. “Before this last week I would have said no, but with all the strange things happening in this seed, who knows?”
Mom smiled and visions of every kind of pie imaginable danced around her mind. “I can’t wait to experiment.”
They continued their trek, on high alert, which is why Kate jumped, screaming at a noise off to her side. Everyone tensed and turned toward the commotion. There, next to Kate, was a sad-looking white fox.
“Oh it's so CUTE!!!” Kate screamed, scaring the fox who backed away a little. “I’m sorry! I didn't mean to scare you!” she said in a loud whisper.
The fox slowly crawled back. “Are you okay, little guy?” Kate asked. The fox panted and laid down next to her. She inspected it and her face went white. “He’s so scrawny, he must be starving,” she said. Mom gasped. 
“Not on my watch!” Mom reached into her inventory and pulled out a raw fish, tossing it to the fox. Bruce watched the fish sail through the air and licked his lips. He jumped all around Mom, weaving in and out of her legs. “Alright you crazy cat,” Mom said, and gave a fish to Bruce, too. 
The fox sniffed the fish, then ignored it, laying its head on to the ground. Bruce, who was watching intently, gobbled up the fish like it was the best thing he had ever tasted. “Bruce! Ya darn cat!” Jack yelled.
“Wait!” Kate yelled. “Foxes like berries!” She pulled some of the freshly picked fruit from her inventory and placed some in front of the sad fox. It lifted its head and sniffed them, took a small tentative nibble, then gobbled them up. It jumped to its feet with a happy bark, its tail wagging hugely. It nudged Kate and ran into a grouping of trees, stopping to look back at the family and whine. Kate stood up. “I think it wants us to follow it.” 
“Do we really have time for that?” Dad asked. 
“DAD!” Kate, giving her own version of ‘The Look.’ “We can’t leave a hurt sad HUNGRY animal when it's asking for help!” 
Dad sighed and gestured to follow the arctic fox.




Chapter 20

 
Mom put a stake in the ground and tied up Dirtymud, then pulled out the map so she could make sure they charted where they were going to be, and how to get back. Kate told Fang to sit and stay, so he could help protect Dirtymud.
They followed the arctic fox, stumbling as they went through the forest in the dark. They traveled for a good chunk of time before the fox stopped and whined again, its nose pointing to a spot beside a tree. Kate knelt down and searched around until she found another fox, barely breathing as it laid on its side. Each breath came slowly and ragged. “Oh no!” Kate said, pulling out some fish and offering it to the fox. 
The fox ate the fish slowly, as if even eating hurt it, then stood up shakily and looked at the family. It had such a sad look on its face that Kate was moved to tears. “What's wrong, little fox?” 
The fox looked at her, then just laid down again. The first fox whined and licked its ear. It turned to the family and let out a small sad bark and a whine. It started off again, stopping once more to see if the family was following. 
“I guess we should go after it,” Jack said. 
They followed the fox for another hundred blocks or so before the fox stopped and started crawling around, finally stopping altogether, its nose pointing. It let out a loud whine. The family stopped to look through the trees. They saw a small clearing, with the entrance to a cave in it. Strangely enough, there was a field of pumpkins growing all around. 
“That’s weird, what does the fox want?” Dad asked. 
The fox barked once, a short, sharp bark, and an answering bark came from the cave. Then another and another. Inside the cave, three tiny fox heads appeared out of the darkness, as the baby foxes came into the light. They whined and barked. 
As the baby foxes got close to the light, the snow and pumpkins around them suddenly stood up, taking on the form of four snow golems!
“Oh dear,” Mom whispered, “what are those?” 
“Snow golems!” Jack said. “So cool!” 
“It’s not cool,” Kate said. “I think the golems are blocking the fox from getting to its babies!” 
“Well, that’s easy to fix,” Jack said. “Snow golems won't hurt a person.” He stood up and walked toward the clearing. “Besides, all they do is throw snowballs; they can't hurt.” As soon as his foot hit the clearing, the snow golems’ eyes turned red, and they shot snowballs out in rapid fire at Jack. 
“Ow ow ow ow!” Jack yelled as his hearts plummeted from the attack. Each snowball hit him hard, eventually pushing him back into the trees and the snow golems’ eyes turned back to yellow. “That’s not supposed to happen!” he yelled. 
Mom handed him a pork chop and he ate it up, healing. “Are you alright, dear?” she asked.
Jack frowned. “Snow golems are supposed to be friendly to people! And their snowballs aren't supposed to hurt! Is that why their eyes were red like the drowneds?”
“The question is, were these snow golems always like this, or is this something new?” Dad asked. 
“That is SO not the question!” Kate said. “The question is, how are we going to save this sweet fox’s babies!?” 
“I agree with Kate,” Mom said. “You can figure out the weirdness stuff later. Right now, we need to save the babies.”




Chapter 21

 
“I’ll do it,” Dad said, and put his shield out in front of him as he walked into the clearing. The golems’ eyes turned red again, and they fired much faster than any snow golem Jack or Kate had ever seen before. The snowballs hit the shield like a constant stream of bullets. Dad pushed against them, grunting, but couldn't push against them harder than the snowballs pushed him back. 
“Okay, maybe I won't do it,” he said as he fell and landed on his butt in the snow. 
“I would try my crossbow, but I don’t want to miss and hit one of the babies,” Kate said. 
“Let me try to sneak behind them,” Jack said. “Ninjack’s got this.” 
They waited as Jack snuck around behind them. He jumped from the trees, attempting a Shadow Backstab, but one of them turned and fired their snowballs, hitting him over and over and sending him flipping backwards into the trees again. “Ouch,” he said and pulled out a pork chop and munched it down. 
After he had finished eating, he went to pick up his sword and noticed it was missing. A quick look around showed it was on the floor of the clearing. “Rats! My sword! I must have dropped it.” He snuck around the clearing back to the family, a frown on his face. “Well, that didn’t work, AND I dropped my sword!” 
The arctic fox barked and ran out lightning-fast and snatched the sword up. The fox shot from one side of the trees to the other so fast that, while the golems did notice it, they didn’t have time to hit it with their snowballs. As the fox carried the sword in his mouth, it slashed one of the golems in its mad dash to get back. The golem lit on fire from the Fire Aspect on the sword and waved its arms around frantically. 
“Hey!” Kate said as the fox came back and deposited the sword next to Jack. “That’s what we could do!” 
“Huh? What?” Jack asked. 
She knelt and stroked the fox’s fur, scratching behind its ears. “Hey there little buddy, why don’t you go get your friend and bring her here. I know how to get your babies now.” The fox cocked its head, then stood up, its tail bouncing in the air. Its tongue lolled out for a second then it took off running back the way they had come. 
“Wait,” Mom asked, “did that fox understand you?”  
Kate shrugged. “I don’t really know, let's wait and see what happens when it gets back.” 
Jack’s mouth was still hanging open. “That was amazing!” 
Kate smiled. “Lately I seem to understand the animals better. It’s like, the longer I’m here the more I can... I don’t know, relate to them. Does that make sense?” 
They all shook their heads. “This world is getting stranger and stranger,” Dad said. “I felt something odd a few days ago, too, when we fought that giant drowned. When I would yell to get its attention, it felt like... I don’t know, like my yell was powerful or something. It worked every time.” 
He was going to say more when the arctic fox came back, tail wagging. The other fox was with it, still looking sad. It let out a little meeping noise as it looked across the clearing towards the cave.
“Well, I guess that answers that,” Jack said. 
Kate grabbed Jack on the shoulder. “Jack, could I borrow your swords?” 
Jack hesitated. “Why? What are you going to do?” 
“Don’t worry, you should get them back.” 
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Should?” 
“They both have Fire Aspect, right?” 
Jack nodded, then took a step back protectively. “What are you thinking, Kate?” 
“Please? It’s for the babies!” Kate pleaded with Jack. Jack looked over at the sad, scared baby foxes as they stared at the parents, meeping. He sighed and gave both his swords to Kate. “Thank you, little brother!” she said, giving him a hug. 
She turned to the foxes and gave each one of them a sword. The foxes took them in their mouths. “Now,” she told them, “run as fast as you can through the clearing, making sure you hit a snow golem with that sword as you go through.” 
The two foxes didn’t give her an answer- they kind of couldn’t since their mouths were full, and well, they were animals. They took off running as fast as their foxy legs would take them. They each darted through the clearing, hitting a snow golem and setting it on fire. 
“Again!” Kate yelled, and the foxes leapt into action, performing the same maneuver. They were so fast the golems didn’t have time to hit them as they sped by taking pass after pass and slashing the golems each time, and soon, all the golems had melted away. 
“Yes!” Jack said, pumping the air. “That was awesome, Kate!” 
Kate beamed, and the family walked out into the clearing. The adult foxes spit out the swords and leapt into the cave to lick and cuddle their babies.
Jack picked up the swords, wiping them off in the snow. “Ew, fox slobber.”




Chapter 22

 
The fox family ran circles around the Smiths, prancing and leaping and yelping their appreciation. Kate patted them on the heads, and they ran off to go do whatever foxes do. They stood in the clearing watching the foxes leave.
“That was really, really strange,” Dad said, staring at the tree the foxes had darted under.
“Really, really COOL you mean!” Kate shouted. “I am Kate! Queen of the Dolphins and Wolves and FOXES!” It was still dark, but her smile seemed to light up the clearing.
The Smiths got back to the path they had been on without problem, unhitched Dirtymud and opened up the map. 
“Alright, we need to keep going that way,” Mom said, pointing. “There is an area that has a large river in it, then once we get past that it looks like it turns into plains. Lots and lots and lots of plains.” She led the way, her shield in one hand, the map in the other. 
The moon was high in the sky, giving off beautiful moonlight, and the snow was so white and reflecting the light from the moon, it was almost as if they were in the day. They continued walking through the night, happy that besides the strange run in with the foxes and golems, there were no other mobs around. 
Until an arrow came out of the darkness, striking Kate in the shoulder. Little grey swirlies started floating off her. “Oooowww, wwhhaatt wwaass tthhaatt?” she asked, her words coming out slowly like someone playing a video at half speed. Fang growled and leapt in to attack, but without knowing what they were fighting, Kate called him back. “Faaaaang, siiiiiiit.”
“We’re under attack!” Dad yelled. “Mom, protect Dirtymud, Jack, get your swords ready! Bruce, eat a sword!” 
Jack handed Bruce his sword and he ate it quickly, his claws glowing. Out of the cover of darkness came a swarm of gray zombie-looking things in gray tattered clothes. They had bows with tipped arrows, the same gray swirlies floating off them. There were five of them, and they all raised their bows and fired. 
Arrows streaked in, hitting Dad and Jack, but Mom had her shield up in time and didn’t get hit. Kate took another arrow and turned to shoot back. “Tthhaatt hhuurrtthhss!” she shouted in her slow words. 
Jack turned to rush the attackers, but realized he was moving way too slow. They could simply move backwards and fire at him again with no danger to themselves. Or so they thought. They didn’t realize the collar around Jack’s neck was actually a tiny ninja. “Nniinnjjaa Kkiittyy aattaacckk!” Jack slowly yelled, launching Bruce at the horde of creatures. 
They fired at Bruce, but Bruce was not only fast because he was a ninja, but also because he was the best kind of creature there ever was: a cat. He zigged and zagged through the arrows, launching himself onto the nearest mob and digging in his claws. 
Bruce unleashed a super-fast flurry of blows, his claws scratching hard with their enchantment. One of the creatures took aim at Bruce, and the ninja cat jumped off the mob just as the other one fired its arrow. Bruce leapt over the arrow and onto the creature that had shot at him. The arrow, meanwhile, hit the mob Bruce had jumped from, poofing it away. 
Kate took aim with her crossbow, letting her arrows fly, and hitting two of the new monsters. She reloaded and fired again, hitting the one Bruce was on, and poofing it. Bruce plummeted to the ground, but streaked off towards the next. By that time, Dad had gotten up to the remaining trio of mobs. 
Dad lifted his shield and pounded on it with his sword. “FFAACCEE MMEE!” he yelled at the mobs. The mobs turned towards Dad and raised their bows. “Uhhh ooooh,” Dad said, his voice as sluggish as he was. Arrows flew towards him, and he was grateful his shield blocked two of them, but the third arrow made it through his defenses, hitting him in the shoulder. “Oww!” 
Jack stayed next to Mom and Dirtymud. He was moving slowly thanks to that arrow, but he wanted to make sure they were safe. 
Between Bruce, Kate, and Dad, they mowed down the remaining mobs, the only annoying part being the arrows that slowed them down. Otherwise, they weren’t all that bad.
The sun crested the horizon shortly after and their worries about the strange new mobs that shot enchanted arrows faded along with the night.




Chapter 23

 
They continued through the snowy fields until they finally came across the thing that would signal the end of their time in the snow. A large, icy river stretched out in front of them. On the other bank of the river was more snow, that gradually disappeared, opening into the wide-open plains.
Mom cheered. “Finally I won't have to be cold anymore!” 
As they made their way towards the river, Kate pointed. “Look!” A baby polar bear was standing on the ice, trying to catch some salmon. “I’m going to go meet it!” she shouted. 
“Wait, Kate, it’s a bear!” Mom called after her. 
“AHHHHH!” Jack screamed.
Kate scowled at her brother. “Jack, you know it won’t hurt us. As long as we don’t hurt it, we’ll be fine. Good grief.”
“I’m not talking about the bear... I’m talking about that IGLOO!!!” Jack pointed across the ice, and sure enough there was a small, cubed igloo. He ran as fast as he could over the slippery ground and into the icy shelter.
“It’s so cooooool!” Jack screamed. Inside, there was a crafting table and furnace, a bed in the corner, and a redstone torch hanging on one wall. He noticed a carpet sprawled over the floor and a twinkle shone in his eye. He whipped out his pick and mined the carpet, but to his disappointment, there was no trap door.
“Dang,” he said, “that would have been so cool!” He considered mining the redstone torch to put into his inventory, but the thought occurred to him someone might actually live here and he thought better of it. Then he placed the rug back down just to be safe.
He popped his head out of the door of the igloo. The light of day reflecting off all the snow was bright and he had to squint.
“Mom! Dad! Can we please stay here tonight?” he yelled. “Plllleeeeeaaaseeeee?!”

“We have to keep moving, son. Sorry.”

“Aw, man,” Jack whined. He saw his sister kneeling in front of the small, white bear, petting it. Jack watched, amazed at how good she was with animals, while Dad and Mom found a section of the river with enough thick ice on it to lead Dirtymud over.
Kate punched a hole in the ice, and pulled out her fishing rod, fishing up some fresh snacks for the baby polar bear. Mom and Dad waved the kids over. “Come on kids, it's time to go. Say goodbye to the nice polar bear, Kate.” 
“Awww, okay,” Kate said, handing the baby polar bear another fish. 
Jack thought this would be a hilarious moment- and perhaps his last chance- to hit his sister with a snowball and pulled one out of his inventory. He took aim and let it fly right towards Kate. His aim was dead on, the only problem was, just as it was about to hit her, she knelt down to get another fish, and the baby polar bear moved directly into the line of the snowball. 
The snowball popped against the baby polar bear and it was pushed back. It let out a baby polar bear squawk, and two huge polar bear noises came from behind a snowy hill, followed by two adult polar bears that came charging out to find out who had hurt their baby.
Kate and Jack froze. Mom nearly screamed but Dad gently covered her mouth.
The massive white bears came and sniffed Kate, who calmed them down by speaking a few, soothing words. But when Jack moved so he could get across the river, both the adult polar bears snapped their attention to him. They growled a deep, powerful growl that vibrated the ice they stood on. 
“Don’t eat him! It was an accident!” Kate said, stroking the ears of one of the adults. The adult stopped growling and Jack tiptoed across. 
“Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to hit the baby, I was just trying to hit my sister. Sorry,” Jack mumbled as he made his way past. The polar bear furthest from Kate roared and chased Jack off the ice.
“Ahhh!” Jack yelled, running away to catch up to his parents. 
Kate shook her head, gave each of the polar bears a fish and a hug and met up with the rest of the family. She looked at Jack. “Well, that was kind of dumb.” 
Jack blushed. “Yeah, next time I think I won't try that again.” 
Kate rolled her eyes and the family finally stepped onto the green grass of the plains. Mom finally stopped shivering, holding her arms out wide for the warmth of the sun.
They walked alongside each other in silence, taking in the warmth and the beautiful scenery. “You know, this might sound strange... but I really feel like I’m doing what I was meant to by coming here,” Kate said.
“What’s that?” Dad asked, looking at his daughter.
“Being with the animals. Somehow communicating with them. It feels so... natural.”
“That’s great, honey,” Mom said, smiling. “I’m happy for you and proud you are using your talents.”
“Back there, with those polar bears... I don’t think I’ve ever felt more like myself. I think that’s going to be one of my all-time favorite memories.”
Mom nodded. “It was really impressive to watch.”
“You know what memory I’m going to make next?” she asked her mom, a twinkle in her eye. 
“What’s that?” Mom asked. 
“Getting a horse!”
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Chapter 1

 
“Here, horsey, horsey, horsey,” Jack said, waving around a handful of wheat in the air. 
Kate stared at him. “Um, what do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m trying to catch a horse, obviously.” He waggled the wheat higher in the air. “Come on, horses! It’s really TAAAASTY!”
Kate rolled her eyes and made a show of turning around in a full circle. The plains stretched wide around them, under a bright blue sky, with long, green grass and gentle hills, and completely empty of horses. “Do you SEE any horses?” She raised an eyebrow at her brother.
Jack smirked. “No, but I bet I’ll find one before you do.” 
Kate gave him her version of ‘The Look’. It wasn’t as powerful as a mom version, since she was just an older sister, but she was well on her way to perfecting it. Even so, all it did was make Jack cross his arms and try to give her a ‘The Look’ back. His looked more like he was squinting to keep the sun out of his eyes and Kate snickered. 
“You really think so, huh?” Kate asked. 
Jack nodded his head. “Oh yeah.” 
Kate put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you remember I’m Kate, Queen of the Animals? There is no way you can beat me.” 
Jack shrugged. “What can I say? I’m Ninjack, coolest ninja around, and ninjas can do ANYTHING.” 
Kate laughed and pointed at Bruce, riding on top of Dirtymud. “I think HE’S the coolest ninja around.” 
“Meow, purr,” Bruce said as he watched the kids, his head bouncing from one to the other as they argued. 
Jack walked over and picked Bruce up. “He’s my cat, so that makes him like my sidekick. So, I'm still the coolest ninja ever.” 
Bruce stuck out his claws, and as the boy dropped him, he jumped on Jack’s head and bounced off, sailing through the air in a somersault and landing back on Dirtymud. He licked a paw and cleaned the top of his head. 
“Darn cat!” Jack said, rubbing where the cat's claws had scratched. 
“Who’s the sidekick?” Kate asked with a laugh. 
“Hey!” Jack yelled. 
“Alright kids,” Mom said, “that's enough. Let’s have some quiet.” 
“Mom,” Kate said, “can Jack and I have a contest to see who can find a horse first?” 
Mom opened her mouth, but Dad cut her off. “Go ahead, just don’t get lost. You know where we’re going so catch up to us when you’re done.” 
“YAY!” Jack and Kate yelled together. 
“Race ya!” Jack yelled. 
“Hah, you are going down. Come on, Fang!” Kate yelled, and they took off in opposite directions. 
Dad grabbed Mom's hand, and they kept walking. “Finally, some quiet.” 
Mom chuckled. “They can be a little boisterous sometimes.” The ‘boisterous’ arguing continued behind them, muted enough from the distance.
“Meow meow,” Bruce agreed, weaving in between Mom’s legs. He stayed still for one pace too long, and Mom tripped over him. Dad gripped her hand tightly to keep her from falling to the ground. “Darn cat!” Dad shouted as he righted Mom back on her feet. Bruce looked up, giving them his best sweet and innocent look. “Aw, he didn’t mean to,” Mom said, reaching down and scratching his chin.
“Purr, purr,” Bruce said. Chin scratches were the best.




Chapter 2

 
Never one to back down from a challenge, Jack ran off to find a horse. He knew Kate was more excited about having one, but what kind of brother would he be if he didn’t compete with her? Besides, it would probably make her try even harder to find one, so he was pretty much helping her out.
“Okay, if I were a horse, what would I be doing?” He thought for a moment but realized he really knew hardly anything about the creatures. He got down on his hands and knees and walked around like a horse, rearing up on his legs. “Neigh! Neigh! I’m a horse! I eat wheat and like to poop standing up.” He cracked up at himself.
He stood up and brushed off his legs. “Okay, yeah, that wasn’t very helpful.” He looked around, glad to see Kate hadn’t seen him. “I know! I need to get up higher so I can see further and spot one!” He looked all around; there were some mountains, but they were really far off. The tallest thing around were the trees, but that just wouldn't do. With a snap of his fingers, he got an idea. 
He looked in his inventory and smiled when he saw he had plenty of dirt blocks. The family had become really good about keeping a full inventory, since they never knew when they’d need something. Dad claimed it was a lesson he learned as a Boy Scout when he was young, but everyone knew it was Mom behind being prepared for anything. She hated to be caught empty handed.
He whipped up a crafting table and made a few ladder pieces. He remembered a cool trick he had seen a YouTube guy do once on a speed run, so thought he would give it a shot. “What’s the worst that could happen?” he said out loud with a shrug. “If the ladders don’t work, I just respawn and have to collect everything again.” 
He stacked dirt blocks in a pillar as tall as he could reach, then placed ladders on all sides. He climbed to the top of the pillar and began jump-placing more dirt blocks. Higher and higher he went, until he had used up half a stack of dirt blocks and built a towering pillar. He stood on top of it and looked all around. “Boy, it’s a good thing I'm not afraid of heights,” he said as he looked way down to the ground far below him. 
He surveyed the land. The height gave him a great view all around. He could see the snowy biome they had just left behind him, and there were mountains far away in another direction. In the direction they were headed, though, all he saw was plain, all the way to the horizon. Plains, plains and more plains. 
He looked closer, scanning with a keen eye to find any moving critters. He immediately spied a large four-legged one and got his hopes up, but the two adults walking next to it made him frown. That was just Dirtymud and his parents. “Do be do be dooo,” he hummed to himself as he continued his scan. 
There were some sheep, a cow or two, a pig, whole bunches of chickens. Then something caught his eye. A lot of somethings, actually. A lot of green somethings. “That’s a lot of creepers!” There was a small depression in the plains that had so many creepers in it that it looked like a creeper city! He kept track of the location, plotting out the direction he would need to go from his tall pillar.
“What the heck is going on there?!” All thoughts of horses forgotten, Jack leapt off the top of the pillar. “WOOOOOO!” he screamed as he plummeted towards the ground. “I hope I get this right!” As the ground approached quicker and quicker, he wanted to squeeze his eyes closed. But he had to keep them opening, watching carefully. As soon as the section of the pillar with the ladders came into view, he reached out and grabbed onto it and his fall was stopped perfectly. 
“Oh yeah!” He punched at the air. “Man, that was fun!” He had half a mind to try it again, but he remembered why’d he’d jumped down in the first place. He climbed the rest of the way down the ladder with a grin on his face. Time to go check out creeper city!




Chapter 3

 
Kate was annoyed. There should be horses here, and she hadn’t found a single one yet. It was a prime location, she had her saddle ready to go, and had waited soooo long to finally tame one! If Jack found a horse before her, she would never hear the end of it. She was half tempted to stomp her foot and pout, but like Mom always said- whining would never get you what you wanted, only action would.
She squared her shoulders and looked all around again, hoping to see something she had missed before. There was a small grouping of trees in the distance, random lone trees all about, but other than that- not a whole lot. 
She noticed one section of the plains that had a hill on it and thought maybe there was something beyond the hill. She started walking that way, Fang at her side. Occasionally she reached down to pet the pup, who nuzzled against her hand. “You know, Fang, I wish I had a better way of finding animals than just... walking around.” 
She pulled out a blank map she had gotten from Rara and held it in front of her, watching as it filled in. She wanted to make sure she could find her way back, and knowing where she had started was important. She got closer to the hill, her thoughts swirling around horses and animals. Her excitement rose with every step. She envisioned what her horse would look like and climbing up for her very first ride. She imagined being able to visit the villages much more quickly, and maybe even teaching the villagers how to ride, too. The smile on her face widened. She loved all the animals in the world, and she was learning how much she loved sharing that passion with others and showing villagers how to tame them, care for them, and benefit from the items they could give. How the people and animals could help each other live better lives.
As much as she genuinely loved all the animals, horses would always be her favorite. No matter what. Back home she had been in horse lessons, and was learning to post trot before they got pulled into this world. She missed her favorite lesson horse, Digby. He was a paint, with beautiful brown and white splotches. He even had a multi-colored main and tail. She smiled at the memory of grooming him and riding him all around the corral.
A movement on the map caught her attention, and she cocked her head, looking at it. In the fogged-out area she hadn’t explored yet, there was a strange tiny dot. It moved around a little, moving here and there. “What in the world?” Kate muttered. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
She hadn’t used maps a ton when she was just a player, but she was pretty sure that things didn’t just pop up on them. The dot was just ahead past the hill, so with a shrug, she climbed it, Fang panting right behind her. She reached the top of the hill and looked around. It wasn’t a very tall hill, but it still offered her a better viewpoint. She could see her parents and Dirtymud off in the direction she had come from. Towering mountains across the plains.
The hill sloped down gently down the other side, evening out into more green plains. Her eyes locked on something in the distance, something that matched up exactly with the dot on her map. She blinked a few times and rubbed her eyes. It was still there. Not too far in front of her, grazing in the fields, was the most beautiful jet-black horse dotted with white spots. The only way Kate's mouth could have dropped further would be if she had installed a special skin.




Chapter 4

 
Jack ran towards the area with creepers and hid behind a well-placed tree to observe them. He threw out some dirt blocks, making a crude set of stars so he could reach higher into the tree. He punched the leaves and climbed to the very top so he could watch in hiding like a ninja. 
Down below and ahead of him by a few dozen blocks was a team of mobs. Jack counted about ten of them. They weren’t exactly creepers, though. They looked like creepers, but their usual black spots were totally different colors. Some had dark blue spots, some had white spots, some had orange spots, but one thing they all had in common: red eyes. 
“More of the red-eyed mobs?” Jack muttered. “What is going on here?” 
He scanned the horde of creepers, wondering the best approach, when one creeper caught his eye. It had spots that were all the colors of the other ones but was singled out by the glowing blue aura floating around it. Jack frowned. “Is that... a charged creeper?” The charged creeper wandered around and the others parted to make way for it like it was in charge.
That wasn’t good. That couldn’t be good, right? He wondered if he should go report his findings to Mom and Dad or just attack them by himself. He glanced back the way they had come from; the snowy biome wasn’t THAT far off if he respawned. Maybe even close enough for Mom to never know. With a somewhat naughty grin, he pulled out his enchanted sword, looking at it. This sword had Smite I, Fire Aspect I, and Looting I on it, making it a much stronger weapon than he’d had before the island village. He felt strong and powerful just holding it.
A thought occurred to him, and he pulled out the other enchanted sword Bubba had given him. This sword had Knockback II on it, and that gave him a plan. He put the Knockback sword in his main hand, since it would be important for keeping the creepers away, then with a determined look, put his Fire Aspect sword in his off hand. It was time to try out dual-wielding! 
He took a practice swing, his main hand lashing out strongly like always, then one beat after, his offhand hit the leaves in front of him as well. He smiled hugely, the smile turning to shock as the leaves caught on fire, the entire tree lighting up. 
“Ack!” Jack jumped off the top of the tree. The creepers turned their heads to the falling boy, and Jack tried to do a flip and land on his feet in a super cool, intimidating way. Instead, he landed right on his head with a bonk. “Ow,” he groaned, rubbing his head. He lost a whole heart from the fall. “How does Bruce make it look so easy?” 
He had no more time to wonder, as the creepers were coming. His choice to run or fight was made for him. They came in groups of three, instead of all at once, as if they were smarter than the average creeper. “Great,” Jack said as he got into combat position. “Smart creepers. What’s next? Enchanted cows?” 
The first set of creepers had one of each color: a blue spotted, a white spotted and an orange spotted. The leader of the pack was white spotted, and it came charging in, hissing. Jack smacked it with his Knockback sword, sending it flying and flashing it red. “That was AWESOME!” he shouted as the creeper was blown back six blocks. 
The blue creeper was next, and Jack swung at it, but it was fast, and dodged out of the way. “Hey!” Jack shouted. “Get over here!” It obliged him and charged in close, flashing and hissing. 
“Oh no you don't!” Jack shouted, and swung his knockback sword, hoping to get the timing just right. He hit as hard as he could, and must have done it just in time, because the creeper exploded right at the apex of its knockback. Jack covered his head with his arms to protect from the blast but found himself soaking wet instead. “What?” 
He opened his eyes to find that the creeper had exploded in a shower of water blocks! The entire area near him was now a small lake of flowing water blocks, the water pushing him away. “Okay...” Jack said to himself. “That’s super weird...” He shook his head and water drops flew off as the orange creeper swam through the water toward him. 
“Ah, I bet you’re a fire creeper, huh?” Jack asked. The creeper hissed in response as it started flashing. Jack smirked and took a few steps back just before it exploded. The creeper tried to follow, but the water made it slow, and it couldn’t get to Jack in time. Jack jumped backwards right at the time of the explosion and narrowly avoided getting hit by the lava blocks the creeper exploded into. 
“Okay, this is getting dangerous,” Jack mumbled, as the lava blocks met the water, stone forming in some areas, and dark obsidian in others. Jack looked around for the third creeper, the one with the white spots that he had knocked back. His eyes went wide as he noticed something. Something bad. 
While he was engaged with that first batch of creepers, the others had all circled around behind him. Water and lava surrounded him on one side and a host of creepers on the other. “Dang it! Smart creepers. How annoying.”




Chapter 5

 
Kate ran up to the horse. This was it- this was her moment! She was finally going to get a horse!
As she got closer, she walked up cautiously towards the horse, careful not to startle it by coming in from behind. Horses couldn’t see directly behind them and didn’t always react nicely to something surprising it. Kate did NOT want to get kicked. 
The horse was getting agitated the closer she got, its ears flicking around like it sensed danger. Kate frowned, wondering what was wrong. Was it just a skittish horse? She didn’t imagine a skittish horse for her first, but she would love it no matter what.
She pulled an apple out of her inventory, holding it in front of her. The horse sniffed the air, keeping its distance. Then it spied the apple and it licked its lips. 
“That's right, you can have this apple. Just come be my friend.” The horse sniffed again, took a step closer, but then moved backwards with a snort and threw its head in the air. “It’s okay, I’m a nice girl,” Kate said in a soothing voice. The horse sniffed again, pawed the ground, and started backing away. 
Kate frowned. “What the heck?” She looked down at Fang. “What do you think the prob-” she rolled her eyes as it suddenly hit her. There was a dangerous looking wolf right next to her. Of course the horse was on edge! She sighed. “Sit, boy,” she told Fang, and the wolf obediently complied. Kate patted him on the head. “You really are a good boy. I’ll be back, you just hang out here.” 
Fang cocked his head at her. Kate turned around and walked away from Fang, following the horse. “Okay, now will you trust me?” The horse didn’t move away, but it also didn’t come any closer. She circled around to get close to its face, and this time the horse let her get all the way up to it. She pulled out the apple and the horse chomped it down, a horsey smile appearing on its face. 
Kate put her hand on its neck and smiled. She had been wanting a horse since the second they got in the game and was finally going to get to tame one! She squeezed its neck and nuzzled her face into the horse’s hair. She stroked her hand along its neck, all the way down its back gently. “You ready?” she asked. The horses knickered. She gave it another apple and a kiss on the nose.
The horse stayed calm, finishing its apple. Kate quietly moved to its side, running her hand along the back of its tall back. She reached one arm over the neck, bounced on her leg a couple times until she jumped and swung the leg over the horse's back. She sat gently on top of the horse, but she may as well have been sitting on top of the world.
She squealed. She knew better. She did! She had taken lessons long enough to know you never yelled around horses, especially horses that weren’t very used to humans yet. But she just couldn’t help it. She squealed. Super loud, super high pitched. An ear-peircing ‘Eeeeeeek!’ that would have made the birds fly off the trees if there had been any. Mid scream, the horse kicked its rear legs into the air and bucked her off. Completely unprepared for the sudden change of angle, she flew off through the air, and landed on her butt. 
“Ow!” she yelled, rubbing her aching tush. “That wasn’t very nice!” She stood up and scowled at the creature, then pet its face. “It’s okay, we’ll get this figured out.” She set a determined look on her face and jumped on the horse again. She tried to project confidence and strength, to show this horse she was kind and gentle, but she meant business. The horse bucked again, this time even harder, and despite her being more prepared this time, she flipped through the air, landing on her head and losing a heart. 
“Oh no you didn’t!” she yelled, stalking over to the horse. “You need to stop that. We are BEST FRIENDS!” She moved back to its side to mount again, but the horse unexpectedly moved to the side and Kate fell flat on her face. The horse whinnied. “Are you LAUGHING at me!?” Kate yelled. 
She stood up and ran to the horse to jump on, but it moved again just before she could. Thankfully, she didn’t fall for the same trick twice, and remained upright. “Alright horse, time to show you who's boss.” She pulled a lead out of her inventory, swirling it around in her hand like a lasso. “I’m not going to have searched and searched for a saddle, then searched for a horse, only to end up with an ornery old nag like you!”
The horse threw its head, but Kate swung the lead through the air, and it landed perfectly around the horse’s head, securing itself around its neck. “Got YaaaaAAAAAAAA!” Kate yelled as the horse took off running, Kate dragging on the ground behind it. 
***
Mom and Dad held hands as they made their way through the plains with Dirtymud and Bruce. Bruce was sleeping on the donkey, and Dad was throwing the occasional treat to Dirtymud, who flicked his ears in happiness every time he got to munch one down. Mom leaned her head on Dad's shoulder. “This is nice,” she said. “It’s such a beautiful day out. No sand... no swamp...” She shuddered with memories of being covered in sand and everything always being so... moist.
Dad hugged her close. “It really is nice,” he agreed. “Even nicer that I’m sharing it with you.”
They walked in peace for a few more moments. “What do you think the kids are up to?” Mom asked. 
Dad shrugged. “Who knows, but I don’t think we need to worry. I mean, what kind of trouble could they get into out here?”




Chapter 6

 
“Alright creepies,” Jack said loudly, calling the creepers by the name Mom had given them. “You have me surrounded, which I guess means I need to stop messing around.” He took a combat stance, one sword above his head and one sword down low, both at the ready. “Shling shling time!” 
He charged through the chaotic battlefield, dodging past colored creepers, some flashing as he got close, but he was too fast for them and was gone before they had a chance to explode. “Inferno slash!” Jack screamed as he ran past a group of three of them. He held his Fire Aspect sword out to the side and hit each one, lighting them on fire. At the end of his run there was an orange-spotted creeper, and he slammed his kickback sword into it, sending it flying back before it could explode. 
The white-spotted creeper from the first group popped out behind him, already flashing. He couldn’t get his knockback sword up fast enough to send it away, and it exploded right in front of him. The blast was powerful and hot, but most was absorbed by the armor he was wearing. It didn’t send him straight to respawn, thanks to the armor, but it still hurt. He’d be surprised if he still had eyebrows. Did he even have eyebrows in Minecraft? Despite the heat of the blast, massive amounts of white snow exploded from the creeper in all directions. 
Wherever the snow landed on lava or water, it disintegrated, but any solid surfaces were covered in a thick layer of top snow. Like Jack’s head. He shook it, dislodging the snow. “AAllrriigghhtt ccrreeppiieess,” he drawled, then his eyes got wide. “Nnooo, nnoott ssllooww aagggaaaiinn!” 
The white creeper had covered the area in snow and hit him with a slowing effect! As if to take advantage of that fact, the group of creepers behind him got closer, all flashing. Jack looked around, his eyes moving faster than his head. If he was slow, these things would blow him to respawn instantly! With a frown, he knew what he had to do. He gritted his teeth and jumped onto the closest lava block. “Ow ow ow ow!” he yelled, every part of his body feeling like it was on fire, because it was. At least it sent him back to normal speed. 
Jack pulled some of Dad’s barbecue from his inventory and chomped it down as fast as he could. Mid chew, he splashed into the water, and the fire covering him went out. A tingling sensation moved over his body, and he downed another piece of barbeque for good measure. “So, that wasn’t fun,” he said, floating in the water. “But a ninja never gives up, and you guys aren’t facing just any old ninja. You’re facing NINJACK!” He shot out of the water with a shout and ran into the fray once again. 
He tossed out another inferno slash, setting two more creepers on fire, flashing them red. He swung with his main hand, sending another white creeper flying back as he rolled over the ground up to a standing position. An orange creeper was right where he landed and he sent it flying away with the momentum, but a blue one snuck up on him and knocked into him. It hit him again, not doing any damage, just pushing him. 
“What the heck?” Jack yelled, as an orange one came from another side and bumped into him, too. He was being herded like a sheep! “Double backstab!” he shouted and jumped into a spin, hitting one of the herding creepers with both blades in a downward strike. Two sets of stars appeared from the critical hits and the creeper poofed, giving Jack some breathing room on that side. He spun around to escape and came face to face with a white-spotted flashing creeper. “Dang it!” he had time to shout as it exploded, before it slowed him with its freezing cold attack. 
More creepers flew in at normal speed, and soon he was surrounded, the creepers easily dodging his slowed attacks. They were smooshing him, a creeper on every side. None of them were flashing, though, just bumping into him and keeping him in place.
Then he saw why. The charged creeper of all the colors was on its way. 
Jack didn’t know what to do. Even at a normal speed, they were so close around him he couldn’t have slipped by. His arms were pressed against his sides so hard he couldn’t even lift them to swing a sword. He may as well have been tied up. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t fight.
The multi-colored creeper was close and hissing. Jack's mind raced when his eyes popped open wide and a sly smile spread across his face. “You guys don’t realize this, but you aren't just facing a ninja. You’re facing an OUTSIDER ninja!” 
The multicolored creeper started flashing, and the other creepers followed suit. But before they could explode, Jack jumped straight up, slowly, but high enough to place a dirt block under his feet. Then again, and again, jump-placing a rising tower. He was on his third block when the first creeper exploded. Most of his hearts disappeared as the shockwave hit him, sending him flying into the air. 
He flew so high that the other explosions missed him, which he was grateful for, but it was also so high that the fall damage would certainly send him to respawn. He spun through the air and as he came down, he saw the giant mess that had occurred on the landscape. A huge radius of the ground was filled with random blocks of obsidian or stone or water or lava.
He grinned. As much of a mess as the ground was, it was also going to save him.
Jack angled his fall so that he landed perfectly in a water block, all the fall damage negated. As soon as he climbed out of the water onto a block of obsidian, he chomped down some more food to heal his hearts. He blew out a breath. “Wow that was something else.” 
The landscape was a chaotic disaster, and he shook his head, something catching his vision at the corner of his eye. There, bobbing in a block of water, was a floating, green cube. He walked closer and reached for it, careful not to fall into the water. He pulled it out and looked closer, caught off guard by the creeper face he held in his hand.
“Ah!” he shouted, and dropped it. “What the heck is that?! A creeper mask?”
He picked it up with a grin. “Mom’s going to love this.”




Chapter 7

 
“Woah! Stop, you crazy horse! STOP!” Kate yelled as she was dragged by the horse across the plains. The horse did not stop. Kate wasn’t about to let go though, no way, no how. She bumped and bomped and bounced all over the plains as the horse ran. Kate reached into her inventory and pulled out an apple, throwing it right in front of the horse’s face. 
That got its attention and the horse jerked to a halt, Kate rolling past it before finally coming to a stop. The horse sniffed and snorted, looking all over for the apple. Kate stood up and brushed off her clothes. “Alright you loveable monster, let’s try this again.” 
She took a deep breath, then slowly climbed into the saddle on the back of the horse. The horse ignored her as it looked for the apple. “I did it!” Kate pumped the air, excited to finally be on top of the horse. The horse found the apple, chomped it down, and then bucked, sending Kate sailing through the air. “Aaaaah!” she yelled as she flew through the air. She landed on her feet, thankfully, and ran back up to the horse. 
She made as if she was going to jump on it, and the horse moved to the side to trick her. She smirked though, not falling for it this time, and was able to make it on the horse's back. The horse snorted, walking around for a bit, keeping her on its back. 
She reached into her inventory and saw she only had one apple left. Instead, she pulled out some wheat and leaned way forward to wave it in front of the horse's face. The horse sniffed it and took a chomp, chewing it gratefully. Then it bucked her off. She was watching for it this time, though, and she easily landed on her feet. 
She blew out a breath in a huff. “Come on. I just want to be your friend. I'll take good care of you and love you. You can have all the apples you want! We can be best buddies.” 
The horse's ear twitched like it was listening to her. “Look, it seems like you’re all alone in this world. You don’t have a herd. I’m not a horse, but I love horses. I have a great family- my herd- they can be kind of obnoxious sometimes, but they mean well. And when push comes to shove, they’ll be there for me anyway they can. What do you say? Will you join my herd?”
The horse kept twitching its ears, but its feet stayed firmly planted. Not coming toward her, not moving away. Kate sighed. She was determined to have a horse, but she didn’t want a horse that hated her. “If you’d rather just be free, that’s okay. Here...” She held out her last apple. “It’s my last one.” The horse paused, looking at her, and came close, sniffing the apple. “Go on. You can have it.” 
The horse chomped the apple, chewing happily. It didn’t move away and Kate patted its neck. She wrapped her arms around the large horse, gently squeezing it in a hug. It still stayed put. She rubbed her hand all over it, along its neck and rear. She combed her fingers through its thick, black main. It still didn’t move. She slowly climbed up again and sat down gently, careful to not make any sudden movements. As soon as her bottom touched the horse’s back, red hearts floated above its head and Kate screamed. “YEEEES!!!” 
The horse wandered a bit with her on top, then she jumped off and accessed the horse's inventory. She gave it her hard-earned saddle, and her face lit up like Christmas morning when she saw her beautiful spotted horse with a saddle on. Climbing into the saddle, she felt like she was living a dream. She threw her hands in the air and her head back and laughed out loud.
“This is the best day EVER!” She wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck. “I’m sorry I called you an old nag. You’re young and sweet and perfect! Now let’s go meet Fang.”
She started at a walk, just getting used to the horse, then with a clicking of her mouth she bumped the horse up to a trot. The two-beat gait had her smiling so big her cheeks hurt, and she clicked again, increasing the speed to a canter. The wind blew in her hair and she saw Fang still sitting politely on the plains, way up ahead of her. She clicked again. “Let’s go!” And the horse broke into a full-on gallop. 
She felt one with the horse, their bodies moving in unison. Her hair blew wildly, whipping in the air behind her as the horse traveled at a ground-eating pace. Never had she been happier.
As they got closer, Fang's eyes went wide, but he was a good boy and didn’t move while she pulled up to him. She sat heavy in her saddle, said “woah” and the horse came to a stop. It pranced nervously by the wolf, but Kate slid down and comforted it. “It’s okay, he’s safe.”
The horse reached its big nose to Fang and gave a deep sniff, decided he was satisfactory, and began grazing on the grass.
“What a good boy, Fang!” Kate said, nuzzling her pet. “This is... uhm.... I’m going to have to name you!” she told the horse. The horse’s ear flicked.
“Let’s see. Are you a girl or a boy?” The horse snorted. “Boy?” The horse shook its head. “Girl, then?” The horse snickered. Kate smiled.
“Okay, beautiful girl, how about Leopard?” The horse snorted. “Okay, not leopard, let’s see... your spots remind me of stars, so maybe Starlight?” The horse shook its mane. “Okay, not that one either.” She tapped her head trying to come up with a good name. “How about Starry Night? No... that’s not quite it.” She thought for a moment more. “I know!” Kate shouted, startling the horse from its grazing. “Lady Starbeam the Magnificent!” The horse’s head popped up and it knickered happily. “Perfect! I’ll call you Lady for short. Come on Lady, let's go find Mom and Dad!”




Chapter 8

 
Dad squinted at something he saw in the distance. “Well, I’ll be,” Dad said, shaking his head with a smile. “Honey, look!” He pointed at the object coming towards them.
Mom followed his finger, and her eyes went wide. “She did it! I’m so happy for her!” She clapped and bounced on her feet. 
There was Kate, riding towards them on a beautiful black horse with white spots. Bruce lifted his head up at all the commotion, looked where Dad was pointing, and with a flick of his tail went back to sleep. 
Kate rode up to Mom and Dad, a gigantic smile on her face as she pulled to a stop. She raised her hands triumphantly and had Lady pranced around. “Mom, Dad, meet Lady Starbeam the Magnificent! Lady for short.” The horse dipped one leg and lowered its head in a bow. 
Mom gasped, her hands going to her mouth. “Oh my!” She curtsied, lifting the hem of her apron. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Starbeam.” 
Dad chuckled. “Hello horsie,” he said. Lady Starbeam cocked an eyebrow at him. “Oh, please forgive me,” Dad said, and gave a small bow. “It’s good to meet you.” 
Kate smiled as she dismounted. “Isn’t she wonderful?”
Mom walked forward, patting Lady’s neck. “She is beautiful. I’m so happy you found a horse, Kate.” 
Dad pulled an apple out of his inventory and handed it to the horse. Lady chomped it down happily and nudged Dad’s hand. Kate rubbed Lady’s ear. “See, I told you we would have plenty of apples.” 
Suddenly there was a strange noise behind them, and they spun just in time to see a creeper popping out of nowhere behind Lady Starbeam, shouting “RAWR!”
Creepers don’t shout “Rawr!”
The horse whinnied loudly and kicked out, sending the creeper- with a human body- flying back and landing heavily. The creeper head rolled off to reveal Jack’s face underneath it, groaning as he clutched his chest where he had been kicked. 
“JACK!” Kate and Mom shouted. Kate began calming down Lady while Mom walked over to Jack lying on the ground. She pointed a finger at him. “First of all, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I have hearts left.”
“Well, in that case, it’s not nice to sneak up on people and scare them, young man! And it's doubly not nice to do it to a horse!” 
Jack groaned. “Ouch, I noticed.” 
Mom shook her head. “Well then, I hope you learned your lesson.” 
Dad walked over and offered a hand to his son to help him up. Jack reached for his hand, but suddenly Dad’s wasn’t there anymore. He was over looking at the creeper head.
“Dad!” Jack said. “Oh, right, sorry son.” He helped Jack to his feet. “I just saw this thing and had to check it out. What is it?” he asked. 
Jack stood shakily on his feet and pulled out a cooked beef to regain the hearts he lost from his stupid stunt. “I got that from defeating a bunch of weird mutant creepers, and a charged one.” 
Kate gasped. “You saw a charged creeper?!”
Jack nodded, “Yeah! And I defeated it!”
“I've never seen one of those!” Kate bounced. “Was it hard to fight?” 
“Wait a minute,” Dad said. “What’s a charged creeper?” 
“Oh it’s cool!” Kate said. “Sometimes there're thunderstorms, and if lightning strikes a creeper, they turn into a charged creeper and explode way bigger!” 
“It sure did,” Jack said. “Like WAY bigger. It was in a whole herd of creepers, and they all had the glowing red eyes again.” 
“You defeated them all?” Dad asked, sounding impressed. 
Jack stood a little taller. “Well, I AM a ninja.” 
Dad rolled his eyes. “What did these mutants do?” 
“They were tough,” Jack said. “They exploded into lava or water or snow depending on their color, and the charged one exploded into all three!” 
“You defeated all those by yourself!?” Dad asked again, sounding even more impressed. 
Jack flexed. “Yeah, I’m pretty much the best.” 
“The best at being a doofus,” Kate said.




Chapter 9

 
“I won,” Kate said, pointing to her horse. Lady Starbeam the Magnificent tossed her head... magnificently.
“Won what?” Jack asked, squishing his eyebrows together.
Kate rolled her eyes. “The contest! We were seeing who could get a horse first, remember?” 
Jack shrugged. “Oh yeah, I forgot all about that.” 
Kate put her hands on her hips. “Well, don’t forget that I won.” 
Jack shook his head. “So, what are we going to call you now? ‘Kate, Queen of the Wolves and Dolphins and Turtles and Foxes and Horses?’” 
Kate chuckled. “While I’m flattered, and that’s all true, but nah. I love all animals, and they love me, but horses are like, my thing. I think my nickname will be Cowgirl Kate. It works perfectly!” 
“Well, it’s certainly easier to say.” Jack grinned at her. 
Dad pulled out the map, finding where they were on it, and frowned. “Wow, it looks like we are still a long way away from Rara’s homeland village.” He looked to see the sun was getting low in the sky. “Should we travel at night?” 
“Oh, for sure we should,” Jack said. “We’re strong enough to take on anything!” Jack equipped his swords. “Schling! Schling!”
Mom frowned. “Don’t schling schling so close to everyone!” She shook her head. “What about those red-eyed monsters, what if we run into some that are really strong?” 
“What's with those, anyway?” Dad asked. “Why are there so many mutant things?” 
Kate shrugged and Jack nodded at her. “It’s weird, I mean, we’ve read about all kinds of crazy monsters and things in the Codex of Seeds, but never came across them in Minecraft when we played before.” 
“Yeah,” Kate agreed, “unless it was a mod, but I know I never installed any mods with red-eyed mutant mobs.” 
“Me either,” Jack said. 
“Hmmm,” Dad said, lost in thought. “That’s really odd.” 
“Maybe we can ask Esmerelda when we get back to her,” Mom said. “She seemed to know a lot.” 
Dad nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. Did you come across anything like that in the books you read in Rara’s library?” 
Mom shook her head. “I wonder if Birgitta knows anything about it.” 
“I wish we had an easy way to go back and ask,” Kate said. 
“Yeah! I miss the double-E’s,” Jack said, “they would have LOVED that slimepoline!” 
They were quiet then for a while, thinking back to their friends they missed. Dad finally spoke up. “Well anyway, should we travel at night or not?” 
“It sure would be easier if we all had horses,” Mom said. 
“Well yeah, but we would all need saddles too,” Kate said, pointing at Lady who was tied to a post close by.
Mom sighed. “I forgot about that.” She paused for a moment, then took out her enchanted shield that Bubba and Lala had given her, equipping it. “I think we can travel at night.”
“I can scout ahead!” Kate offered. “No mobs can outrun Lady!” The horse knickered happily. 
Dad equipped a shield, too. With all these weird mutant mobs around, he felt it was better to be safe than sorry.




Chapter 10

 
The sun was setting when Dad had an idea. “Hey, what if we just use a bed right here so we don’t sleep through the night, but it resets our respawn point?” 
“Oh yeah,” Jack said, “that would work. Then if we respawn we won't lose much progress.” 
Dad nodded and threw a bed out on the ground. He activated it, and sure enough he couldn’t sleep because it was daytime still, but it reset his respawn point. “Okay, everyone else do that too.” 
They all took turns, using the same bed, and Dad nodded. “Good, now we won't go back too far if we face anything that is too strong out here. But we still have to be careful. We’re probably going to need all of our experience to make more enchanted stuff.” 
“Plus, I don’t want to lose any of my cool things that Bubba gave me!” Jack said. 
Mom nodded. “I sure hope we don’t have to fight anything.” 
Night finally settled on the plains, and the family kept walking, keeping a wary eye out for any mobs. “I’m going to go scout!” Kate said. 
“Be careful,” Mom said. “If you see anything, come let us know.” 
Kate pulled out her crossbow. “I can take care of it, I’m tough! You boys aren’t the only fighters, you know.” Her face was stern, determined.
Dad smiled and set a hand on her shoulder. “We know you’re tough, Kate! I certainly wouldn’t want to go up against you. But you are also a ranged fighter, you work best with a team.” He looked over at Bruce. “Want to go with her and help?” 
Bruce yawned and stretched, pointing his ears towards Dad, then hopped off Dirtymud and waltzed over to Lady. He looked the horse up and down, Lady’s ears turning towards him. Bruce hopped up on the horse, right behind Kate. 
“Wait a minute,” Jack said, pointing towards Bruce, “does this mean I’ll finally get to ride my donkey?” He moved closer to Dirtymud, reaching for the saddle. Suddenly Bruce leapt off Lady and flew through the air like a missile, bouncing off Jack’s head and flipping through the air to land back on the horse. 
“OW!” Jack yelled, rubbing the back of his head. “Darn cat!” Kate chuckled, and took off into the night, Bruce riding behind her on Lady. 
Jack stuck his tongue out at Bruce as they rode away, then turned to Dirtymud. “Come on boy, it’s finally my turn to ride!” 
“Jack,” Dad said, and Jack turned to him. “Don’t you think your mother should ride?” 
“But... but... but...” Jack said frowning at the empty saddle. 
“Oh thank you dear!” Mom said, kissing Jack on the head and striding up to Dirtymud. 
“But... I wanted to ride!” Jack complained. 
“Jack, your mom gave you life,” Dad said with his arms folded across his chest. “She created you in her tummy, was sick for nine months and cared for you after you were born. The least you can do is let her rest her feet for a bit.” 
Jack sighed and helped Mom up on the donkey. “Fiiiiiiiiine.” 
Mom kissed him on the cheek. “You’re a good boy.” 
Jack rolled his eyes and Dad laughed.




Chapter 11

 
Kate rode ahead, determined to be a good scout. A cowgirl knew to keep a watchful eye out for bandits and angry critters. She practiced shooting while riding, a skill any good cowgirl should know. She lined up her shot, aiming carefully at a tree and fired, three arrows shooting out of her enchanted crossbow. One arrow flew towards the tree, slamming into it with precision. 
The tree suddenly jumped, climbing out of the ground on large roots like legs. Tall branches reached toward the sky and shook in anger, then it turned towards Kate, its leaves bright green except for two large, red apples that were placed striking similar to eyes. One of the massive tree arms slammed down, shaking the ground, and charging at her. 
“What the heck!?” Kate shouted, fear bubbling up inside her. “Trees can’t come alive!”
 
The charging tree proved her wrong as it swung a leafy branch at her. The leaves shook in the wind of the blow as the knotty branch swept through the air right towards them. Kate was frozen; not from the fear, but the sight of a tree walking and moving and swinging at her completely confused her brain. She couldn’t believe her eyes.
Luckily, Lady was not frozen and reared up just in time to avoid the strike. The movement jarred Kate to action, and she and Bruce clung on tightly as Lady took off like a rocket. The tree followed, its root legs so long that it covered the ground in enormous steps, walking almost as fast as Lady ran. 
Bruce rode backwards, keeping a close eye on the tree. Trees were something to climb and scratch on, they weren't supposed to attack you. But if it moved, maybe it was tasty? He leapt off the back of Lady as the giant tree swung another branch at them, landing expertly in the leaves. 
“Bruce! You darn cat!” Kate yelled. She frowned; she was just going to leave this monster behind her, but she couldn't leave the family cat. “Oh well, I wanted to practice anyway,” Kate said, loading another arrow in her crossbow. She pulled on the reins, bringing Lady around in a tight circle, and firing at the mutant tree. She aimed carefully to hit the trunk and not the leaves where Bruce was. 
A bright red apple grew on the tree in an instant. The tree grabbed it with one of its branches and hurled it at Kate. She had just enough time to notice something odd about the apple as it came towards her: it was flashing white just like a TNT block! She urged Lady into a gallop to avoid the apple, and sure enough, as soon as it hit the ground it exploded, taking out a 4x4 chunk of dirt as well. 
“HOLY COW!” Kate yelled, “I don’t want to be the apple of that thing’s eye.”
She eased Lady into a fast canter, making sure to keep moving in case the tree tried that trick again. She took aim with her crossbow, firing and hitting the trunk. The block she hit flashed red, but only that block, not the rest of the tree. The tree, in retaliation, chucked another exploding apple at her, but Lady was too fast, and they dodged with ease. 
As if angry that its projectile missed, the tree slammed its branches into the ground, shattering dirt blocks with its strength. It was big and strong, but it was slow, and slow was one thing Lady was not.
Lady outpaced the tree’s exploding apples easily as Kate kept riding in circles. She fired her crossbow again and again, careful not to hit anywhere except the trunk. She spied Bruce in the branches, going crazy with his claws to slice and dice when she got an idea. 
Kate fished an axe out of her inventory and threw it at Bruce. “Bruce! Eat this!” Bruce’s ears perked up and he flew through the air, catching the axe in his mouth and gobbling it up, landing expertly back on the branches. Within seconds, the claws on his paws merged to make axe claws. He went to town with his axe claws, clawing and scratching, leaf blocks exploding and wood branches popping. 
The tree went mad, slamming its branches into its own head to free itself from the destructive cat, doing damage in the process.
Kate carefully pulled her knees up under her, and once she regained stability, she slowly stood on top of Lady, her crossbow loaded and ready. She felt the motion of the horse beneath her feet, moving her body in sync to the beat of her hooves to keep balance. She rode right up to the mutant tree and leapt off, Lady running back out of range. As she flew through the air, she took careful aim at the wooden block she had hit several times before, and the second she was close enough, she fired and all three arrows hit the same block, exploding it.

She hit the ground in a roll and skillfully popped back up onto her feet. Woah. She even impressed herself. 
Kate looked up, sure that would be the end as the tree had been cut in half, but apparently living trees don’t go down that easily. It grabbed another exploding apple and threw it at Kate, who was much too close to dodge this time, so instinctively caught the apple instead. She looked at the thing in her hand, her eyes wide. The burning wick almost burned all the way down. She was totally surprised she had caught it, but the hissing sound startled her to action, and she flung it back at the tree. It exploded just as it clunked against the trunk, blasting out a chunk of it. “How do you like them apples!?” Kate yelled at it.
The tree went suddenly very still, then collapsed fully to the ground. When it hit, it poofed into blocks of wood, leaves flying off everywhere and disappearing in the air. Laying on the ground where the tree's head had been, were two massive, shiny red apples the size of pumpkin pies, and a bunch of smaller regular sized apples. Kate picked them up while Bruce climbed his way out of the wreckage. She looked at the smaller apples and saw they had a band around the middle of them with TNT written on it, just like a TNT block. 
She checked out the huge apples, but they had nothing on them. They looked just like regular apples, just really really really big regular apples.  
Bruce shook his head, and walked over to one of the wooden blocks, chomping right into it. He gobbled it up, then his face turned green. Immediately, there was a terrible noise that Kate recognized, her eyes got big and she looked all around for a way to escape but it was too late. Evidently, wood blocks aren't good for a cat’s digestion as Bruce let out the largest, nastiest gas she had seen him do in a long time. 
Kate’s hearts flashed green, then she lost three whole hearts before she could escape the noxious gas cloud. When the gas finally dissipated, Kate noticed the ground under it had all the grass cooked off and it was bare earth blocks. 
Kate rubbed her watering eyes. “Stop eating things, weird cat!”




Chapter 12

 
The rest of the night was uneventful, no more mutant trees or any other weird mobs coming out to attack. There were the usual spiders and skeletons and zombies, but between Jack and Dad, they didn’t stand a chance. Kate came back as the sun was rising, with a smile on her face. She presented the huge apples to Mom. “Look at these!” 
“Wow!” Mom said, “those are huge! I wonder if I can make anything with them?” She took one apple, turning it over with both hands. She put the apple in her inventory and reached for the other one, but Lady Starbeam the Magnificent had other plans. 
As soon as Kate held the apple out in her hand Lady’s eyes went huge, almost as big as the apple itself, and she lunged at the apple grabbing it in her mouth and chomping on it. “Hey! Lady!” Kate shouted. “That was very unladylike!” 
The horse wasn’t listening though, as it chomped away happily, eating the huge apple like it was the best thing she had ever tasted. “Darn horse,” Kate said, and Jack laughed. Lady swallowed the apple then suddenly flashed red like she had been hit. When the red faded away, Lady’s eyes continued to glow red. As the kids stared at her in shock, her eyes slowly faded back to normal.
“What is going on with that?” Jack asked, pointing at Lady’s eyes. 
Kate looked over her horse, petting her and checking her everywhere. Concern filled her face. “I don’t know, I hope she’s okay...” 
They continued their trek, following the map with Kate checking on Lady often. Lady seemed totally fine and acted normal. They were finally getting close to the end of their journey when they came across a line of cactus plants going all the way across the plain, blocking their way. Each of the cactuses had a red flower growing out of the very top. 
“Okay, that’s weird,” Jack said. “Cactuses aren’t supposed to grow on the plains.”
“Cacti,” Kate said.
“Huh?” Jack looked at her.
“It isn’t cactuses, it’s cacti.”
Jack shook his head. “Whatever.”
“Actually,” Mom said, “I had to look that up once. You can use either. Both are correct for the plural of cactus.”
Jack stuck his tongue out at Kate.
Kate shrugged and rode up close to the cactuses- or cacti- reining in Lady before she could get poked by the needles. “These cacti look the same as the regular ones, except for this weird flower.” She dismounted from Lady and bent to pick a flower. As soon her finger brushed against the red petals, the needles started to vibrate. 
“What the-?” Kate screamed as the needles shot out of the cactus, digging into her and taking away some of her hearts. The needles had shot out in every direction, and when the other cactuses nearby got hit with the needles, they shook as well, like a humongous, pokey domino chain. “Oh no!” Kate yelled and shot to her feet. She jumped on Lady as fast as she could and turned her to gallop away, but she was too slow. 
The needles exploded out of all the cactuses, flying in every direction. They didn’t go far, but there were so many shooting through the air that it was like a hurricane of cactus needles. Lady was hit over and over, flashing red almost continuously. “Lady?” Kate asked. “Lady?!”
The horse neighed loudly, and reared on her hind legs, all the while flashing red over and over.
And then, she poofed away in a cloud.
“LAAAADY!” Kate yelled, as she fell to the ground. The cactuses had stopped firing, all their needles gone, and withered to nothing, leaving only a red flower on the ground where each had been. Kate sobbed, reaching her hand out to where her beloved horse had been. 
“What happened!?” Mom asked, her hands covering her mouth in shock. 
“Oh no!” Dad yelled, surprised as the rest of them. 
Huge, tears welled up in Kate's eyes, but they didn’t fall yet as she noticed something in the spot where Lady had been. There, on the same block of dirt, was a floating egg. A big, tan egg with green spots. 
“Is that what I think it is?” Jack asked, wide-eyed. 
Kate bent down, her hand shaking as she reached for the egg. “I know what this is, I used to use them all the time back home. This is a horse spawn egg.” Her hand brushed the egg and she hesitated, then she reached further and to pick it up. She cradled it in her arms carefully, like a baby. “This is so weird. You can usually only use these in creative mode.” 
“What does it do?” Dad asked. 
Kate picked a spot and threw the egg. Dad gasped. Mom covered her eyes. Jack bounced on his feet in eager anticipation. Kate felt like she was going to puke. When the egg hit the ground, it disappeared, and a horse spawned in its place. A familiar black horse with white spots. Lady Starbeam the Magnificent stood there, looking no worse for the wear, except for her eyes, which glowed red for a few seconds, before slowly fading.  
“What in the world?” Jack asked.




Chapter 13

 
“LADY!” Kate screamed, and the horse nuzzled her. Kate threw her arms around the horse's neck, and gave her a kiss on the nose. The horse seemed to enjoy it, as it knickered happily. 
“Okay, is it just me, or was that weird?” Dad asked. 
“Oh, that was totally weird,” Jack said. 
“Lady is not weird!” Kate said. 
“That whole thing was weird!” Jack said. “Didn’t you notice her eyes were red? Like the mutants we’ve run across.” 
If looks could kill, Jack would have been sent to respawn. “My Lady is NOT a mutant.”
“Well, she had some mutantness.” Jack’s face screwed up trying to come up with a word. “Mutanty? Mutantitis?” 
“Kate,” Mom said, “you have to admit, that was rather odd.” 
Kate nodded. “Yeah, okay, that’s true. But don’t call my horse weird!” 
Jack rolled his eyes, then looked at Mom. “Make sure you don't accidentally feed me that apple, I don’t want to end up in an egg.” 
“Oh, that would be cool!” Kate said. “I could carry you around like one of those poketmons. Jack! I choose you!” 
“Well at least I would be an ultra-rare.” Jack grinned then got excited. “OOH! What if there was a shiny one?!”
Kate giggled. “You could just eat some glitter, then you would be shiny.”
“No, only my poop would be!”
“Jack Murphy!” Mom scolded, giving him ‘The Look.’
Jack and Kate laughed, and Mom and Dad rolled their eyes. After they calmed down, Dad said, “Well, we should probably keep going.” 
“I want to collect those flowers first,” Mom said, picking up some of the red flowers that had fallen to the ground. “I wonder if I can plant these? Exploding cacti might be great for defenses.”
“Look at you, thinking like a warrior princess,” Dad said. 
Mom gave a small grin. “I don’t like violence, but I understand wanting to defend your home. We have precious cargo.”
Dad kissed her on the forehead. “I know you do honey; I’m just teasing.” 
Kate hopped up on Lady and they continued their trek. Mom reached for Dirtymud but Bruce came streaking out and bounced off her head, landing on the saddle, and settling in. “Darn cat!” Mom yelled. 
They walked through the plains, enjoying the pleasant weather and pretty flowers. Mom was thinking more about planting a flower garden when she spoke up. “Hey, what's that?” she pointed towards a tree in the distance. 
Beside the tree were some pumpkins that were twice as big as normal, with a single pumpkin right in the middle of the patch that was easily ten times the size of a regular pumpkin. “Whoa!” Jack said, “are those mutant pumpkins?” 
Kate sighed. “Not everything is a mutant Jack.” 
“Well look at the size of those things! They look all mutanty to me!” 
Kate looked at them again, then back to her brother. “Yeah, they do look really big.” 
“Let’s go check them out,” Dad said, “think of the pumpkin pies we could make!” 
“Oh yeah!” Jack said, licking his lips. 
“Those are some rather large pumpkins,” Mom agreed. Together they approached the patch, and the pumpkins proved even bigger up close. There was also a buzzing sound coming from the tree next to the pumpkin patch. 
The family stopped and watched as a bee came buzzing out of a bee nest on a low-hanging branch. It flew over to some flowers, gathering pollen, and flew back to the bee nest. Along the way it dropped some of the pollen on one of the pumpkins and it grew right before their eyes. 
“Do those bees have red eyes?” Jack asked. 
“I couldn’t tell from over here,” Mom said. 
“Me either,” Dad said. 
“See? Not everything is a mutant,” Kate said. 
They got up to the pumpkins and Jack licked his lips. “Okay, now I really want some pie.”
“You always want pie,” Kate said. 
“No I don’t!” Jack paused. “Wait, yes I do.” 
Kate grinned. “I kinda do too.” 
“Why are these pumpkins so big?” Mom asked. 
“Mutantitis, gotta be,” Jack said. 
“Is that a Minecraft thing?” Mom asked. 
“It’s a Jack thing,” Kate said. 
“Whatever!” Jack said, “let's mine these pumpkins!” 
Together they mined all the pumpkins, and Mom put them in her inventory for later. “Huh, these all say Mammoth Pumpkin, I wonder if it has different recipes.”
Jack shrugged. “Let’s go check out those bees!”




Chapter 14 

 
“I didn’t know there were bees here,” Mom said, eyeing the nest. 
“Oh yeah! They pollinate stuff,” Kate said. 
“Oh, good, that can be your homework when we finally stop,” Mom said. “You can write up a short essay on pollination.” 
The kids groaned. Dad smirked at them then he pointed. “Honey!” he shouted. 
“What dear?” Mom asked. 
“No, honey!” Dad said again. 
“I’m right here,” Mom said looking at Dad like he might have gone crazy. “What do you need?” 
“Nooooooo,” Dad said again. “Honey, like, to eat.” 
Mom looked at where he was pointing when she finally got it. “Oh! Honey!”
“Yes dear?” Dad said and Mom rolled her eyes. 
They got closer to the bee’s nest when Jack held out an arm to stop them, pointing at a bee flying towards it. “It has red eyes! Mutanitis!” 
Dad frowned. “I think maybe we should stay away; red-eyed mobs seem to be more dangerous.” 
The bee flew past, buzzing loudly. They could feel the wind from its wings as it zoomed into the bee nest. Kate furrowed her brow. “I don’t know, they seem to ignore us like regular bees would.” 
“Yeah,” Jack said, “they are bee-having normally.” 
Kate giggled. “Bee-hiving normally.” 
“But they DO have red eyes,” Mom said, “maybe they’ve been bee-witched!” 
Dad groaned at Mom. “You too?”
“What's wrong hub-bee?” Mom asked with a smirk. 
Dad rolled his eyes. “No more please!” 
“What?” Mom said, “can’t you tell that I’ve POLLEN in love with you?” 
Dad covered his ears, and the kids laughed. 
Mom continued. “Because you’re my honey.” 
Dad cringed again. 
“Dad,” Jack said, “if you don’t like her jokes tell her to buzz off.” 
Kate laughed. “Yeah, maybe you guys aren't in the... HONEY-moon phase anymore.” 
“Don’t be a bay-bee,” Mom said to Dad, “bee positive!” 
“AAAH!” Dad yelled. “Stop, stop!” 
“What’s wrong?” Mom asked, “Do these jokes sting?” 
Jack and Kate cracked up and even Mom started laughing her head off while Dad stood there with his hands over his ears saying, “Lalala! I can’t hear you!” When he noticed they had all stopped talking, he took his hands down. “Finally. You guys were bee-ing annoying.”
They had a final laugh, then walked closer to the bee nest, to get a better look. Mom tapped Dad on the shoulder. “Do you like my hair today?” 
Dad looked confused for a moment. “Uh... yes? It's very nice. You always look nice.” 
Mom smiled at him. “Thank you dear, I just wanted to know if I needed to honeycomb it.”




Chapter 15

 
All four of them stood around the bee nest and Dad was licking his lips. “I sure do love honey.” He reached towards the nest when Kate grabbed his arm. 
“Careful! If you mess with it, the bees get mad and attack.” 
Dad looked at his daughter. “Then how am I supposed to get my delicious honey? It’s an important ingredient in a lot of barbecue sauces.” 
“We have to put a campfire underneath the bee’s nest, then-”  
“Bee nest? Don’t you mean a beehive?” Mom asked. 
Kate shrugged. “That’s just what they are called here. A beehive is something you build, but the place bees naturally spawn is called a bee nest.” 
Mom giggled a little. “That's funny, it makes me think of a bee sitting on eggs waiting for them to hatch.” 
Kate grinned. “Well, in creative mode, all the mobs come from eggs.” 
“Like Lady did earlier!” Jack said. 
Kate sighed. “Yeah, just like that.” 
While they were talking Dad had built a campfire directly beneath the bee nest. “Okay, what's next?” he asked. 
“If you want honey, use an empty bottle to collect it, but if you want honeycomb, then use shears on it,” Kate said. 
“What is honeycomb for?” Mom asked. 
“You need it to build your own beehives,” Kate said, “then you have to bring some bees over to it and they will take over the hive and produce honey for you!”
“And make plants grow,” Jack said, “like the mammoth pumpkins.” Then he looked like he got an idea. “Hey! These bees seem to act normal, do you think their mutantitis makes them able to pollinate plants to huge sizes?”  
“That would explain the mammoth pumpkins,” Kate said. 
“I wonder how big they could make things,” Mom said. 
“GOT IT!” Dad shouted, holding up a bottle of honey. “This is going to make the BEST barbecue sauce!”
“Where did you get an empty bottle?” Jack asked.
Dad shrugged. “Your mom just keeps my inventory full of random things.”
“It’s a shame we can’t take these bees with us,” Mom said. “I would love to bring them back to the double-Es for their garden. I can only imagine how wonderful it would be to have resident bees! Better plant growth and easy honey!”
“That gives me an idea!” Kate said. “Can I have that other weird apple?” 
Mom pulled it from her inventory and handed it to Kate. The girl took the apple over to the flowers and mined all of them except one. She took the apple out and squished it as hard as she could over the remaining flower, covering it completely in sticky apple juice. Then she offered the rest of the apple to Fang. 
Fang sniffed the crushed fruit but turned his nose up. “Come on, boy,” Kate said, “try just a little?” The wolf sniffed it again, and again he turned his nose up to it. “Pleeeeeeease?” Kate asked, rubbing his ear. Fang looked at it then looked at her, then looked at the apple again. He took the tiniest bite and his face seemed to light up before he gobbled the whole thing down. He flashed red just like Lady did, his eyes staying red slightly longer, before going back to normal. 
“Kate?” Mom asked, “what are you doing?” 
Kate shrugged. “I had an idea. If Lady turned into an egg when she was poofed, maybe Fang will too if he eats some of this apple.” 
“And the flowers?” Mom asked. 
Kate shrugged. “Just an experiment.”
“Oh good! More science!” Mom said.




Chapter 16

 
They didn’t have long to wait before the bees came out of the bee nest. They buzzed over to the flower, taking turns landing on it, and collecting pollen. Soon their black and yellow stripes were covered in brown spots of pollen and pollen dropped off them as they flew. 
“Did you see that?” Kate pointed at the bees, her eyes wide. “They flashed red.”
“Do you think you gave them mutantitis, too?”
“They’re not mutants!”
Jack shrugged. “Well, they’re not normal. Now what?” 
Kate took in a deep breath, then whispered to Jack. “Now you go poof them and see what happens. I’ll distract Mom.” 
Jack looked at his sister, then at the bees, then shrugged before whispering, “Shling shling.” 
Kate jumped up, pointing to something in the distance. “Mom! Look at that flower! Have you ever seen one like it before?” 
“Where?” Mom asked. 
“Over here!” Kate said, taking her by the hand and leading her off down the plains.
“What was that all about?” Dad asked. 
“Shling shling!” Jack shouted and attacked one of the bees. The three bees swarmed him, attacking with their stingers. Jack’s hearts turned green as he was poisoned. He only took a single hit though, since he was able to roll, skip, and flip out of the way of the bee’s stingers. He flashed his swords over and over, and soon the bees were all poofed. There, floating on the ground where they had been, were three big, yellow eggs with black spots. 
“Wow, it worked.” Jack’s eyes were wide in surprise as he leaned down and picked up one of the eggs. 
“What did you do that for?” Dad asked just as Mom and Kate came back. Mom had a blue flower in her hair. 
Jack threw the egg, but instead of it popping open and revealing a bee, it simply floated on the ground. “That’s weird.” He picked it up and handed the egg to Kate. “Your idea worked, but I can’t get the egg to open and release the bee.” 
Kate scrunched her face up as she took the egg. She spun it around in her hands, finding it completely normal. It was smooth, egg-shaped, and yellow and black just like in creative mode. “Huh.” She tossed the egg on the ground, and in an instant, a bee with red eyes popped out, and flew over to the closest flower. “Hey, it worked!” she yelled, then bent down and picked up the other eggs. “Well, now I really do hope we run into another one of those living trees; those apples are a special kind of magic!” 
“How come you could do it, but I couldn’t?” Jack asked. 
Kate shrugged. “Maybe it’s like, my power or something?” Jack frowned in thought, his arms crossed.
Mom looked back and forth between Kate and Jack and the eggs, her eyes narrowing. “Kate, were you tricking me?” 
“I had to, Mom!” Kate said. “We needed to poof the bees.”
Mom folded her arms over her chest. “You should have just told me the truth. I’m not the wuss you all seem to think I am, you know. And telling the truth is always, always, always better no matter what. Now you'll need to write me a report on pollination AND on your experiment.” 
“Awww,” Kate said, but she wasn’t all that upset. Her experiment was fascinating, after all. “Well, if you really don’t mind, can I mine that bee and see what happens?” 
Mom frowned, looking at the adorable yellow creature as it gathered pollen from the flower. She sighed. “I suppose you would need to fully test your experiment, wouldn’t you?”
Kate nodded and Mom sighed again. “Alright, go mine the bee.” Kate took out an iron sword and made quick work of the bee. Kate squealed with delight as she looked down, and floating right below, was a bee spawn egg. 
Mom shook her head, then shrugged. “Well, I am choosing to think that it’s just a defense mechanism to turn into an egg now.” 
“At least we got some bees, Mom!” Jack said. “Now you can try out your own experiments with growing mammoth plants!”




Chapter 17

 
They used their pick with silk touch and collected the bee nest, then left on their way again. They still had quite the trip ahead of them.
It was a beautiful day, the sun shining brightly. Only a few square clouds dotted the blue sky, and the day was pleasantly warm, not hot. Walking through the plains was lovely, the ground neither sandy nor soggy. They watched the animals graze; the wildflowers blow in the breeze. Jack didn’t even ask once if they were there yet.
They walked until the end of the day again, and as they crested a hill, there, off in the distance in front of the setting sun, was something none of them had seen before. 
“Wow,” Jack said, his mouth hanging open. “That is really impressive.” 
At the bottom of the hill, surrounded by a tall wall, was a large village. Bigger than large. It was so big that it was like three of the largest villages Jack had ever seen all crammed together. Extra-large. Triple-large.
Behind the village, sticking out like a zombie in the daytime, was an enormous stone castle. It had several towers and walls with battlements and crenellations. It also had a vast hole in one side of it, and the main entrance looked like it had been blown apart with TNT. 
Coming out of the hole in the side of the castle was something Jack had only heard about, but he could tell by its distinctive color right away what it was. Looking like it had crashed directly into the castle, was an End ship. “Oh boy,” Jack said. “Those are only supposed to be in the End.” 
“What is it?” Mom asked, squinting to get a better look. 
“It’s an End ship, the ships that Ender people use to fly around in the End,” Jack said. Now that he was looking more closely, he noticed other strange things about the area. First off, the village was clearly abandoned, with spiderwebs all over damaged buildings and walls. The buildings that were made out of very distinctive purple and beige blocks.
Blocks of obsidian littered the ground, along with more of the beige and purple blocks. Mixed into the various garden beds around the village were large purple plants, growing very tall and ending in a purple and white flower.
Scattered along the ground amongst everything else were what appeared to be lots of cauldrons. Lot of cauldrons. Some empty and some filled with various colored liquids. 
Craters littered the area like TNT had been set off all over, blowing great holes in the ground and the wall that surrounded the village. Some places where there should have been houses only foundations remained, as if the wooden houses that had been on top of them burned to nothing. 
“What a disaster,” Mom said, shaking her head and frowning sadly. She waved her hand towards the scene of what must have been a great battle. “This is why I don’t like violence. Look at this; how many people lost their lives or their homes because of a war?” 
Jack and Kate were strangely silent as they observed the area. They had dealt with all kinds of monsters and pillagers and mutants in this world, but this sight, this leftover scene of what must have been a huge battle made them sad. The amount of destruction to what had been a beautiful city was heartbreaking. 
Dad was frowning, but knew they had to get into the village. “Come on, let's get down there and see if we can find a map to the woodland mansion.”




Chapter 18

 
They made it to the village just as darkness hit and decided to hole up in one of the abandoned houses. There were too many strange things around to risk anything tonight. They made a quick pen for Lady and Dirtymud outside, then repaired the walls, put out some beds and quietly ate dinner together. After a long stretch of silence, Kate spoke up. “This is where Rara’s ancestors came from.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement.  
“It really must have been a terrible war,” Dad said. 
“It’s strange seeing all these End blocks here,” Jack said, “and even End buildings.” 
“The kingdom must have had a good relationship with the Ender people,” Kate said. 
“Tomorrow we will explore the area; all the houses and buildings. We have to find the map,” Dad said. 
“I want to find out more about what happened here too,” Kate said. “This really is nothing we’ve ever seen before. Not even close.” 
Jack nodded his head. “Yeah, me too. Maybe we can go look in the castle?” 
Dad nodded. “It’s as good a place as any.” 
Their mood was somber and they finished dinner in silence. Mom even gave them some pumpkin pie for dessert. She tucked the kids into bed, sang them a song and they fell asleep pretty quickly.
She sat next to Dad then, and he held her close as they looked out the window at the war-torn city. “War is terrible,” she said, not taking her eyes off the destruction.
Dad nodded his head. “It really is. I feel like there is more to the story here, though. The kids have never heard of mutant mobs and they say these End people are always in the End, not in places like this. This kingdom seems to show that the End people were at least kind sometimes. It looks like they had good relations with these villagers, and all lived together here. Maybe they’re not as bad as everyone thinks.”
“Everyone has some good qualities,” Mom said, thoughtful. “We will have to see what we can find out tomorrow. The thing that interests me, is all these abilities we are starting to have.” Dad looked at her, questioning. “Look,” Mom said, “let me show you something.” She opened her inventory, and pulled out a pumpkin pie, handing it to Dad. 
“Okaaaay?” He held the pie, its delicious scent filling his nose. “It looks like a pie to me.” 
“It is a pie,” Mom agreed. “The weird thing is, I still have pie in my inventory.” 
Dad looked confused. “Well, sure. You baked quite a few, didn’t you?” 
Mom nodded. “I had one left, and when I took it out after dinner for dessert, I noticed the pie was still there. I pulled it out just now to give to you, and I still have a pie in my inventory.”
Mom pulled out another pie and handed it to Dad. Then another. And another. And another, until Dad was balancing a stack of five pies in his lap.
Dad’s eyes were big in surprise. “Well that IS pretty amazing. Don’t tell Jack; he’ll go nuts with unlimited pie!” Dad thought for a second as he put the pies into his inventory. “Can you do it with anything else?” 
Mom shrugged. “I don’t know, let me see.” She took out some seeds. “Nope.” Then a block of wood. “Not this either.” Then a barbecue steak Dad had made. “No...” Then a cooked chicken. “Oh my!” she gasped. 
“Did it work?” Dad asked. 
She set the cooked chicken down, then pulled out another, then another, then another; she kept pulling out cooked chicken and throwing it on the ground until the entire floor was covered in floating cooked chicken. It was starting to smell like a chicken restaurant, the smell filling the house. Bruce and Fang both woke up to the smell, their mouths already drooling. 
Bruce looked at Fang, Fang looked at Bruce. Bruce's eyes narrowed, Fang’s eyes narrowed. They looked at the floating cooked chickens and in a furious flurry of activity, charged over to gobble up as much as they could. Fang bonked into Mom, knocking her over. Bruce slammed into Dad's legs, tripping him. 
“DARN PETS!” Dad tried to shoo them away, but the wolf and cat were having none of it. Bruce jumped off Dad’s head to get to a chicken on the other side of him, gobbling it up. Fang darted through Mom’s legs, she lost her balance and temporarily sat on him like a horse as he gobbled down a chicken that was next to her. 
It only took moments, and Bruce and Fang had eaten every last piece of chicken. Mom and Dad were finally able to stand up and brushed themselves off. “Note to self,” Dad said flattening his messy hair, “never throw a ridiculous amount of chicken on the floor around the pets.” 
“Goodness! Those creatures!” Mom pointed at them as they sat happily in the middle of the floor, Fang panting and Bruce cleaning himself. “Look at them!” 
Dad looked over and cocked an eyebrow. Bruce and Fang were looking more round than usual. Bruce stopped cleaning himself with a worried look on his face. “Uh oh,” Dad said. “No.”
A slow, steady amount of gas started leaking from Bruce, squeaking like air being let out of a balloon. Fang looked up, his nose twitching, then barked loudly at Bruce’s butt. 
Bruce startled, jumping into the air, the movement shoving out more of the nasty gas. Fang kept barking at Bruce's butt and Bruce ran as fast as he could, leaving a green trail of noxious fumes. The cat jumped up onto the windowsill, turned around and looked at Fang with narrowed eyes then jumped onto the roof of the house. 
Mom and Dad looked at each other, and went to the window to look, to see a green cloud floating away off the roof of the house. Dad turned to Fang with a smile on his face and pet the wolf. “Good boy!”
Jack came over with bleary eyes and bedhead. “What is all that racquet?” Then the smell hit his nose and he scrunched it up and gagged.
“Your stinky cat,” Mom said, kissing his cheek. “Go back to sleep, sweetie.”




Chapter 19

 
The next morning, they feasted on pumpkin pie. Mom showed the kids her new trick and as soon as Jack calmed down enough from learning about his unlimited access to pumpkin pie, they spent some time trying to figure out how it worked. Without Mom throwing a ton of food onto the ground.
Bruce watched eagerly the whole time with drool moistening his lips, but eventually fell asleep when he realized there would be no free treats. 
“This is the best!” Jack said as he munched on a pumpkin pie.
“Yeah!” Kate agreed. “Pumpkin pie for breakfast forever!” 
“Forever AND ever!” Jack yelled along with her. 
“Don’t even think about it kids,” Mom said as she pulled out random things from her inventory. “You still need to eat healthy things.” 
Jack and Kate both frowned. Mom ignored their pouty faces and brushed her hands together. “I think I’ve figured it out.” 
“How it works?” Dad asked and Mom nodded. 
“It looks like anything I make; I can pull it out of my inventory and still have a copy left in there,” Mom said. 
“Anything?” Kate asked. 
“Well, maybe not anything,” Mom said, “but from what I have in my inventory right now, that's what works. But I don’t really have much that I’ve made in there.” 
“Hmmm,” Dad said, “that could be really helpful. Let’s try something.” He threw out a crafting box and urged Mom to make an assortment of items. She smiled and got to work, making a torch, a stone pick, a door, and a fencepost. 
Mom tested each item, taking them out of her inventory and dropping them, to find that none of them copied themselves into her inventory. Mom looked frustrated and confused. Then her eyes went big as she had an idea. “Wait here.”
Mom ran out to Dirtymud, who was half asleep and woke with a start as the woman pulled loads of things from his saddlebag. She gave him a quick pat on the neck before running back into the house. Mom set up a furnace and got to work. She made a loaf of bread, a cooked cod, and a beetroot soup. Then one by one she took each out of her inventory, her smile getting bigger and bigger. 
“It’s food! I can do this trick with food that I make!” Mom said yelling excitedly and spilling beetroot soup on Fang. Fang whined and backed away from Mom, then began licking all over himself to get the soup off. Bruce looked at the dog from the windowsill, a smirk on his cat face.
Mom laughed at the wolf, and an enormous smile lit up her face all the way to her twinkling eyes. “I’m just so happy my kids will never be hungry! And it’s even better here, because I can literally heal them with all the love I pour into home cooking.”
“I guess our food problems are pretty much solved then,” Dad said. “That is pretty amazing. Let’s see.” He pointed at Kate. “You can tame animals and use spawn eggs.” He pointed at Mom. “You can duplicate food items, and I can make enemies target me in combat.” He pointed at Jack. “Can you do anything unusual?” 
Jack shrugged, then pulled his two enchanted swords out of his inventory. “Shling,” he said, equipping one sword in his main hand, “and shling.” He said equipped the other sword in his off hand, then swung them around in an imaginary attack. “I can hold a weapon in each hand!” 
Dad crossed his arms. “Well, that does seem neat, but perhaps not as... magical as the rest of us. Can you do anything else?” 
Jack shook his head. “Not that I know of. That kinda makes me sad.” He hung his head.
Dad hugged him. “Maybe you just haven't discovered it yet. Regardless, we all seem to be able to do things now that are different from normal Minecraft. We are running into monsters that are different-” he waved towards the outside- “there were End people living where they shouldn’t be. It all seems so odd.” 
“It could all still be a mod,” Jack said.
“I guess that’s true,” Dad said, “but here is my question for that; did YOU install a mod that was anything like it?” 
Jack and Kate looked at each other, then they both shook their heads.




Chapter 20

 
Pumpkin pie for lunch tasted almost as good as pumpkin pie for breakfast, but when there was a deep mystery going on, it wasn’t as good as usual. The family had packed up and was making their way to the castle. Jack and Kate were very quiet. They both knew they had never installed a mod with so many weird things like they were experiencing in this Minecraft world. They had never even heard of one.
Kate usually only got mods that added more animals or farm kind of things, and Jack liked weapons mods or skyblock ones. They were confused about what this might mean for themselves trapped in this world. And it hadn’t been this way when they first got here, so was it just going to keep getting worse?
All their ponderings were broken though, when Mom suddenly stopped, causing Jack to bump into her, and Kate to bump into him, bonking him in the head with her head. They both rubbed their heads. 
“Ow,” Jack said. “Mom, what was that?” 
Mom was standing with her hands on her hips looking at the rows of strange purple plants growing in one of the gardens. “Those are some weird plants,” she said, pointing to them. “Look at those pretty flowers, too.” 
They followed her finger to the purple and white flowers growing at the very ends of the long stalks. “Yeah, those are pretty cool,” Kate said. “I wonder what they smell like.” 
“Only one way to find out!” Mom said, pulling out an axe and chopping at the long purple trunk of the weird plant. As soon as her axe hit the plant, it exploded in a rain of purple shards all over her head. “AAAAHHHHH!” Mom screamed, totally unprepared for the entire thing to fall on her.
Jack, Kate and Dad all jumped as well, startled as the plant erupted. Dad yelled, “I’ve got you Momma!” and dove to slide-tackle Mom out of the way of the falling plants. They rolled along the ground as the shards of the plant disappeared, coming to a stop as a few purple, round fruits fell to the ground around them. 
Mom looked at Dad, then at the plant that had just exploded and chuckled. “Well now, that was certainly exciting!” 
Dad laughed too, his face a little red from embarrassment. “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Well. I thought it was going to be more dangerous than it was.” 
Mom stood and picked up the strange fruit, putting it in her inventory so she could read the name. “A chorus fruit? Oh goody! Another healthy option for you kids to eat!” Jack and Kate groaned. Mom pulled the fruit back out of her inventory to inspect it closer. The strange fruit was completely purple and a little smaller than an apple. It had a purple leaf on the top that had a red underside to it when Mom turned it over. She shrugged and popped it into her mouth “Oh! It’s good! It tastes like-WOOOOOP!” She yelled this last part as she was suddenly teleported straight into the air. 
“I’ve got you Momma!” Dad shouted and ran underneath her to catch her. He missed slightly, and she landed right on his head crushing him to the ground. “OOOF!” 
Mom looked down to see Dad flattened like a pancake on the ground. “Oh dear!” she yelled and got off him. She looked over at Jack and Kate who were laughing so hard they were practically rolling on the ground. Mom put her hands on her hips and tried to give them ‘The Look’ but it didn't work very well.
Bruce raised his head slightly from where he was sleeping on Dirtymud’s back. He glared at the family and hissed, as if they were a huge inconvenience to his beauty sleep. The family ignored him.
“Well now,” Mom said, still brushing her clothes off from the dust and grass bits, “these fruits are far too dangerous, we had better not leave any lying around.” She picked up the rest of the fruit, hastily stowing them in her inventory. 
“Aw, Mom! But I really wanted to eat that fruit! That looked fun!” Jack said, pulling out his own axe and chopping down a chorus tree. 
“Yeah!” Kate said, holding her hands out to catch a falling chorus fruit. “I wanna try.” She scooped up two fruits that had fallen. 
Mom sighed. If the only way she could get the kids excited to eat fruits and vegetables was with teleporting ones, she thought it might be worth it. Now if only she could make some kind of broccoli that would let you float or something. As opposed to the kind that just made Bruce stink when he farted. 
“Alright kids, go ahead,” Mom said. 
Jack and Kate each gobbled down a fruit, Kate disappeared with a VVWUMP noise and reappeared standing on top of one of the chorus plants. “Whoa!” 
Jack disappeared and reappeared standing on top of Dirtymud. Bruce, again interrupted during his beauty rest, promptly went into attack mode. Jack fell off the Donkey, who seemed totally nonplussed that his family was teleporting all around him. Jack held his injured leg. “Darn cat!” 
Bruce, now fully awake, noticed the strange new food on the ground and immediately ran to one of the fallen fruits and gobbled it up. With a VVWUMP he teleported, landing right on top of Jack's head just as he was about to stand up, knocking him back down again. “Darn cat!” Jack yelled again. Kate laughed, pointing at Jack. 
“You think that's funny, huh!?” Jack yanked out an axe and chopped once at the chorus tree she was standing on. 
“No Jack!” Kate yelled, but it was too late. The chorus tree exploded into shards, sending Kate tumbling to the ground, and right on top of Jack, squashing him flat. Kate laughed so hard that she couldn’t stand up for several moments. She clutched at her stomach, which hurt from laughing so hard.
“Well, Jack,” Dad said, “I hope you learned something from that.”




Chapter 21

 
After playing with the chorus fruits for a while, Mom wanted to figure out how to get some of the actual flowers. They tried using their pick with silk touch, but it exploded the tree like everything else. Eventually, Mom block-jumped up in a tower to the tree and mined the flower itself, which finally gave her what she was looking for.
Mom gathered quite a few flowers, then the family chopped down the rest of the trees for the fruits. “These could come in handy,” Dad said, “if we ever get trapped by spiderwebs again and need to get out of a jam.” 
“OOOOOH!” Mom said. “These fruits would make wonderful jam!” 
After quite the distraction, they finally arrived at the castle. Jack could hardly wait to get in, but Dad made him wait while the rest of the family set up a quick pen for the horse and donkey. Fang, of course, stayed right by Kate’s side, and Bruce pouted while he walked on his own four legs.
The castle was truly amazing; made of chiseled stone bricks, three stories high, complete with beautiful and intricate details. Roof peaks lined many of the windows, and the round turrets stood tall on all four corners. It would have looked like a painting if it weren’t for the damage that had been done.
Their mouths fell open as they walked through the main entrance- the ceilings looming tall above them. This thing must have taken years to build. It was sad to think about how beautiful it was at one time. It was still an impressive sight.
There was red carpet throughout, but it was ripped and torn, burned and tattered in many places. The walls had shadows of where there must have been magnificent pieces of art, but all that was left were a few empty frames. Many of the walls had holes in them, and blocks were missing in random chunks all over the floors. In short, the castle looked like it had been ravaged by a huge war, then abandoned, then looted, then forgotten about and left alone for years. 
Kate and Jack shrieked when they came across an entire room that was made of blocks of iron, protected by an iron door. Dad tried to open the door, but nothing happened. He wedged his sword in the crack to pry it open, shoved it with his shoulder, even did a cool little kick move against it. The door didn’t budge. “Darn door,” he muttered.
Jack smirked. “You need a lever to open an iron door. Usually there is one next to it, I don’t know why there isn’t one here.” 
“I’ll make one!” Kate whipped out a crafting table. 
“I wonder if it’s a treasury!” Dad rubbed his hands together excitedly. “There could be gold or diamonds or all kinds of cool things in there!” 
“Or maybe it’s a prison,” Jack suggested. 
“They wouldn’t have a prison attached to the castle, would they?” Mom asked. “What if there was an escape? The king could be in danger.”
Dad looked at her funny. “Haven’t you ever heard of a dungeon?”
“Got it!” Kate said, and attached a lever to the wall next to the iron door. “Here we go!” She activated it and the door swung open. 
Dad rushed into the room, his eyes shining like gold, but his face soon fell. “Awww, it’s empty.” 
Sure enough, the room was empty. Except for the prow of a large purple ship poking through a hole in the wall to the outside. “Oh goodness,” Mom said, “that sure looks like it was a terrible crash.” 
“I’ll say,” Dad said, “I wonder why it crashed?” 
“I’ve never seen an End ship before,” Jack said. “Let’s explore it!” 
“We will,” Dad said, “but not yet. Let’s finish checking out the castle first so we can cross it off the list as having been explored.” Jack sighed, but agreed. They left the room, Dad turning around one more time to look inside in the hopes there might be some lost treasure. There wasn’t. 
The more they explored the more depressed they got. The castle had clearly once been a mighty and amazing fortress, but all that was left was a sad and broken memory. They spent the entire day searching through every nook and cranny hoping to find a cartography room but came up empty. They gathered in the throne room to collect their thoughts and figure out what to do next. 
“We should go check out that End ship!” Jack suggested. “It’s just poking right in through the wall. I’ve always wanted to see one up close.” 
“I highly doubt the map would be on the End ship, Jack.” Dad said. He thought for a moment, then added, “We could just try to find the forest and explore it. Rara did say the Woodland Mansion was in the forest close to the castle.” 
“We would probably have to wait for tomorrow for that,” Mom said, looking out the window. “It’s already getting late.” 
Dad rubbed his tummy. “Yeah, you know, I am getting a bit peckish.” Without another word he whipped out a furnace from his inventory and plunked it down right in front of the throne, filling it up with soon-to-be delicious meats. 
“Dad!” Kate said, looking around nervously as if they might get caught doing something wrong. “You can’t barbecue in a throne room! It’s disrespectful!” 
“Hah, trust me, if the king that lived here had tasted my barbecue, he would have made me the royal barbecue-er guy!” 
Jack laughed. “There's no such thing!” 
“They would make it up just for me, that's how good my barbecue is. I would bring you on as my apprentice, my Sauce Chef.” Dad finger-gunned Jack. 
Mom snorted. “It’s pronounced SOUS chef, dear.” 
Dad winked at her. “Not for barbecue! For barbecue, it’s the Sauce Chef. And you could be my Vegetable Maid.” He blew her a kiss.
Mom laughed. “Well, someone would have to make sure you eat vegetables.” 
“See?! You could go around and whack anyone not eating their vegetables with a spoon and tell them to eat their veggies!”
“Hey!” Mom exclaimed. “Why do I have to be mean?” 
Jack laughed. “’Cause vegetables are gross!” 
Mom put her hands on her hips in mock outrage. “They are not! They are healthy and tasty!” 
“Ooh! Ooh!” Kate said. “I’ll be the dessert girl! To follow mean Mom and make everyone happy because there’s dessert.” 
Dad grinned. “Sure! You can be the Sweet Bringer.”
“Oh, so I’m still the bad guy?” Mom asked, raising an eyebrow. 
Dad shrugged, “Well, I mean, you could be a Sweet Bringer as well...”
“Double dessert!” Jack yelled. 
Mom sighed, rolled her eyes, then with a smirk brought a pumpkin pie out of her inventory. Jack and Kate danced around Mom. “Sweet Bringer! Sweet Bringer!” they chanted as they laughed. 
Dad grinned at her. “See? It’s easy to be the good guy, just give them dessert.” 
They dove into a tasty meal, all their spirits raised. When they were done Dad mined his furnace, brushed off his hands and stood up. “Alright, let’s go check out that ship.”




Chapter 22

 
They walked through the castle, back to the room with the front end of the End ship. “How should we do this?” Dad asked. 
“We could just mine our way in.” Kate shrugged. 
“We could go around to the outside and see if there is a way in?” Mom offered.
“Hmm.” Dad scratched his chin. “Let’s do both. Kate and Mom, you lovely ladies go check outside, Jack and I will start working inside here.” 
“Okay!” Kate said, grabbing Mom and running out the door with her.
“Slow down!” Mom yelled, but was pulled anyway. “That ship isn’t going anywhere anytime soon!”
“Alright, Jack,” Dad said, “let’s get that axe a-swinging!” 
“I think we need to use a pick, Dad,” Jack said, waving his hands at the purple ship.
“A pick? It’s a boat! A flying boat, but still a boat. Shouldn’t it be made of wood?” 
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s an Ender ship, so maybe they make everything out of stone.” 
Dad raised an eyebrow, then approached the ship, axe in hand. He swung the axe hard, hitting one of the purple blocks the ship was made of, a small amount of cracks appearing. “It works!” he said, pointing to the block. He got to work, chopping hard at the block, whacking it over and over and over and over. As Dad worked up a sweat, the cracks slowly widened and spread throughout the block, and after much furious hacking, the block finally exploded. “There we go!” He looked over at Jack smugly. 
Jack sighed, pulled out an iron pick and in just a few quick swings a block exploded, no sweat necessary. He pointed at the hole. “Ta-da. Mom’s going to love this purple Purpur block.”
Dad sighed. “Okay smart-aleck.” He pulled out a pick and started working. They had cleared away only a few blocks before they saw Mom and Kate through a hole in the wall. “Hi girls!” Dad said and waved. 
“Hey Dad,” Kate said waving back. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said, her hands over her mouth. She spun to Kate, “Kate! Don’t look!” 
Dad paused, worried. “What is it? What’s going on?” 
Mom's frown was deep, and she looked sad. “There's blood on the ground here. Like, a lot of blood.” 
“What? There’s no blood in Minecraft!” Jack said. 
“Yeah, let me see Mom,” Kate said as she moved to where Mom was. 
“No! It’s too gruesome, stay away!” Mom said, shooing Kate back. “Oh dear, I told you this game was too violent, this is horrible!” 
“Moo-ooom,” Kate said, “there’s no blood in Minecraft.” She ignored her mom and moved to look at the spot, then gasped when she saw it. 
“What is it?” Jack asked. 
“I TOLD you!” Mom said “I told you to stay aw-” 
“It’s redstone!” Kate yelled, an excited look on her face. 
“Redstone?” Mom asked. 
Kate nodded her head up and down quickly. “Yeah, I guess I could understand why you might think it’s blood, but watch this.” She took out another lever from her inventory and put it next to the redstone and activated it. There was a noise like PACHUNK and a block inside the floor of the treasury disappeared. 
“Hey! A block moved!” Jack shouted. 
“Whoa! What was that?” Dad asked. 
“It was a redstone contraption,” Kate said. “Redstone is like... uhm... like electrical wires I guess, when you attach it to things and use levers, you can make stuff happen.” 
“Like a secret trapdoor!” Jack yelled, excited. He looked down the hole and gasped. “There’s treasure down there!” 
“Treasure?” Dad asked. “Now we’re talking! Let’s go get it!” 
“Wait for us!” Kate yelled. 
Jack was about to jump into the hole, but Dad grabbed him by the shoulder. “Now hold on, let’s wait.” 
 
“Awww,” Jack said, “hurry up, Kate!” 
Bruce didn’t wait. “Meow!” he yelled and jumped down the hole. They watched as he wandered around out of sight. 
“Oh, I’ll hurry, alright” Kate said, then there was a loud clanging as Kate swung her pick furiously at the wall. In only a few moments, she had mined herself a doorway through the wall into the room. 
“Why didn’t we do that to begin with?” Mom asked, shaking her head. “We keep forgetting about simple things like that.” 
“Come on!” Dad yelled. “Treasure!”




Chapter 23

 
“Well, since Kate did it, so will I,” Jack said as he grabbed his pick and started tearing up the floor. The rest of the family joined in and they revealed a room half the size of the one they were already in, made of stone. The room was surrounded by a bunch of hallways filled with things like pistons and redstone and plenty of redstone torches. 
“Wow these machine parts are really nifty!” Dad said. 
“Yeah, people make all kinds of crazy things with that stuff,” Kate said. “There are all kinds of other working parts, too. I guess you can use it to help learn logic and whatnot; I saw a few videos on it, but never really explored it too much.” 
Jack nodded. “Me either. I didn’t know you could make secret doors; that's so cool!” 
Mom was very thoughtful. “There is so much to this place, I feel like we are learning something new constantly. It’s like it’s a whole other...”
“World?” Dad offered with a smile.
“Yeah,” Mom said, “with its own rules for physics and energy. I sure wish there was a guidebook or something to show how all this works because it would make a fascinating school project.
“There is,” Jack said, seriously. “You bought it for me for Christmas.”
Mom’s cheeks flushed. “Right! Too bad we didn’t bring it wish us.”
“I would have if I’d have known we would be stuck in the game!” Jack said.
“That’s why we like the game so much,” Kate said. “It feels like you could play forever and never stop learning new things.” 
“Well, treasure?” Dad said, gesturing down. 
“Oh! Right!” Mom said. “You first dear, just in case there's another bomb or something like in that horrible desert pyramid.” 
“Sure, sacrifice the old Dad,” Dad said.
“You have the life insurance policy,” Mom joked.
“Bruce didn’t explode,” Jack said, pointing at the cat who had fallen asleep waiting for his family. 
“This time,” Mom said, and Jack laughed. 
“Treasure!” Dad yelled as he dropped into the room below. Jack and Kate followed, landing next to him. They looked around and saw that the room had several alcoves filled with strange colored boxes. There was a blue, a purple, a lime green, and a yellow box. They were square and smooth, but a subtle line across the front hinted that they opened.
“Oh wow,” Kate said, “I’ve used these when I make deluxe houses; these are shulker boxes!” 
“What the who now?” Dad asked. 
“Who the what now?” Mom asked. 
“So cool!” Jack shouted. 
“Meow,” Bruce said, waking up at all the commotion. He didn’t see what was so cool about a box. I mean, he did love boxes. But these weren’t the kind he could curl up and take a nap, or hide in and jump out when someone least expected it. 
“Shulker boxes!” Kate repeated. “They are chests you can carry, and they don’t lose your stuff.” 
“Like a bag of holding?” Dad asked. 
Jack and Kate looked at hi, confused. Mom rolled her eyes. “Honey, they haven't played your dragon game.” 
“Dragons and Dungeons,” Dad said, “maybe we should play it...” 
“Honey,” Mom said, “this isn’t the time for more nerd stuff.” 
Dad gasped, waving his hands around, “What do you mean? We LIVE in nerd stuff right now!” Mom just sighed. 
“AAAAAaaaanyway,” Kate said, “these boxes will store your stuff and even if you explode, you won’t lose it. You can mine them when you want to carry them and when you place them back down, they’ll still have all your stuff.” 
“Well, that certainly is handy,” Mom said. “Would have been really nice in the pyramid of doom.”
“Who cares about all of that,” Dad said, “when there is TREASURE!” He bounced to the yellow shulker box and with his touch, the top twisted open revealing treasure only Dad could see. His eyes went wide and a huge smile exploded across his face. “It’s beautiful, so very, very beautiful.” He cooed, like he was holding a brand new baby.  
“What is it Dad?” Jack asked, trying to get a peek over his shoulder. 
Dad held out his hand and a golden pickaxe appeared in it, then a shovel, then an axe. He went through every tool- and even a sword- that there was in Minecraft, all of them golden. “So pretty, so much gold...” He held out a gold ingot next. “There's a full stack of gold ingots, and a full set of gold armor, too.” He sniffed a little, pretending a tear was coming out of his eye. “Gold gold GOLD!” He shouted, doing a little dance. 
Jack and Kate looked at each other, excitement filling their faces, and ran to a box each. Mom watched and with a sigh went to the lime green box to open it. When the top twisted open, she found an entire set of dyes, many of them in stacks up to ten, and five full stacks of wool. “Oh my, this is so much better than gold.” She held the wool to her face and nuzzled it like she would a puppy.
Jack opened the blue shulker box and screamed so loud that Bruce jumped all the way out of the room and back to the surface. “Meow! Hiss!” he yelled at Jack. 
Jack ignored the cat, his eyes too wide as he gazed at the wonderful sight within the box. Just like the box Dad had opened, it contained a full set of tools and armor. But these tools weren’t gold, they were, “DIAMOND!!!” Jack chanted, then did the floss dance, then the sprinkler (a move he had seen from Dad) and finally, the worm on the ground. He was shaking with excitement, every nerve in his body vibrating. His box didn’t contain nearly as many plain diamonds though, only holding twenty. “Diamond, Kate! Diamonds and diamond tools and diamond armor! DIAMOND!”
Kate smiled at him, even more eager to open her box. She rubbed her hand along the top, feeling the cool, smooth surface. As the box twisted open, she gasped. “Wow, this is too cool!” She pulled out a firework rocket, showing it to everyone. “This box is filled with firework rockets, and all the stuff to make them! There’s so much in here, I might never run out!” 
The family was super happy with their finds, each of them mining a shulker box to carry. “Wow, well, that was a great treasure run,” Dad said, “but it didn’t help us get any close to our goal of finding that woodland mansion.”
“But if we blow up, we’ll still have our emergency supplies!” Mom said in a sing, song voice. She loved being prepared.
Jack and Kate’s joy was deflated a bit. “True,” Kate said, “maybe we will just have to go searching for it.” 
“What do you think this is?” Mom asked, pointing to a section of the room. They turned their heads in unison, to look at what Mom saw. There was a two-block high section of the wall that was a slightly different color. It was easy to miss, since the color was just barely different, just a shade or two lighter. Mom touched it and frowned. “This isn’t stone, it’s wool.” She pulled out some shears and quickly broke the wool down. 
There behind the wool, set into the stone, was another iron door.




Chapter 24

 
“Whoa! Another secret door?!” Jack jumped up and down. 
“It’s a good thing I made a bunch of these levers,” Kate said, pulling yet another out of her inventory and placing it next to the door. She activated it, and the door opened, revealing a small room with a single bookshelf, one small chest, and an enchanting table.
And a skeleton.
The skeleton lunged at Kate who screamed in surprise. It hit her once, flashing her red and pushing her back. 
Mom, who was standing behind Kate gasped and caught the girl before she could fall over. She gently set Kate to the side, and her eyes narrowed. She strode right up to the skeleton and punched it in the boney face, over and over, each punch shouting “You! Don’t! Hurt! My! Daughter!” With the last punch it exploded into a cloud of dust.
Mom wiped her hands on her pants and turned to see her entire family, Bruce and Fang included, watching her with their jaws open wide.
“What?” she asked.
“Oh, nothing dear,” Dad said, “we’re just sitting here watching our mama bear kick some serious skeleton butt.”
“THAT WAS SO AWESOME!” Jack shouted, high-fiving Mom.
Mom smiled sheepishly. “I don’t like violence, but I’m never afraid to protect my family. Oh look,” she said, changing the subject and point at the enchanting table. “Esmerelda had one of those in her secret room, what is it?” 
“It’s an enchanting table,” Kate said. “You can use it to enchant... anything!” 
“Well,” Mom said, “We should take it. Goodness knows enchanted items have certainly helped us, plus I bet they would be fun to make.”  
Kate smiled. “Yeah, and this table could make it a lot easier.” She mined the table and put it in her inventory for later.
“I wonder what's in here?” Mom asked as she bent down to open the chest. Her eyes bugged out when she saw what was inside. There was a small stack of lapis lazuli, and dozens of bottle o’enchanting. “Are these... potions?” she asked, holding one up. She tried to open it, but the lid wouldn’t budge. She gripped it tighter, doing her best to force it open and dropped it where it shattered on the ground and a bunch of green orbs floated out of the broken bottle, drifting over to Mom, where they absorbed into her.
“Oh, I see,” she said, sounding disappointed. “I guess they weren't potions.” 
“No, but those will be handy for enchanting things!” Jack said. “It’s like free enchantments!” 
Kate looked through the bookshelf. “Doesn’t look like there’s anything here that can help us find the mansion,” she said, “but there are a handful of enchanted books, a bunch of blank books, and this.” She held out a book. “Doesn’t have much in it, except for a note, and it was written by the king of this land.” 
“Whoa! That’s cool!” Jack said. “What does it say?” 
Kate opened it up and read the note. “We were the Kingdom of Ibinia, once powerful and mighty, but struck down by treachery and deceit. Those we thought of as allies, betrayed us at our weakest point. Once the heir to the kingdom sits on the throne, the truth will be revealed.”
“Well, that’s pretty cryptic,” Dad said.
“Cryptic?” Jack asked. 
“It means mysterious,” Kate said. 
“Oh?” Jack said. “There’s nothing mysterious, though. The Enders were their friends and they attacked them. I mean look at that ship in the castle, it's obvious!” 
Dad just grunted. “Speaking of that ship, we should go investigate it. It’s great that there was some truly exceptional golden treasure down here, but no maps. We need to finish investigating everything here and prepare to leave.” 
“I thought we decided to stay until morning so we don’t have to travel at night?” Mom asked.
“I want to sleep in the castle!” Kate said, putting the book from the king in her inventory.
“Me too!” Jack said. “It’ll be like we’re royalty!” 
“Prince Jack and Queen Kate,” Kate said. 
“Hey!” Jack said. “How come you're a queen and I’m only a prince!?”
“Well, obviously you can’t be a king, because then we’d be married and that would be gross,” Kate said. 
Jack made a disgusted face. “Yeah it would!” 
“So that’s why,” Kate said. 
“Shouldn’t you be a princess? Mom and Dad could be the king and queen,” Jack asked. 
“I’m the king alright,” Dad said, flexing and posing. 
Mom rolled her eyes. “Yeah, the king of weirdos.” 
“Hey!” Dad said with a smile.




Chapter 25

 
They climbed out of the treasury and went back to exploring the End ship. They climbed all over it first to see if there was anything on the outside that was interesting. Parts of the ship were damaged, destroying the entrance to the lower level, so Dad pulled out his pick and mined a hole in the top level. “Let me go down first,” he said, “just in case.” 
The kids waited while Dad jumped into the hole. “Okay, I think it's safe!” Dad shouted up to them. “It's a small room with a chest, some kind of light, and another one of those shulker boxes! Oh hey! The box is opening by itself!” 
Jack and Kate and Mom looked down into the hole to see that, indeed, there was another shulker box and, indeed, it was opening by itself. The box had opened, and instead of treasure, a white face with eyes was floating inside. A strange looking bullet shot from the face and hit Dad. “Ow!” he shouted, then immediately started floating. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! What’s happening!?” 
The face in the box fired again, the strange bullet flying slowly through the air and hitting Dad right in the butt, sending him higher into the air, straight back through the hole. “OW! My butt!” The box fired again and again, each bullet floating around until it hit Dad right in the butt. “I thought this wasn’t happening anymooooooooore!” Dad shouted as he floated in the air higher and higher, rubbing his butt. 
“Honey! You come down here right this minute!” Mom shouted at Dad as he floated up into the air. 
Jack jumped down into the hole, pulling out his swords at the same time, “Shling shling time!” 
“Wait!” Kate yelled down to him as she jumped down, too. She had seen something that caught her attention. Above the chest, on the wall, was an item frame containing an elytra. She quickly snatched it and stood in front of Jack. “Let it hit me, and I’ll go save Dad!” 
“How are you going to do that?” Jack asked as he swung his sword, chopping one of the mob’s projectiles out of the air. 
“There’s no time! Let it hit me!” Kate said as she put on the elytra wings. 
“Whatever you say,” Jack said as he moved behind her, clearing the way for the strange bullets to strike her.
“Ouch!” Kate grimaced, and floated into the air. As she floated out of the hole of the ship, she opened the elytra wings and activated one of her firework rockets. She rocketed through the sky towards Dad and caught him just as he was about to fall to his doom. “Gotcha!”
Mom cheered from below while Jack furiously chopped more and more of the projectiles out of the air, like he was hitting baseballs from an over excited pitching machine. Finally, he was close enough to the mob and he shouted, “Not very sneaky sneak attack!” He jumped in the air and stabbed the creature with both swords at the same time. Stars floated up from the double critical hit and the creature poofed away. 
Kate, with Dad in her arms, sailed down with the elytra to the ground. Since she was not very experienced at flying, she botched the landing and they both were sent rolling across the dirt. Dad stood up with a single half-heart of health left.
“Barbeque, stat,” he yelled, and Mom tossed him a piece of leftover cooked beef, which he happily devoured. He swallowed hard and said, “Well, that was enlightening.” Kate didn’t respond. “Get it? EnLIGHTening?” Kate sighed and rolled her eyes. “You look just like your mom when you do that,” Dad said.  
Jack opened the chest and pulled out the contents. He climbed back out of the ship, shouting. “Guys! Guys!” He took a rolled-up piece of paper out of his inventory and held it out. “There was a map in the ship!”




Chapter 26

 
They gathered around the table they had set up in the throne room that night, feasting on delicious barbecue. After they ate, Jack pulled out the map he had found in the End ship and spread it out on the table. Bruce, being the annoying cat that he was, immediately jumped onto the map, pawed at a few of the icons, spun around, and laid down, purring loudly.
“Bruce, ya darn cat,” Jack said, gently swiping the animal off the table. “You can sleep literally anywhere else.”
“Meeeow,” Bruce said, looking up at him from the ground, offended to be treated in such a way. He stared at Jack. Jack stared at Bruce. In one leap, Bruce jumped onto Jack’s head and made himself comfy. “Really, Bruce? Really?”
The family laughed and Jack sighed, but got back to the task at hand. With a cat sleeping on his head.
The map was huge, a maximum sized for the area. “Wow,” Jack said, “they must have flown all around to get this map made.” 
“Or maybe they had it because they were friends with the kingdom,” Kate said.
They poured over the map and quickly found the dark forest close to their location. There, right in the deepest heart of the forest, was the woodland mansion. It looked gloomy and doomy even from just the map icon.
“Well,” Mom said, “it looks like we know how to get there now. Tomorrow, we will get the final piece that Esmerelda needs, then we can finally go home!” 
Dad didn’t say anything, but he had suspicions that it would not be quite that easy.
The morning came, and they all packed up and headed out. Dad wore his shiny gold armor even though it wasn’t as strong as his enchanted armor. “What?” he said when Jack looked at him funny. “It’s so shiny!” 
The path to the dark forest was straightforward with a well-defined road leading directly there. “What were those wings?” Mom asked Kate as they walked. 
“Oh, that's an elytra! It’s like wings you can put on, and if you jump from a high place, you can glide around.” 
Mom cocked her head. “You didn’t look like you were gliding, it looked like you were flying.” 
Kate nodded. “Yeah, if you use a firework rocket while wearing the elytra you can kind of fly.” 
“It’s like a personal plane!” Jack said.
“That reminds me,” Dad said, “do you know where a mountain climber keeps his airplane?” 
They all stopped, wondering just where Dads train of thought was coming from. “Um, what?” Mom asked. 
Dad gave her a cheesy grin. “In a cliff-hangar.” 
Mom blew out a long sigh. 
“Get it? A cliff-HANGER?” Dad asked. 
The kids groaned and Mom rolled her eyes and they all kept walking. Dad chuckled and said, “You know, I wonder if invisible planes will ever be a thing. I just can’t see them taking off.” 
Jack laughed at that and Kate tried to roll her eyes like Mom but couldn’t hold back a chuckle. 
“Why did the airplane get sent to its room?” Dad asked. “Because of his bad ALTITUDE!” 
Jack and Kate both laughed then, and Mom groaned. “Don’t encourage him kids!” 
“Okay, I’m being serious now,” Dad said, looking at Kate. “You need to be careful with those wing-things, you could get hurt. Do you know how often airplanes crash?” 
Kate shook her head. 
“Just once,” Dad said, and laughed at his own joke. 
Even Mom laughed at that one. 
They day wore on, one bad joke at a time, and they finally arrived at the dark forest. They stood at the entrance, looking at the map leading them straight through.
“Come on guys, it’s probably not that bad,” Dad said, the sun glinting off his shiny armor. As he led the way, peering into the darkness, they saw dozens of sets of red eyes up ahead.




Codex of Seeds

 
Kate was living a dream. Not only was Lady Starbeam the Magnificent beautiful, and amazing and fun and awesome and strong and smart and awesome, but riding her also made it so Kate could do more than simply walk. She pulled out the Codex of Seeds to read a bit while they traveled.  
The family was so close to having all the items they needed for the witch Esmerelda to send them back home, so she flipped through the stories to see if she could find any about other outsiders that had escaped back to their home. One story caught her attention right away, even though it wasn’t about respawners. But it did have her favorite things: animals!
It was a story by Atomicbossboy that told about a fox named Tyler. He had a friend bat named Paul the two were Frenmies. They hung out a lot and were like brothers to each other. Then one day they were struck by lightning and fuzzed with the souls of two respawners. They remained as animals and worked together to destroy a pillager empire.
Kate would love to visit a world of talking animals. She found another story about animals right away, by someone named Goldenflyfisher. There once was a kind Salmon named Gutenburg. He loved to swim with his best friend Carl the Tuna. They both were fished up by a fisherman and were freed by a kind player boy. They later set out on a quest to find an ocean monument and get an amulet that would stop any player from fishing in their town. They were successful and their town never had any problems with humans again. 
Kate liked that story so much she read it out loud to the family as they traveled. Dad was rubbing his tummy at the end. “Hrm, I bet they would be good barbecued. I sure do love grilled salmon.” 
“DEAR!” Mom said, poking him in the shoulder and giving him ‘The Look.’ “We do not eat talking animals!” 
Kate laughed as she kept looking for stories and found one she thought Jack would like. “Jack! Check this story out!” she yelled from on top of Lady. Jack looked up at her, his eyebrow raised. “It’s from Arceus/Divyansh. There's a guy named Arceus and he is super cool with a sword named Sword Vigor which can enlarge and come back to him like Mjolnir. He also has a penance chain which can turn enemies to stone. Both the weapons take 3 hours to recharge every time they are used.”
“Whoa!” Jack said. “A boomerang sword?! That’s so cool! Are there any other stories about cool weapons?”
Mom rolled her eyes. “What’s with you and weapons?” 
Jack looked at her with his mouth dropped. “They are so cool, Mom!” 
“Hmph.” Mom folded her arms. “Why can’t you like nice things, like shovels to help dig gardens?” 
“Don’t worry about her, Jack,” Dad said. “When Mom and I were dating, she had a bunch of swords she bought off eBay and played with them all the time.” 
Mom turned red, blushing. “Honey!” 
Dad shrugged. “What? It’s true. I think you still have one in the garage somewhere.” 
Jack and Kate had stopped, frozen in place in shock. “Is it true, Mom?” Jack asked. 
Mom sighed. “Yes, it's true. Okay, I guess swords are kind of cool. I really liked pirates when I was a teenager.” 
Kate stared at her mom like she’d never seen her before.
“Can I see it!?” Jack asked. 
Mom frowned. “It’s not a fancy sword, just a movie prop. Maybe when we get home you can see it. Anyway, enough about me. Kate, tell Jack more weapon stories.” 
“I found one!” Kate said. “It’s about a respawner even! His name was Elliot and he was a warrior with a special weapon with two enchantments called lifesteal and ice aspect. Lifesteal heals you when you hit a mob, and ice aspect is like fire aspect but when you hit the enemy it gets slowness and after that gets frozen for a while. His iron armor has mending 1 thorns 3 unbreaking 3 and has an enchantment called magnet which attracts metals of all kinds and takes off iron armor from enemies if it is close enough.”
“Whoa!” Jack said. “I had an enchantment like that in Minecraft Dungeons!” 
“Is that different from Minecraft?” Mom asked. 
Jack nodded his head, “Yeah, it's a different game but set in a similar world with really cool enchantments.” 
“Do I have a hidden magnet enchantment like Elliot, but on my butt?” Dad asked, rubbing his rear. 
“You do get shot in the butt a lot,” Kate chuckled. “Here’s another cool story about someone named BeachTowel who was a grand and mysterious hero. He flew around on his magic beach towel cloak, using his sharp eyes to search the desert for those in need. When he attacks, he lassos his opposition in a beach towel over and over and over again. Then he yanks it. They get so dizzy that they fall over and poof. Then he disappears in a pile of swirling sand, as he says "Never underestimate the power of a beach towel..."”
“He sounds like a superhero,” Mom said. 
Jack nodded. “I’d like to meet him, I love superheros! Who needs a cape when you can have a beach towel instead!” 
“Oh! I found one about a respawner who got home,” Kate said, sounding excited. “Let’s see... it’s by Kittygirl123789. There were two girls, best friends for life named Gem and Olive. One time when their family was playing Minecraft they got sucked in. Gem and Olive were confused. Gem said, “where are we?” Olive's brother Nick screams happily “WE’RE IN MINECARFT!!!!!!!” Everyone is confused after a few days of living in Minecraft together. They went on many adventures; they even went to nether and end! Now they are back home.” 
Kate frowned. “That was a good story, but I wish it said how they got home! But it at least gives me hope we’ll be able to. Let’s see... Oh here’s one, by Pickle_Crummz13. There’s a girl named Amy who gets sucked into the game. Much like us, she tries to find her way out, but fails. Discouraged, she stays at the top of a mountain where she stays for 2 years, before getting tired of the lonely, blocky world and jumping off a cliff over and over again, but to no use. Never being able to leave or die, she lives alone, forever up on a mountain.”
“Holy cow that was a sad story,” Jack said. 
Mom was frowning. “That was SO sad! If we ever find our way out, we should try to find that girl.” 
“Okay here’s another story about DarkStrike. He was young when his parents were killed. After he grew up to 15 he vowed to take revenge... He found the people who did it and broke into their lab. There he was infused with an all-powerful dark crystal and took revenge...”
“Goodness!” Mom said. “That’s enough of those dark stories, let's try to find something a little nicer.” 
Kate flipped through the pages some more. “Wow there sure are a lot of stories about Herobrine.” 
“What’s a Herobrine?” Dad asked. 
“Oh!” Jack said. “Herobrine is like this uber Minecraft villain, he causes all kinds of destruction and gets into all kinds of trouble!” 
“Yeah,” Kate said, “he’s like a Minecraft myth. Here’s a story by Diamond_Wolf405 about him where he has a daughter. Her name is Hope. She hated that her dad always causes destruction and ran away from Herobrine's Dark Castle and decided to use her powers (telekinesis, flight and lightning ) for good. She befriended many people and mobs in the world of Minecraft and adopted a cute little wolf pup named Harmony. She also stops her dad destroying stuff, and finds her mother and her father's origin.”
“Well that was nice,” Dad said. “It sounds like Herobrine turned good at the end.”
“Here’s another respawner story,” Kate said, “from Serpent_120. There was a guy named Lucas, who never understood why villagers can't go on adventures. He was a respawner so it didn't affect him but he still never understood. So he had, for his entire time in Minecraft, let villagers go on adventures. One day, when he was walking through a village he saw something very strange. A red mist had started moving toward them. All of a sudden it started whipping around and blew the village down! Lucas was getting out his bow when the whirlwind saw him! And started flying. He was thrown through the air and landed right in an entrance of a woodland mansion. He saw an Evoker and then everything went black.”
“Alright, Kate, that's enough for now,” Mom said. 
“But it was just getting to the good part!” Jack said. 
Mom pointed ahead to the dark woods that were coming up. “We need to pay attention now Jack, we might be having another adventure of our own.” 
Kate went to put the Codex away but took a quick peek at the List of Known Outsiders first. 
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Chapter 1

 
“Nope!” Mom gave her head one quick shake and immediately built wooden stairs to get to the tops of the trees. 
Jack peered into the darkness of the dark forest again, the dozens of red eyes staring back at him. Mom had the right idea. “Good thinking, Mom!” 
She chuckled. “At least we won't be building roads in the sky, like in Esmeralda’s swamp. It should go much faster than that. Remember the last time we walked across the top of a forest?”
“Boy, that was a long time ago.” Dad scratched his chin. “So much has happened since then. I barely knew how to do anything!” 
“And look at us now! I can’t believe we are almost to the end of our quest,” Kate said, and petted Fang’s head. He was panting and sitting right by her feet like the good boy he was. “Just one more item for Esmerelda and she can send us home.” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Leaving the game was going to be bittersweet for sure.
Dad had his reservations. He felt like there was something else going on that Esmerelda wasn’t telling them. Something just didn’t seem right. Maybe there would end up being more to the quest? She didn’t seem to be the most trustworthy witch. She was a tricky witch. A wish washy witch. Hopefully not a wicked witch. He shook the thought from his head, hopeful he was wrong.
“Let’s make the road big enough for our animals, too,” Kate said. “I want to keep riding Lady.” 
“You always want to keep riding Lady,” Jack said, shaking his head. 
“What’s wrong with that?” Kate asked. “I love riding horses! And Lady is such a wonderful horse.” She rubbed Lady’s neck. “Aren't you girl? You’re just the best, yes you are!”
 
Jack rolled his eyes and climbed the steps to help Mom. They worked together, pulling out stacks of dirt to flatten the treetops, making a nice, easy path for them to avoid the red-eyed creatures in the forest. Whatever they were. 
“What do you think is down there?” Jack asked as they laid block after block. “Skeletons that shoot bone arrows? Creepers that can jump between shadows?” 
Mom shrugged. “Honestly, I would rather not know. The last thing we need is to get into another big fight with weird monsters.” 
“Yeah, but think about all that XP we could get!” 
“Jack! We don’t mine creatures for XP!” Mom had her hands on her hips. “Besides, if we lost the fight, we would lose our XP, and who knows if we might need it.
Jack sighed. “Okay, Mom. No super awesome fights with weird monsters.” He kept building the road while his mind imaged all the crazy kinds of red-eyed mutants lurking in the forest below.




Chapter 2

 
It took the family quite a while to build the road. Placing blocks was easy enough, but herding the animals along the narrow path was a different story. They had quite the party now, with Dad, Mom, Kate, Jack, and Bruce, plus Fang, Dirtymud, and their newest member, Lady. Like a parade, they marched across the tops of the trees deep into the forest, keeping paws and hooves away from the edge of the road.
Dad was ahead of the group now, placing blocks. Jack had had since lost interest, and instead was dragging his feet, asking every thirty seconds if they were there yet. Bruce was riding Dirtymud, wrapped in a tight ball with his paws tucked over his head to mute the whining from his favorite person. Kate rode Lady, bringing up the rear.
The sun was low in the sky behind them and their shadows stretched out long against the road. Jack whined again. “Are we there ye- Look! The woodland mansion!” He shouted while pointing. He squinted, then jumped up and down. “The mansion! We made it!”
The family gathered at the end of their road, eyes wide. Sure enough, just up ahead, the trees thinned out and in the middle of the clearing stood a huge, brown building, lined with many windows under a vast roof.
“Oh my,” Mom said, “that is a nice-looking place!” 
“Wow,” Dad said, nodding. “I don’t think anything comes close to how nice this place is. It might even be nicer than the castle.”
“It’s so beautiful! I love the placement of wood and stone, and I bet the natural light from all those windows is lovely. I can’t wait to see what they did inside!” Mom said.
“Inside is filled with mean and angry mobs that want to poof us,” Kate said. “It’s doomy and gloomy.”
“Yeah,” Jack agreed. “Kate and I once went into a mansion on survival mode, and we didn’t even make it in the front entrance before a vindicator got us. We never tried again.” 
“Plus, the Codex of Seeds always has stories about how tough they are,” Kate added. 
“Well, what's the plan then?” Dad asked. “We can’t just charge in if it’s filled with monsters.” 
“Who knows if it is?” Mom asked. “Maybe there are friendly people living here. We should at least try to talk to them. This place seems way too nice to be full of bad guys.” 
“What if,” Jack started, “and hear me out... What if we just... mine through the roof and find the ender pearl?” 
“Jack!” Mom said. “We do not mine through someone’s roof and steal from them!” 
Jack sighed. Dad smirked. “Well, honey, what do you think we should do? Just go up to the front door and introduce ourselves?” 
“That’s exactly what we should do!” Mom said. “And we should bring gifts. Everybody loves a gift.” 
Kate chuckled and Dad gave Mom a side-hug. “Alright dear, we can try your way first.” 
“You’ll see,” Mom said. “A nice, delicious pie will go a long way.”
“Well, we should probably build a respawn point, just in case,” Jack said. “Another treehouse?” 
“Yes!” Kate said. “This time our animals can be with us!” 
It was well after dark by the time they had finished making the small treehouse right off their raised road. It wasn’t as fancy as their last one, but it still had two bedrooms, one for the kids and one for the parents, a living room with a kitchen attached, and a large, fenced-in deck for the animals. Mom immediately started cooking dinner when the furnace went in. 
Kate frowned at her. “Why are you cooking, Mom? Can’t you just... you know, pull out some delicious, cooked chicken from your inventory with your power?” 
Mom looked at Kate, shocked. “Of course I could, but where would be the fun in that? I LIKE cooking!” 
Kate shrugged. “Can’t argue with that.”
Listening to them made Jack frown. Mom had the power of infinite food in her inventory, as long as it was something she had made to begin with. Dad could use a powerful taunting ability to make monsters ignore everyone and attack only him. Kate could communicate with and even respawn animals that had eaten the strange mutant fruit that would turn them into spawn eggs when they died. “What is my power?” he mumbled under his breath.
He knew he could use two swords at the same time, one in each hand, but that was so... not exciting, compared to the powers the rest of his family had. He had two hands and two swords, so it just kind of made sense. Heck, even Bruce could do cool stuff, eating weapons and armor to turn his claws or fur stronger. Everyone else had a power that was almost... magical. Maybe he just hadn’t figured his out yet. “What can I do?” he thought out loud.
“What’s that Jack?” Dad asked. “Did you say something?” 
“Oh nothing. I was just wondering what my power was. Like you said back at the village, using two swords is cool but doesn’t seem as strong as what you guys can do. I’m thinking I have to have some other power and I just haven’t discovered it.”
Dad scratched his chin. “Hmm, I bet you're right. We should run some tests!”
Mom frowned. “Dear, we should be going to bed, not performing experiments on our children.”
Dad shook his head at her. “Jack’s right, and it might be important to find out what he can do.” He pointed outside the treehouse, in the direction of the mansion. “If that mansion is as tough as the kids think it's going to be, we need all the help we can get.”
Mom looked at Dad, then sighed. He had that look of determination on his face. She knew Dad wouldn’t do anything if she was really against it, but she also knew he thought this was important. They were a team, and he wanted her on his side. “Alright, but only a few experiments.”




Chapter 3

 
Dad and Jack left the tree house and went out onto the treetop road to perform their experiments. Dad didn’t want Jack to accidentally explode or whatever might happen and burn down the house.
“Alright, Jack. Let's think about this. What do all the powers have in common?” 
“Hmm.” Jack rubbed his chin in thought. “Well, Mom loves to cook, and she got food powers... Kate loves animals, and she got animal powers... You love... barbecue... but you didn’t get barbecue powers.” 
Dad chuckled and squeezed Jack’s shoulder. “It’s true, I do love barbecue. But you know what I love even more? More than anything else in the whole world?” 
“What?” Jack asked. 
“My family,” Dad said, and pulled Jack into a hug. “I would do anything to protect you guys. Even sacrifice myself. That's why I think I got the power to taunt mobs, so they attack only me.” 
Jack smiled at his dad. “Oh yeah, I guess that makes sense. That doesn’t really help me though. What do I love?” 
“You love... jumping and exploring and building interesting things. And irritating your sister.” 
Jack laughed. “I don’t want to be a master irritator!”
“But you’re really, really good at it!” Dad winked.
“Not my fault she makes it so easy.”
Dad laughed. “Really, though. What do you enjoy?”
Jack thought for a minute, then added, “I still want to be an engineer when I grow up. Maybe something to do with that?” 
Dad shrugged. “Only one way to tell. Do something... engineer-y, I guess.” 
Jack raised an eyebrow at Dad. “I don’t think that’s a word.” 
Dad shrugged. “It’s a word if I use it like a word, right?” He grinned at Jack. 
“Oh, I know! Maybe I can do Mom’s trick, but with the pistons and mechanical things?” 
Dad shrugged. “Try it!” 
Jack opened his inventory and selected a piston, pulling it out. He frowned when the square space it had been in was blank and it didn’t leave a copy in his inventory. “Nope, I guess not that.” 
“Well,” Dad said, “now don’t tell your mother this, but I know you’re really good at fighting. Maybe your power is related to that? You’re always yelling out weird attack moves I’ve never heard of. Maybe that’s it?” 
Jack thought about it and pulled out his enchanted iron swords. “Maybe? I usually just make up cool sounding attacks. Like a ninja!” 
“Well, try it on that tree over there.” Dad pointed at a treetop close by. 
“Alright, let’s see.” Jack rubbed his hands together. He had to come up with the best attack name for attacking a tree. “Timberslash!” he yelled, jumping up then slashing down into the leaves with the sword. The leaves popped, but otherwise nothing spectacular happened. “Rats.” 
“It’s okay, son. We’ll figure it out. Honestly, Mom would be happier knowing you don’t have a combat power, anyway.”
“You have one, though!” 
Dad shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m her husband. She can’t be upset with me.” 
Jack looked at his dad questioningly. “Sure Dad, Mom’s neeeeever been mad at you,” he said while rolling his eyes. 
Dad chuckled. “Okay, okay, in any case, what else do you love?” 
Jack shrugged. “Well, I love ninjas. Maybe I can do something ninja-y?” 
“I don’t think that’s a word.” Dad winked at Jack. “Well, do something ninja-y, then!” 
“That sounds like fun!” 
“What do ninjas do?” Dad asked. 
“Well, they sneak around without being noticed, they climb walls, they get past security systems, they do karate, they win every fight, they do all kinds of cool flips and tricks...” 
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Dad said, holding up his hands. “Okay, so you really like ninjas. You should try one of those things. How about you do a cool trick or flip or something?” 
“Yeah!” Jack shouted and ran to the nearest leaf. He jumped up, his feet landing on the block, then he shoved off, flipped in the air, and landed on his feet back on the road. He smiled, which quickly turned into a frown as he lost his balance and stumbled, almost falling off the trees into the monster infested forest below. 
Dad leapt into action, catching his arm and pulling him back from the edge. “Well, that didn’t work.” 
Jack frowned. “Aww man, I was sure that was it.” 
“Let’s try another experiment,” Dad said, pulling a fish out of his inventory and wiggling it. “Every time I’m fishing, Bruce leaps out of nowhere and snags the fish before I can reel it back in. He’s our resident ninja cat, so maybe that’s something you can do, too.” 
“Okaaaay,” Jack said, “so, what are you getting at?” 
“I’ll throw this fish, and you leap into the air to catch it. Ready?” Dad didn’t wait any longer and launched the fish at Jack. Jack prepared himself to leap into the air to catch it when a flipping cat snagged it right before his eyes. 
“Meow!” Bruce said as he gobbled down the fish. 
“Darn cat!” Jack yelled. “Where did you even come from!?”
“Meow, purr,” Bruce said, cleaning his paws. 
“Boys!” came Mom's voice from the house. “It’s getting late!” 
“Aww man,” Jack said, hanging his head.
“It’s okay, son. We’ll figure it out.” Dad put his arm around Jack as they walked back to the treehouse. 
“Think maybe I’m just not old enough?” Jack asked sadly. “Like in some of those wizard movies where you have to come of age to get your powers?”
“I’m not sure, Jack,” Dad said. “It’s possible. Anything is possible. But I’m going to keep helping you figure it out if you’re willing to keep trying.” He rubbed the boy's hair.
Jack frowned, but said, “I’ll keep trying. I won’t give up.”
“That’s a boy,” Dad said. “They say good things come to those who wait. Maybe yours is just extra awesome.”
Jack smiled, images of Ninjack running through his head.




Chapter 4

 
The morning came, and the kids were woken up to their favorite smell: pumpkin pie. “Yes!” Jack said, jumping out of bed. “Pie for breakfast!” He sang it over and over as he ran out of the room. 
“Oh no, dear,” Mom said, standing in front of a stack of pumpkin pies in their new kitchen. “You’ve been having too much pie for breakfast. Today, we are having a healthy breakfast. Apples, carrots, and bread.” She ushered Jack to the table where his healthy breakfast waited.
“What!?” Jack asked, astonished. “But we always have pumpkin pie and you made so much!”
“Sorry Jack, today we are eating healthy. Besides, the pie is for our friends.”
“But it smells so good,” he whined.
“What friends?” Kate asked with a yawn as she came out of the room. 
“Our friends in the mansion. The ones we haven't met yet!” Mom said cheerfully.
Jack and Kate looked at each other, then both shrugged. “What’s for breakfast?” Kate asked. 
“Healthy stuff,” Jack said, hanging his head in a pout. 
“No pouting, Jack,” Dad said as he came out of his room. “Why are you pouting, anyway?” 
“Mom’s making us eat healthy!”
“Oh,” Dad said. “Well, barbecue is healthy; I have some left from the last batch I made.”
“HONEY!” Mom yelled. “Barbecue is not healthy! I told them they needed to eat fruits and vegetables.” 
Dad raised an eyebrow at her. “Jack eating vegetables for breakfast? Have you MET him?” 
Mom crossed her arms and gave Dad ‘The Look.’ Dad ignored her and pulled out some barbecue. “Here you go, Jack.” 
“Don’t you dare eat that!” Mom said as Jack was pointing it towards his open mouth. He froze. Jack's eyes were wide, and he looked at Mom, his mouth still open, delicious barbecue inches from it. He looked at Dad, then at Mom again. “Don’t you do it!” Mom warned. 
Jack gobbled it down quickly. “Dad said I could!” he shouted as he ran out of the room. 
Mom gave Dad an even meaner version of ‘The Look.’ “You are in trouble, mister.” 
“What?” Dad said, his arms in the air like he had done nothing wrong. 
“We need the kids to eat healthy,” Mom said. “If they don’t like healthy food now, they’ll grow up to make poor food choices their whole life. Healthy food fuels their growing bodies!”
Dad secretly pulled out some more barbecue from his inventory, holding it behind his back and wiggling it at Kate. Kate snuck behind him and nabbed it, then gobbled it down. “Kate! Ooooh, Kate, you need to go outside now. I need to have words with your father.” 
Kate grinned and shrugged at Dad. “You’re on your own!” She left, closing the door behind her, and could hear some heated voices from inside. Kate shook her head, licked the barbecue sauce off her fingers, and went to find Jack. 
Jack was jumping from one clump of trees to another. “What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Practicing my ninja skills,” Jack said as he leapt to another clump of leaves. 
“Isn’t Bruce the ninja?” Kate asked. 
“Meow,” Bruce said from behind, startling her. Kate jumped and turned to find Bruce flying through the air right at her. 
“AHHHH!” Kate yelled as Bruce landed on her head. She fell to the ground and the cat leapt off, cartwheeling through the air towards Jack. 
Jack blocked the attack from the flying cat, knocking him to the side. “Hah! Didn’t get me that time! You better try harder Bruce!” 
“What the heck was that all about!?” Kate asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I’m training with Bruce. It’s like you said, he’s Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty, so I figure he would be good to learn from.” 
“You’re so weird!” Kate stood up and dusted herself off. She turned to go back to the house. Hopefully Dad was done being in trouble. 
“Meow!” Jack yelled from right behind her, startling her and making her jump. He had snuck up on her as she was walking away. 
“AHHH!” Kate screamed again. “You turd! Stop it!” 
Jack giggled. “I think I'm getting pretty good at being a ninja.” 
“Pretty good at being annoying!” Kate said and stalked away.




Chapter 5

 
When Mom felt adequately prepared, they got ready to leave. Kate said a quick goodbye to the animals, since they decided not to risk bringing them, just in case. They built stairs down to the forest floor, right outside the front of the mansion. “Hey! Wait a minute!” Mom said as she got to the bottom of the stairs. 
“What’s wrong?” Dad asked, getting his shield out and looking around quickly in all directions.
“There’s no front door!” Mom exclaimed. 
“Uhh, so?” Dad asked. 
“How are we supposed to knock on their door like the friendly visitors we are and offer them treats, if there’s no door?” Mom asked with a look of frustration on her face. 
“We could just... go in?” Jack asked. 
“The entrance is right there. We can just walk in,” Kate said, gesturing to the open entryway. 
Mom frowned and crossed her arms. “That is just bad manners and sets the wrong tone. You are never supposed to simply walk into someone's house. Especially if you don't know them.”
“So we aren't going in?” Dad asked. 
Mom thought about it for a moment, then sighed and walked up to the entrance. The rest of the family followed her, bracing themselves for whatever was in the mansion, but found themselves bouncing off Mom’s butt as she suddenly stopped. She was placing wood blocks. 
“Mom, what are you doing?” Kate asked. 
Mom didn’t answer, placing more blocks, then laying down a crafting table. She used the crafting table, then turned back to the frame that she had crafted with wooden blocks and installed a door. “There we go,” Mom said, dusting off her hands and smiling. “Now they’re all set.”
“Did you just... install a door so you could knock on it?” Kate asked, an eyebrow raised. 
“What?” Mom said. “It’s polite! Good manners will get you far in life, even when people are angry or hostile, good manners can help you through. Everyone appreciates manners. They even cross language barriers. Hopefully, even species.”
“Actually,” Kate said, “in social studies we learned that different cultures have different behaviors and what some cultures consider polite, some would consider very rude or offensive.”
“You don’t think it might have been... NOT polite to install a door on someone’s house when they don't want one?” Dad asked. 
Mom crossed her arms. “Just knock on the door already.”
“Don’t you mean, please knock on the door already?” Dad smiled a cheeky grin.
Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ Dad realized he should probably tone it down. He was wearing Mom’s patience pretty thin today. He sighed, shaking his head, and kissed Mom on the forehead, then walked to the door. He was about to knock but chuckled as his hand hovered by the door.
“What’s so funny?” Mom asked. 
He looked over at her and winked. “Knock, knock.” 
“Ugh, dear, we don’t have time for this.”
“Knock, knock!” Dad said even louder. 
Mom sighed. “Who’s there?” 
“Spell.” 
“Spell who?” Mom asked. 
“W-H-O,” Dad spelled out, then slapped his knee, laughing. 
“Ahaha! Good one, Dad!” Jack said. 
Kate and Mom rolled their eyes. “That was bad even for you, Dad,” Kate said. 
Dad had a grin on his face that wouldn’t go away, but he turned back to the door and knocked for real. They waited for some time, but nobody came. Dad knocked again and looked at Jack. “Knock, knock.” 
Jack grinned. “Who’s there?” 
“Kanga.” 
“Kango who?” Jack asked. 
“It’s pronounced kangaROO,” Dad said. 
“How about kangaBOO!” Kate yelled. “That was so cheesy!” 
Dad knocked on the door again, louder and longer this time. 
“I bet they have no idea what that noise is,” Kate said. 
Dad pounded on the door loudly. Finally, a voice spoke from behind the door. “Who’s there!?” 
Dad started laughing uncontrollably. “Who’s there?” The voice asked again, and Dad wheezed out, “Stopwatch!” 
The voice was quiet on the other side, responding after a long moment. “That’s a pretty stupid name.” 
“Aww, you ruined it!” Dad said. 
“What?” the voice asked. 
“We are neighbors, and we bring you gifts!” Mom said, pushing Dad out of the way. 
Jack walked over to Dad and whispered, “Stopwatch who?” 
Dad smirked and whispered back. “Stopwatch you’re doing and open the door.” 
Jack chuckled and Dad grinned at him, loving the stupid joke. The voice from behind the door yelled at them. “Neighbors? We don’t have any neighbors! Or a door. Where did this door come from!?” 
“Please let us in,” Mom said. “We have gifts!” 
The voice paused for a long moment. “What kinds of gifts?” 
Mom held out the pumpkin pie. “The delicious kind!”




Chapter 6

 
“You aren’t one of those enders, are you?” the voice asked. 
“What?” Mom asked. 
“You know, an ender. Black as space, purple eyes, loves to eat people?” the voice said. 
“No, we are just regular people,” Mom said. “Regular people with pie!”
“Well, not really all THAT regular,” Kate said, quietly enough that only Mom could hear. “I mean, we can respawn.” 
“Shhhh,” Mom told Kate. 
“How can I tell you’re regular people and not an ender trying to trick me so you can eat me?” the voice asked. 
“Enders don’t eat people!” Kate said. 
“That’s just what a hungry ender would say!” the voice yelled. “I’ll warn you! I have protection!” 
“What does that mean?” Mom asked. 
Dad shrugged. “Maybe he has a sword or something.” 
“It’s easy to tell we are normal people,” Dad said at the door. “Just open the door a little and look. We’ll step back until you believe us.” 
The voice was quiet for a moment. “Alright, yeah, that could work. Step back! Back! Yah!” 
The family moved back a bit but were still close enough to be utterly shocked at what happened next.
The door opened a tiny crack. “Hmm, it smells good,” the voice said. The door opened further and there was a sudden gasp of breath from behind the door. “Great seeds of doom!” the voice yelled as the door slammed open the rest of the way. 
Out came a vindicator, his axe gleaming in the sun. He looked very similar to the ones the family had fought before, except for a single key difference. He wore a pumpkin helmet covering his face. “What have you done?! You have defiled the sacred gourd, turning it into a pie!” He raised his axe up high. “THE SACRED GOURD!!!!!” he shouted and charged out the door incredibly fast.




Chapter 7

 
“ACK!” Mom yelled, pulling back.
“The sacred gourd is sacred! Not for making PIE!” the vindicator yelled, charging at Mom and picking up speed. 
Mom panicked and threw the pie. It sailed through the air and collided with the pumpkin mask the illager wore. “Nooooo!” the illager yelled. “The sacred gourd!”
The pie had perfectly filled in the holes of the pumpkin mask. “You’ll pay for this!” he shouted as he scraped pumpkin pie out of his mask. “The enders put you up to this, didn’t they!?” he yelled, coming right for Mom again. 
“Fight me!” Dad shouted, using his taunting ability. The illager stopped chasing after Mom and turned to Dad. 
“So, you want to taste the bite of my axe, do you?” the vindicator said and charged Dad. Dad put his shield up, absorbing the attack. 
“Whoa!” Dad said, “these guys are strong, we have to be careful!” He shoved back against the vindicator with his shield. “Run back to the treehouse!” 
Mom and Kate and Jack turned to go back to the treehouse, with Bruce staying behind with Dad. Bruce hissed and bared his claws and fangs at the illager. The illager completely ignored the cat, too focused on Dad. That would prove to be its undoing, though, as it swung its sword at Dad, only to have Bruce leap out of the shadows at him. 
“Ahhh!” The illager tried desperately to dislodge the cat from his shoulders. Bruce was having none of it, though, and dug in harder with his claws. The illager dropped to the ground, rolling around like he was on fire, and dislodging Bruce. He popped back on his feet to see only Bruce and Dad remained. “You won’t get away with this!” the vindicator yelled, charging at Dad. 
Dad raised his shield nice and tall, and the vindicator slammed his sword against it. Meanwhile, Bruce snuck behind him and leapt to attack. “Nobody,” the vindicator shouted, slamming his weapon against Dads shield with every word, “Nobody,” SLAM, “is,” SLAM, “allowed,” SLAM, “to,” SLAM, “hurt,” SLAM, “the,” SLAM, “sacred,” SLAM, “pumpkins!” SLAM!
The vindicator was attacking so fiercely, Dad didn’t have enough time to get his own weapon out and could only defend against the attacks. He watched behind his shield as Bruce crept up and launched into another attack. The cat landed squarely on the pumpkin helmet, his claws digging in and shredding it. The helmet fell to the ground in pieces, revealing the vindicator's face. 
The vindicator suddenly stopped, pressing his hands all over his now bare face. “No! No! NOOOOO!” he shouted. “The enders! The enders will get me!” He screamed and turned, running back into the mansion. 
Dad breathed out a deep sigh. “Whew. That was weird.”




Chapter 8

 
Dad went back to the treehouse and checked in with the rest of the family. They were all okay, if a little shaken. 
“What in the world was going on with that guy?” Kate asked, looking concerned. 
“He seemed a little crazy, didn’t he?” Dad asked. 
“A little crazy?” Jack asked. “A LOT crazy! Who doesn’t like pumpkin pie? But speaking of, since they didn’t like the pie, can we eat it?” 
Mom stared at her son. “How can you think about food after that?”
“What? I’m hungry, and I love pie.” Jack rubbed his tummy. “The guy mentioned pumpkins so many times, its kind of stuck in my head now.”
Mom rolled her eyes but brought the pie out, handing it to Jack who happily dug into it. She looked at Dad. “Alright, so much to my surprise, my plan didn’t work. What do you think we should do next? Cooked chicken?”
Dad’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “You can’t be serious?!”
Mom laughed. “I’m not. Not about the food, anyway. We do need a new plan, though.”
“We foof fo frew fa froof!” Jack said with food in his mouth. 
“Gross, Jack! Chew your food before talking!” Kate yelled. 
Jack quickly swallowed. “We should go through the roof!” he repeated. 
“Honestly, at this point that sounds like it might be a good idea,” Dad said, looking out the window of their treehouse towards the mansion. “It has a really big roof, and since we’re respawners, we can easily get on top and mine it.” 
Mom sighed. “Why does it always come down to violence?” 
“It doesn't have to be violent, Mom!” Jack said. “We could sneak in and steal the pearl.” 
“Yes, that’s much better, we’ll just steal things.” The sarcasm in Mom’s voice was so thick it could have cut a birthday cake. 
“Exactly!” Jack said, not noticing the sarcasm. 
Mom sighed. “I don’t like that you think violence and stealing is okay.” 
“Mom,” Kate said, “we know it’s not okay, not in real life. We would never do any of those things, but this is a game world, and that pearl might be our only way back home.” 
Mom crossed her arms. “I just wish we could somehow talk to these people and convince them to trade with us instead.” 
“Only villagers trade things,” Jack said. 
Mom looked at Jack. “You know what I mean, Jack. Besides, how many things have we seen that are different from when you are playing the game from the couch in the family room? Villagers didn’t mine or craft before we got here, either.” 
“Well...” Kate began, “if all those history books are to be believed, they did do all that stuff way back in the past.” 
Mom threw her hands in the air. “That proves my point even more! These people in this mansion should be able to act differently as well.” 
“Maybe if they weren’t crazy,” Jack said. “Did you hear that guy freaking out about ender people?” 
“Yeah,” Kate said, “what was up with that?” 
“Maybe they used to live in the village around the palace, and when the ender people betrayed the kingdom they fled and now are scared of ender people?” Mom suggested. 
“That happened generations ago, though,” Dad said. 
“Plus, they aren't villagers, they are illagers.” Jack said. “They are the bad guys of the world.” 
Mom put her hands on her hips. “We can’t simply judge a person because of what they are. Look at Esmeralda, you said witches were illagers too, but she was very helpful.” 
Jack and Kate were quiet at that, thoughtful about what Mom was implying. 
“Well, we still need to get that pearl somehow,” Dad said. “We ARE respawners, so we could try to talk to them again, and the worst that could happen is we respawn.”
“That sure doesn’t sound fun,” Kate said. “Respawning still really hurts, plus we lose XP.” 
“Well, I’m open to other suggestions,” Dad said. 
Their decision was made for them when there was a pounding on their door.




Chapter 9

 
Bruce jumped so high at the pounding on the door that his claws stuck in the ceiling.
“Open up pumpkin smashers!” came a voice from outside. The family went quiet, their eyes wide. The door pounded again. “Open up! We won't ask you again! You must pay for your crimes against the great gourds!” 
Dad slowly crept over to the window and peeked outside it. There was a group of pumpkin-headed illagers gathered around their door, all of them with the axes of vindicators. Dad shook his head, creeping back to the center of the room. “There’s a lot of them, all vindicators. If they are as strong as that last one, we might be in some serious trouble.” 
“What do we do?” Mom whispered, nervous.
“We could fight them?” Dad suggested. 
The pounding continued. “Open up! We won’t ask again!”
“They’ve already asked twice and said they wouldn’t,” Jack added. Mom shushed him.
“Why don’t we try to talk to them?” Mom asked. 
“They are crazy!” Jack said. “We already tired that. We can’t talk to them!” 
“So now probably isn’t a good time to say it, but in the future, no more stairs,” Kate grimaced. 
Dad smirked but nodded. “Yeah, stairs leading right to our hideout wasn’t the best idea.”
“Alright! That was your last last warning!” came the voice from the other side. “Now we’re going to poof your animals!”
Kate turned white. “NO!” she shouted, running towards the door. 
“Kate! Stop!” Dad shouted, but it was too late. Kate had flung open the door.
The lead vindicator charged into the room, scanning everywhere, his pumpkin mask hiding his features. “Good, all three of you are here,” he said. “You all need to come with me. Evoker Gordon wants to have words with you.” 
Dad looked around, wondering why the vindicator said ‘three’ when there were four of them. Were they just bad at counting? He caught a glimpse of Jack, who had snuck back into the kid’s bedroom and was peeking from behind the corner. The pumpkin masks must have made it hard for the illagers to see well, but if they thought there were only three in the family, Dad certainly wasn’t going to correct them. 
Dad cleared his throat. “That’s right, there are three of us,” he said loudly, hoping Mom and Kate would get the hint.
“Oh good,” Mom said. “We wanted to speak with your leader.”
“We’ll come with you, just please don’t hurt our animals!” Kate said. 
The illager pushed her. “Just walk to the mansion, and don’t try any funny stuff.”
Dad used all the restraint he had not to jump at the illager who pushed his daughter. “Are you okay” he mouthed silently toward her. Kate nodded her head.
Jack watched his family walk down the stairs, between two sets of illagers. The last thing he heard was one of the illagers talking to the lead one. “I told you they weren’t ender people; they don’t have bodies that look like the darkness of night. You were afraid for no reason.” 
The lead village punched the other one. “I wasn’t afraid!” 
Jack quickly mined a backdoor out of the room he was in, replacing the wood blocks to fill the hole and crept around the treehouse to watch. The illagers were shoving and pushing his family into the entrance, while several more were leading the animals inside as well. 
“Well, that’s not good,” Jack said. 
“Meow, meow, meow,” Bruce agreed. 
Jack turned to see that the cat must have escaped the house unnoticed, too. He was glad to have a ninja kitty. “Oh good, I won’t have to save them alone. We need to figure out where they are going and try to rescue them.” 
“Meow?” Bruce asked. 
Jack shrugged. “I have no idea what it looks like in there, but I know there are probably a lot of bad guys. I hope Mom doesn’t mind me attacking them now that they have taken everyone hostage.” 
“Hiss,” Bruce said. 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, we are probably going to have to fight a lot of illagers. You ready for that?” 
“Meow meow hiss,” Bruce said.
“Oh! Duh!” Jack said. “You need some gear! Hold on.” He took out his light blue shulker box and set it on the ground, where it twirled open for him. “I think you should use this. With your claws it will be super powerful.” He removed the diamond sword and tossed it to Bruce who gobbled it up, his claws shining the blue of diamond. 
“Hmm,” Jack said, scrunching his face up in thought. “I would use this diamond armor but it's so shiny I think it would give me away when I’m sneaking around.” With a sigh, he left the diamond armor in his shulker box and picked the chest back up. “Let’s go grab some food, just in case.” 
“Meow purr,” Bruce said, cocking his head, his tongue lolling out at hearing the magic word ‘food.’
The two of them went back into the treehouse and began looking around for food. They went into his parent’s room, and Jack’s eyes widened. Mom had left her shulker box out! He opened it, hoping there was some pumpkin pie, but all it had was the dyes and other craft stuff. 
Jack sighed, realizing the only food left in the house was in the crafting table- a loaf of bread. “Well, this will not help much if we get hurt,” Jack mumbled. “I really need to keep more food in my inventory.” He took the bread, petted Bruce’s head, and blew out a big breath.
“Alright Bruce. Let’s go be ninjas.”




Chapter 10

 
The illagers led the family deep into the mansion. They separated the animals, putting them in a large empty room. Kate struggled to stay with them, but an illager shoved her to the ground. “Stop wasting time,” he spat. “The Great Gourd won't be lenient if you make him wait.” 
Dad growled at the illager, angry that he pushed Kate. He put himself between Kate and the illager to protect her from any more harm. “Keep your filthy hands off my daughter,” he snarled in the illager’s pumpkin face. If it made the illager afraid, Dad couldn’t tell. Mom bent down to help Kate up and they continued walking. One illager stayed behind to guard the animals. 
The mansion was enormous. They passed room after room until they came to a set of stairs leading down. They climbed down the stairs and Dad noticed there were no more windows on this level. Were they in a basement? Dad grabbed Mom and Kate’s hands, and walked between them.
They continued down more hallways, passing more rooms, the only light flickering from torches on the walls. Dad was impressed with the sheer size of this place. It was twice as large as the castle and every room they passed had illagers or monsters in it. 
That was something that really surprised Dad- the sheer number of monsters in the mansion was startling. There were creepers and skeletons and zombies all over the place. The illagers didn’t seem to mind the monsters, mostly ignoring them. The monsters just kind of wandered around, almost like they had come in from outside and were simply lost.
Each and every illager they passed was wearing a pumpkin mask, which Dad found very odd. The whole pumpkin obsession was curious, and he wanted to ask Kate if that was normal in-game, but thought better of it while they were in ear-shot of the illagers.
Finally, they reached a large gathering hall with a U-shaped table decorated with potted tulips with two ornate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Several pumpkin-masked vindicators sat along the sides of the table, with another illager in black robes with a gold stripe stood in the middle. This strange illager also wore a pumpkin mask, but the eyes inside it glowed obviously red. 
“Oh dear,” Mom said. Kate gasped and Dad frowned. 
“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” The black-robed illager’s voice was creaky like a door that needed to be oiled and seemed to go up and down in tone. “Some ender-loving pumpkin smashers are in MY TERRITORY?!” This last part he screamed at the top of his lungs and Mom and Kate both flinched, taking a step back. Dad casually stepped in front of them. 
“Excuse me,” Dad said, “we came here to meet and trade with you, we didn’t know this area was off limits.” 
“You didn’t know? Didn’t KNOW?” The illager spoke again, repeating his last words as if he was his own echo. “I’m sorry, but not knowing isn’t good enough. It is my opinion that you are SPIES! SPIES for the enders!”  
The other illagers in the room gasped, pulling their weapons out. Dad raised his hands in the air. “Now hold on just a moment, we are just traveling through. We don’t know anything about enders. Never even met one.” 
“A likely story!” one of the pumpkin-headed vindicators shouted, then turned to the one in robes. “Oh Great Gourd, Evoker Gordon, please let us poof these spies!” The other vindicators around the table nodded and grumbled in agreement, weapons still at the ready. 
Evoker Gordon rubbed his pumpkin chin. “SILENCE YOU FOOLS! I make the decisions around here.” He smacked the guard that had spoken. “Perhaps that is the best course of action though, yes yes yes yes yes, let us poof them and they will bother us no more! Then we will once again be free of the ender's spies! I, the Great Gourd, have spoken!” 
The vindicators all raised their hands. “The Great Gourd has spoken!” they shouted in unison. 
“Wait!” Mom shouted. “Wait, please don’t do this! We are respawners! We can help you with so many things, we can help you learn how to mine and craft and grow and prosper!” 
The Great Gourd held his hands up to the vindicators, “Stop!” He turned his glowing red eyes towards the family. “What did you just say?” 
“We are respawners,” Dad said, hoping this revelation would diffuse the situation. “We have helped many villagers learn how to do the things told about in your histories. Crafting and mining and-” 
“Bwahahaha!!!! FINALLY! The Omnipotent Pumpkin Patch has blessed us with a gift!” Evoker Gordon screamed in his screechy voice, cutting off Dad. “Do you know what THIS is?” With a wicked grin, he held out a yellow statue with green eyes. 
Dad and Mom were silent, looking at the strange statue. It meant nothing to them. Kate recognized it right away, though. She had seen some players holding one on a server she played on once. “It’s a totem of undying,” she said confidently. “It instantly respawns you when you die.” 
“Heheh. You, my dear, are a very smart girl,” Evoker Gordon said, pointing at Kate. “But do you know how one of these is made?”
Kate shook her head. 
“It requires a sacrifice. A sacrifice... of a respawner.” He threw his big pumpkin head back and laughed a creepy, evil laugh.




Chapter 11

 
Jack stood on the treetops staring at the mansion, wondering where they would keep his family. It was times like these he wished he had spent more time exploring the world when he had played back home. He had never really taken on a woodland mansion before, only played around a little. 
“Well, Bruce, what do you think?” he asked the cat. In response, Bruce ran across the treetops and jumped from the tree closest to the mansion onto the roof. “Hey! Wait up!” Jack said and ran after him.
The rooftop was huge and Bruce stood on it looking tiny, his tail swishing through the air. Jack took a deep breath, equipped an axe, and swung it at a block on the roof.
Before the axe could land, a strange feeling came over him. He paused, and turned his head, scanning the roof all over. Bruce looked at him, confused. “Meow?” he asked. 
“Something... just feels weird...” Jack said as he moved a little further across the roof. “Something feels off.” He shook his head to get rid of it, but the strange feeling, kind of like a tickling in the back of his brain, continued, and he closed his eyes to figure out what it was.
He spun around slowly, and the tingling got stronger when he faced a certain direction. He opened his eyes but saw only an empty rooftop and a cat looking at him like he had gone crazy.
He took a step in the direction the tingling felt the strongest, then another, and another. He kept walking, changing direction every now and again to see if the tingling changed, but it always led him in the same direction. 
He kept walking until suddenly the tingling stopped altogether and one of the chicken legs on his hunger bar disappeared. “What the heck?” He looked down but didn’t see anything different from this spot of roof to any other. He moved away but still the tingling was gone. “Okay, what is going on?” he asked Bruce. 
“Meow purr?” Bruce said, his tail swishing. 
Jack closed his eyes again, and thought about the strange tingling sensation, trying to remember it perfectly. After a moment it came back and his eyes flew open. He spun around and the feeling pointed him in the same direction as before. He ran to the spot, and once again the tingling stopped right as his hunger bar went down another notch. 
“Alright buddy, something weird is happening, and I think it might be my power,” he told Bruce. Bruce looked at him, licked his paw and cleaned his head. Jack rolled his eyes and aimed his axe at the spot where the tingling sensation directed him. He chopped and chopped and soon enough the block broke.
The sunlight beamed in through the hole of the roof, illuminating a room made of dark wood. Jack smiled at what he saw. Directly under the beam of light, was a treasure chest. 
“No way!” Jack said and without any hesitation jumped into the hole. He landed on his feet, right on top of the treasure chest with a grin and climbed down. He was in a small room- barely the size of a hallway- that contained a treasure chest at both ends. “Okay, that is COOL! I have loot finding powers?!” 
He reached towards the closest chest but paused for a moment. One of his enchanted swords had the Looting enchantment on it, and he had a looting power... maybe it would work on more than just finding the treasure? He closed his eyes and concentrated on making that tingling sensation happen again, then opened the chest. 
As soon as it opened, his hunger meter depleted another notch and the inventory of the chest displayed.
Jack’s jaw dropped open.
“Wow, wow, wow.”
Inside the chest was an assortment of the coolest things he had ever seen. There were small stacks of gunpowder, coal, and redstone dust, a lead, and two enchanted books. He took everything in with a huge grin. The redstone dust was going to be handy with all the contraption parts he had found. The enchanted books were for Silk Touch and Efficiency. 
Jack spun to look at the other chest, unable to wipe the huge grin off his face. He walked over to it, and concentrated on his power, getting the tingling sensation again. When he felt it, he concentrated even harder, trying to see if he could increase the power. The tingling in his head got stronger and stronger until it felt like the entire top half of his body was vibrating.
He opened the chest and gasped at what the inventory screen showed him.




Chapter 12

 
One of the pumpkin-masked guards raised his hand. “What should we do with them, oh Great Gourd?” 
“Take them to the dungeon you fool!” Evoker Gordon smacked the guard that had spoken and gestured at the rest of vindicators. “Do I have to think of everything around here!? I should feed you all to the zombies!” He huffed and strode out of the room like the family was beneath his notice. 
Dad looked at Mom, whose worried look hadn’t faded from her face the entire time. The guards began shoving them, herding them like cattle until the family started walking. “Dear?” Mom asked Dad. “Should we... fight our way out?” 
Dad opened his mouth to say something, but Kate spoke before he did. “We can’t. They have our animals.” 
“NO TALKING!” One of the pumpkin-headed guards raised his hand to strike Kate, but Dad stopped walking, stepped in front of the guard, and activated his taunt ability. 
“Don’t you DARE!” Dad yelled, and the guard shifted his focus to him, ignoring Kate. He smacked Dad, who took it stoically. 
“Let that be a lesson to you!” the guard said. “When the Great Gourd is done with you, I’m getting that shiny golden armor of yours.” 
Dad growled but said nothing back. His face was red with anger, though. The guards shoved them down the halls into a room that had several stone prisons with iron doors. Each of the family members was shoved into a separate cell, and the doors locked.
“Come on Frank, let’s go get some grub,” one Pumpkin-headed vindicator said to the other. 
“What about them?” the other one asked. 
The first guard pointed to a room across the hall filled with skeletons. “Don’t worry about them, the skeletons will stop them if they try anything funny.” 
The other guard shrugged, and they started off together. “What’s a respawner? Why was the Great Gourd so excited?” Frank asked. The other guard shrugged and mumbled something but was too far away for the family to hear. 
“What are we going to do now?” Mom asked. 
Dad sighed. “It would be pretty easy for us to get out of here; we could mine our way through anything. Or we could fight our way out, although there are a LOT of bad guys around, we would probably respawn, and if we did, we would lose all of our stuff.” 
“We can't do that!” Kate yelled, desperation in her voice. “They have our animals. Even though I know they could turn into respawn eggs thanks to that magic apple, Dirtymud never got any of it. He would poof away forever. We can’t let that happen to him. He’s part of our family now.” 
Mom frowned. “Kate’s right. I think we should use this as an opportunity to try something other than violence.” 
“What are you thinking, Mom?” Kate asked. 
“I am going to kill them,” Mom said. “With kindness.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “You had me for a moment there. And how are you going to do that? I get the feeling ‘kind’ isn’t really something they enjoy.” 
“Oh, I have some ideas. They say the quickest way to a person's heart is through their stomach. We saw how that big pumpkin guy, the Great Gourd, treated his people. I bet it’s been a long time since they’ve seen some kindness.”
Dad nodded. “That’s certainly true. I know I love your cooking. I think it’s a decent plan, it’s not like they can ever really keep us here, but we can’t lose our pets or our items.” He rubbed his shiny gold breastplate. “That would be terrible. So, you work your culinary magic and we’ll just hope Jack can save the animals somehow.” 
Mom crossed her arms. “That is too much of a burden to put on him. He’s still my baby!” 
Kate looked at her mom. “Mom, he’s almost 9, he’s not a baby.” 
Mom tried to give Kate ‘The Look,’ but it had little effect through the jail cell. “Yes, he is my baby, he will always be my baby, just like you will always be my baby.” 
“I’m not a baby!” Kate said. 
“Just because Jack is almost... OH NO!” Mom exclaimed. 
“What? What is it?” Dad asked, eyeing the area for danger.
“We’ve been in here so long we missed Jack's birthday! OH this is terrible, it’s horrible! I am a horrible mother!” 
“It hasn’t been that long,” Kate said. “Remember the way time moves faster here?” 
Mom crossed her arms. “That’s no excuse! His birthday was only a few weeks away outside, we need to celebrate it! How will he know he’s my special baby?” 
Kate sighed, rolling her eyes yet again. She hoped Jack would save the animals soon. She heard a clanking from Mom’s cell and raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing, Mom?”
“I need to make him a birthday cake!” Mom said, sounding frantic. “Dear, I’ll need you to go get me some milk.” 
Dad looked all around his cell, gesturing to all the walls. “Uhm... how am I supposed to do that? We’re in a dungeon, remember?”




Chapter 13

 
Jack’s eyes were wide staring at the screen for the chest he had just opened. There were only two things inside, but both of them made Jack happy. Several golden apples and a diamond chestplate. “Wow, wow, wow...wow,” Jack said. “This is AMAZING!” He took the items and put them safely in his inventory. 
Only then did he notice that using his power like that had really drained his hunger bar. It had spent five chicken legs! He sighed and pulled out his only food- the loaf of bread. He could eat the golden apples but felt like that was a waste of such a useful resource. He munched on the bread, regaining some of his hunger bar. 
“Meow?” Bruce asked. 
“Sorry, buddy,” Jack said, “I don’t have any more.” Bruce looked sad, giving Jack the kitty eyes. Jack sighed and gave the cat the last bite of bread, which Bruce took happily. “What cat even likes bread, anyway?” 
“Meow, purr,” Bruce said, rubbing his head against Jack’s legs. 
Jack dusted off his hands. “Okay, so, I have loot powers. It’s really cool, but won’t help me much out there.” He waved towards the floor. “Looks like I am going to have to rely on my ninja skills. Luckily, I have the best ninja ever with me.” He patted Bruce’s head. “Let’s go save our family.” 
Jack pulled out an axe and chopped into the floor, hoping nobody was in the room below them. Thankfully, it looked empty, so he dropped down into it. Bruce followed behind, and Jack prepared to go into silent stealth mode when Bruce suddenly freaked out. 
“YOWL! MEOW! HISS!” Bruce screamed, the hair on his back standing up like a porcupine.
Jack whirled around, ready to face the danger behind him. There, in the room, was a massive black and white cat. It was easily fifty times Bruce’s size. Bruce’s fur stayed up, but he wasn’t launching into an attack. Jack whipped out his two swords, ready to fight, but the humongous cat wasn’t doing anything. It just stood there, perfectly still. Jack laughed out loud and placed a calming hand on Bruce. 
“It’s okay boy, it’s not a real cat. It’s a statue!” He showed Bruce by popping one block, a black wool block falling to the ground. 
“Mrrrow, hiss hiss,” Bruce said, not completely trusting it. He leapt into the air and landed on the wool cat statue, his claws digging and popping block after block.
“Calm down, Bruce!” Jack said, but the cat wasn’t listening to him. The giant statue must have really freaked him out. In his defense, even Jack thought it was real for a split second. You never knew what kinds of monsters could be lurking around the corner in a woodland mansion. Especially a woodland mansion in this weird Minecraft seed.
Bruce was tearing apart the statue, causing all kinds of commotion, and Jack looked out of the room hoping nobody heard. There were several things that had heard, though, and all of them were monsters. An entire herd of skeletons with bows that were charging directly towards the room they were in.
“Bruce!” Jack whisper-shouted. “I need you! Like now!” 
Two of the skeleton archers took aim at Jack, and he felt that tingle in his mind again. He shrugged and let the power out, draining two of his hunger chicken legs. The arrows flew through the air and his body moved without him thinking about it, flipping him in a cartwheel, while the arrows zipped past, just missing him. 
“Ha! That was lucky!” he shouted as the skeletons got in range of his melee attacks. The archers fired again, and again he felt the tingle and released the power. Just as the arrows were about to hit him, the skeleton closest to him stepped in the way and was hit by the arrows, flashing red. “Woah! That was lucky, too!” 
Jack rolled across the ground, avoiding the closest skeletons, popping up into a ready position, when something clicked in his mind. “I don't have loot powers; I have LUCK powers!”
The grin on his face only lasted until three skeletons charged him. He leapt into the air in a ninja flip. While upside down, he activated his power again, slamming a sword into the back of two. Both of his attacks scored critical hits, stars flying up from his enemies as they flashed red. 
One skeleton poofed while the other flew away as if Jack had knocked it hard.
Bruce was still clawing away at the statue which would have annoyed Jack, but he didn't care anymore; he had luck power and he was going to use it! “I need to get more food,” he mumbled, as he activated his power again. His sword swung out wide, knocking an arrow out of the sky and he laughed. “This is so AWESOME!” 
The skeleton he scored a critical hit on was burning thanks to the Fire Aspect of his sword. It turned to attack Jack but poofed away as the fire burned the last of its health before it had the chance. Another shot at Jack, but he didn’t need to use his luck power to avoid the attack. Good old fashioned ninja dodging was enough, and he ducked the arrow and performed a double slash on the skeleton, followed up with a roundhouse kick that poofed it away. 
The skeleton archers were aiming at him again, and this time he used his power as he cartwheeled over to them. He jumped right in between the two archers and their arrows missed him and hit each other. Jack laughed as he performed a sweeping strike, hitting both skeletons and poofing them at the same time.
Jack laughed, feeling, well, lucky. “Oh man, nothing will be able to defeat me now!”
His stomach grumbled and he realized just how hungry he was.




Chapter 14

 
Jack walked back into the room with the cat statue. Well, the room that used to have a cat statue. Now it was just an empty room with a normal cat sitting there cleaning himself. “Are you done?” Jack asked Bruce. 
“Meow meow meow!” Bruce said, tossing his head back and forth.
Jack rolled his eyes. “Come on cat, we have to get some food, then we are going to find our family.”
Jack had just enough hunger bar left to use his power one more time, and he concentrated on the walls, trying to figure out which one would lead him outside. He spun around, and the tingle was strongest on one of the walls. With a shrug, he hacked away at the wall with his axe. The wooden block broke, filling the room with light from outside. “Yes!” Jack shouted and removed another block so he could escape. 
He jumped out the opening, taking a small amount of fall damage as he landed on the ground, but at least he was outside. Now to find some food.
The mansion was smack dab in the center of a dark forest, and Jack realized he might not have escaped into safety. The forest floor was dark enough that monsters could spawn, and Jack contemplated going back up to the treetops. 
He thought for a minute and decided to see what lived in the forest. If it were some kind of animal, he could probably cook it and eat it, solving his food problem. He remembered the dozens of glowing red eyes from the other side of the forest they had skipped over with their treetop highway. 
Jack didn’t have to go very far to find out what those eyes were. He had only gone a dozen blocks away from the mansion when he stumbled across a cute brown and white bunny. The bunny turned to Jack and Jack took a step back. The tiny little fuzzy bunny had a pair of deep red glowing eyes. “Oh no,” Jack said, not taking his eyes off the bunny. “I’ve heard of the killer bunny in Minecraft... that better not be-” he was cut off as the bunny lunged at him, shooting off the ground at an insane speed to slam into Jack and chomp down on him. 
“Ouch!” Jack yelled as the bunny took only a single heart away. It didn’t seem to do as much damage as his friends at school said it did, so maybe it was just a regular mutant bunny and not the fabled Killer Bunny. “You’re going down bunny rabbit!” Jack yelled and swiped at it with his fire sword. 
The bunny lit on fire, but never stopped attacking him. Unfortunately, a tiny little fuzzy ball of flame bunny is even less fun to fight than just a tiny little fuzzy fire free bunny. Jack covered his face with his arms to protect his eyes, and the bunny latched on to one arm with a curiously strong set of teeth. “Ouch!” Jack tried to throw the flaming bunny off him, but the thing had its teeth sunk so deep in Jack’s arm, it just flailed around like a flag.
Bruce leapt in, kicking the bunny off Jack, and the bunny poofed away when it landed, leaving a piece of cooked rabbit on the ground. “Nice! Excellent work, Bruce!” Jack said as he picked up the cooked rabbit. He chomped it down quickly, happy to see his hunger bar go up. 
Then Jack gasped. In the exact same spot where the bunny had poofed, the air suddenly poofed backwards, a cloud forming and depositing a bunny back on the ground. This bunny was weird looking though, with green and black fur.
“What in the-?” The bunny groaned, making a noise that he usually heard coming from zombies. “It’s a zombunny!” Jack yelled as the slower bunny jumped to attack him. It bit into him, doing more damage than before, taking away two hearts and Jack yelped. 
“Gross! Get it off!” Jack yelled. “It wants to eat my brain!” 
Bruce jumped on the zombunny, slashing with his claws, and this time when it poofed, it stayed poofed, leaving a hunk of rotten flesh on the ground. Bruce sniffed it. “Don’t do it!” Jack told the cat. Bruce poked the rotten flesh. “Bruuuuuce,” Jack said. Bruce opened his mouth. “Don’t you dare do it!” Jack yelled, but it was too late. Bruce chomped it down. 
“Aww, Bruce! You know that stuff makes you sick! Well, actually, it makes me sick because it makes you stink so bad.” Bruce licked his lips and Jack rolled his eyes. “Why do you even like that stuff, anyway?” 
“Meow purr meow,” Bruce said.




Chapter 15

 
It was boring in a jail cell. Dad knew it was boring because Kate kept telling them so. “I’m so BORED!” Kate yelled again. Mom was busy cooking up every combination of food in her inventory while he had tried to think of a way to get them out without putting their animals at risk. 
Dad knew this was a great opportunity. “Hey Kate, why did the picture go to jail?”
Kate was confused for a moment. “Huh? What? Why?” 
“Because it was framed!” 
“Ugh! DAD no!” Kate exclaimed. 
“Do you know why the belt got arrested? Because he held up a pair of pants.” 
“Oh goodness,” Kate said shaking her head. “Make it stop!” She covered her ears, but Dad knew she could still hear him.
He continued, a smile on his face. “A prisoner once dug a tunnel to get out of jail, and he emerged in a playground. He shouted ‘I’m free! I’m free!’ and a little kid shouted back, ‘So what? I’m four!’”
Kate cracked a smile. “Okay Dad, that's enough. Thanks for making me feel better.”
“I just wanted you to cell-ebrate,” Dad said. “Get it? CELL-ebrate?” 
Kate groaned, but she really was feeling better. “That helps, but it’s still so boring being in jail.” 
“Kate dear,” Mom said, “why don’t you stop complaining and do some homework?” 
“Wait! Nevermind!” Kate yelled. “It’s so weird- I’m not bored anymore.” 
“Too late dear. It’s like I tell you- if you say you're bored, it means you need to either do some schoolwork or some chores. We can't do any chores here, so why don’t you go ahead and do some homework? I’ll give you some long division problems and you can solve them.” 
“Boooo!” Kate said. 
“Kaaate,” Mom said in her Mom Voice. 
Kate sighed. “Sorry, Mom.” 
“Alright then, please solve this question: two hundred ninety-three divided by seven.” 
Kate groaned but pulled out her book and quill. Dad breathed a sigh of relief at finally getting a moment to think in peace. He went to the corner of his cell that was hardest to see from the outside and pulled a pick out of his inventory. He was grateful that the great pumpkin king or whatever he called himself didn’t seem to really understand what being a respawner meant. 
“Honey?” Dad said. 
“Yes, dear?”
“I’m going to have a look around, yell ‘avocado’ if the guard comes back, alright?” 
“Why would I yell avocado?”
“So I know the guards are coming.”
“Why wouldn’t I just tell you the guards are coming? They probably don’t even know what an avocado is.”
“Just do it, please?” Dad looked at her.
 
“Okay, be careful.” 
Dad popped a couple of cobblestone blocks in the back of his cell.
“Avocado!” Mom yelled.
Dad jumped, popped the blocks back in place and looked around. No guards.
Mom giggled like a schoolgirl. “Just a test!” Dad gave her a horrible version of ‘The Look’ and got back to mining.
After the cobblestone blocks, he had to chop through some wood blocks before coming out the other side into a strange room. Dad frowned. Like the rest of the mansion, this room was so dark and gloomy inside. It was a large room, with three huge bookshelves and a bunch of tables and chairs. 
Dad snuck around the corner and poked his head out into the hallway, then quickly pulled his head back in. Walking down the hallway was a zombie wearing a full set of iron armor. Not the kind of monster he wanted to fight right now. Not that he wanted to fight any monster right now.
He hoped the zombie hadn’t seen him and ran all the way to the other side of the room. “How can these zombies be here in the daytime?” Dad wondered to himself. 
He wandered around the room looking at the bookshelves. All the books were about pumpkins: how to grow them, their history. One was even called “Pumpkins: A Fruit or a Vegetable?”
“This place is really weird,” Dad mumbled.
There were no other exits, so he pulled out his axe and started chopping at the walls again. This time the wall broke and opened to a room containing a large map surrounded by wooden chairs.
Oh. And two vindicators and an evoker. 
“Hey!” the evoker shouted. Dad was glad it wasn’t the same creepy voice as the Great Gourd. “What are you doing!? GET HIM!” The evoker pointed at Dad. 
“Whoops!” Dad yelled and ran back through the hole he had created. He dashed as fast as he could back into his cell and spun around, placing a couple of cobblestone blocks into the wall, sealing himself back up.
He whistled innocently. 
Two vindicators charged into the jail room and looked in all the cells. Mom yelled, “Avocado!” Dad couldn’t help but smile.
“How did you do that?!” one asked, pointing at Dad. 
“Whistle?” Dad asked. “You just make a tiny hole with your mouth and blow air...”
“You got out of your cell!” 
“What are you talking about?” Dad asked, waving his hand around. “Does it look like anyone could get out of these cells?” 
The guard looked through the cell, then turned to the other guard. “Are we sure these people aren't enders?” 
The other guard shrugged. “They don’t have purple glowing eyes. What's that smell?” 
“Hey, yeah,” the first guard said, “what is that smell?” He left the window to Dad’s cell and went to inspect Mom’s. “HEY!” 
“Yes?” Mom asked. 
“How are you cooking in here!?” 
Mom shrugged. “Oh it’s easy, you put some coal in the furnace then add food.” 
The guard shook his head, “That’s not what I meant! There’s not supposed to be a furnace in there!” 
Mom shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. There is a furnace in here. Would you like some tasty cooked chicken?” 
The guard paused, then looked back to the other guard. “It smells fantastic.”
The other guard peeked down the hallway, then the other direction. “Is there enough for both of us?” 
“Oh yes!” Mom said before the first guard could answer. “I have plenty of food.” 
The other guard came up to the window, sniffing. “It sure smells good.” 
“It IS good!” Mom said. “If you let me out, I’ll give you some.” 
“Hey!” the first guard said. “We can’t let you out! The Great Gourd would turn us into pumpkins if we did that.” 
Mom chuckled. “Oh, I didn’t mean out for good, just let me out to serve you some of this delicious cooked chicken. Then you can put me right back in.” 
“I don’t know...” 
“What’s the harm? I’m just a gentle woman, how could I be of any threat to two obviously powerful vindicators like yourselves?” 
The first guard flexed. “She has a point.” 
The other guard nodded. “Alright, let her out. But just long enough to give us some food.” 
They opened the cell door and Mom walked out. “Oh, thank you, it's quite lonely in there.” She pulled out a cooked chicken from her inventory and handed it to the first guard. He took off his pumpkin helmet and began gobbling it down. Mom repeated the process with the other guard, who also ate the chicken.
“Why do you wear those?” Mom asked, pointing at the pumpkin helmets. 
“Mmmph hak maps momph,” the first guard said, and Mom sighed. 
“It’s not polite to talk with your mouth full,” she told him. 
The guard swallowed. “Oh, sorry about that. Anyway, we wear the pumpkin helmets to protect us from ender people. They destroyed the kingdom.” 
“That was delicious!” the other guard said. 
“Thank you!” Mom replied. “I’m happy you liked it. Are there a lot of ender people around here?” 
The guard both shook their heads. “We haven't ever seen one actually,” the first one said. 
“Is that why you thought my husband was an ender?” Mom asked. 
The guards both shrugged, then the second one spoke up. “I swear I saw him in the map room. Enders can teleport, so maybe it was him?” 
“HEY! What are you two doing with that prisoner!” a voice shouted from the hall. Mom turned to see an evoker. This one did not have glowing red eyes and she breathed a sigh of relief. 
The two guards jumped and quickly put their helmets on. “Sorry, sir!” guard number one said, as they escorted Mom back into the cell. “You should really try her cooking though, it's quite tasty.”




Chapter 16

 
Jack went deeper into the forest. Sure, he had found one rabbit, but that wasn’t nearly enough food. His luck power used a lot of energy, so he wanted to load up! “It’s a shame Mom’s captured.” Jack sighed. 
He came to an area where the trees were particularly thick and saw another set of red eyes pop out from behind a tree. “Finally! Shling, shling!” He equipped his dual swords. “Here bunny, bunny, bunny. The eyes focused on him and blinked. Then another set of eyes appeared.
And another.
And another.
And another.
Glowing red eyes popped up all around him and Jack gulped.
A rabbit shot out from the trees at him like a bullet and Jack used his luck power to dodge out of the way, the rabbit slamming into a tree behind him. Another rabbit flew at him, but Bruce tackled it midair like it was a fish Dad was reeling in. Another flew out and hit Jack, taking one of his hearts. 
Soon he found himself surrounded by red-eyed rabbits, and he shuddered. This was going to be a tough fight.
Rabbits shot out at him from all directions and Jack used his power to try to dodge them all. He rolled backwards out of the way of most of them, but there were just too many and another rabbit got a bite out of him. 
“Bruce! I’m sorry I yelled at you for eating that rotten flesh. I could really use a gas attack about now!” 
Jack swirled around in a circle. “Cyclone slash!” he shouted, his two blades flashing out to hit everything in front of him. He hit several bunnies, sending them flying, and lighting some on fire with the fire aspect. Bruce launched himself in the air like a flying shield to intercept a bunny with his diamond claws. 
Jack found himself in a cloud of poofing bunnies and rabbit meat, both cooked and raw as they just kept coming and coming. Luckily, he was able to collect cooked rabbit meat fast enough that he always had something to eat to help keep him healed. But they just kept coming, more rabbits than Jack had ever seen in his entire time playing Minecraft. 
He had to do something or he would be chewed up by these rabbits, and who knew if he would be able to get his weapons back. With a deep breath, he concentrated on his power for his next attack and tried to make it as strong as possible.
“SPINBLADE! LET IT RIP!” he screamed and spun about furiously, holding his blades out as he spun like a Beyblade. His power ate half of his hunger bar at once, and in his spinning, he made it through the crowd of bunnies unharmed, leaving behind him a wake of poof clouds and burning embers. 
He gasped for breath, and chowed down on another cooked rabbit, picking up everything that had fallen. He only had moments before the rabbits started respawning as zombunnies. He tried to stay and fight, but the zombunnies hit harder and could take more punishment.
“There’s too many!” Jack yelled to Bruce who was furiously dodging attacks from all angles. 
The poor cat was so beset by enemies he couldn’t even make use of his claws as it took all of his immense ninja skills simply to dodge. “Meow!” Bruce yelled. 
Jack scooped up the cat and ran deeper into the forest. “We have to lose them and buy ourselves enough time to get to the top of the trees!” Jack threw Bruce on his shoulder and was startled when a long, loud squeaking sound came out of his butt, right next to Jack’s ear.
“Yes!” Jack said, as a torrent of green gas trailed behind them in their run. “Try to follow us through that!”




Chapter 17

 
“Uhm, excuse me?” a vindicator guard said quietly as he knocked on the door to Mom’s cell. 
“Yes?” Mom asked. 
“Do you, uh...” the guard looked behind him, checking to see if anyone was nearby before whispering, “Do you have any more of that chicken?” 
Mom chuckled. “Of course, I have plenty!” She pulled a cooked chicken from her inventory and pushed it through the small window. 
The guard caught it, glancing every which way. “Thank you!” he whispered. “The only food we get here is raw vegetables. Evoker Gordon won't let us raid any villages for other food, and none of us know how to grow anything else.” 
“Oh, that's terrible!” Mom said. “Here, take another one, share it with your friends.” 
The guard took it, and if he smiled Mom couldn’t tell underneath the pumpkin mask. “Thank you! You have no idea how much...” he cut himself off, turning to the side and ran off down the hallway. Barely a few minutes later another guard came into the room, looking around to see if he was followed. 
A very similar exchange to the last one occurred, with the guard accepting some food and running off.
“Mom?” Kate asked as she watched all of this going on. 
“Yes, dear?” Mom asked. 
“What are you doing? You know they want to sacrifice us to make more of those totems of undying, right?” 
“Yes, I know. But I don’t think the normal people here want that, only that bad Mega Squash or whatever he’s calling himself.” 
“Yeah, so... they kind of all work for him. Plus, they are vindicators. They are bad guys,” Kate said. 
Mom sighed. “Just because they are bad guys, doesn’t mean they are BAD guys, you know what I mean?” 
“Did you just quote Wreck-it-Ralph?” Dad asked. 
“Hmph, maybe. Anyway, what I mean is this; these guys seem like they are being treated pretty badly here. Showing them some kindness could go a long way towards helping us,” Mom said. 
“But you know... sacrificing us?” Kate asked. 
“Don’t you worry about that,” Dad said. “We’ll get out of here before that happens. Even if we have to fight our way through every mob and illager in this place.” 
“But what about our animals?” Kate asked nervously. 
“Kate, sometimes we have to make hard decisions. I don’t know what this sacrifice thing the great pumpkin head is talking about, but to me, you and your brother and your mom come first before everything. Pets included.” 
Kate huffed, but said nothing. She knew Dad was right, and honestly, she liked hearing it, but it would break her heart if something happened to the animals she was supposed to be taking care of. Finally, she spoke, and her voice broke a little. “I know Dad, I just... why can't they just be nice?” 
“That’s why I am being overly nice,” Mom said. “I get the feeling it’s been a long time since these people have had anyone be kind. Maybe they will learn how from us.”




Chapter 18

 
“AAAAAAHHHH!” Jack screamed as he ran. 
“MEOOOOOOWWW!” Bruce screamed as well. 
Behind them, too close for comfort, an army of zombunnies chased them through the woods.
Jack was freaking out. He had never seen so many mobs in one place. There were so many he knew that if he respawned, he would never get his gear back, and he had awesome gear. So he just ran and ran. 
“This isn’t working! The forest is too big and we’re just attracting more of the stupid mutant bunnies!” Jack yelled to Bruce. “I’m going to try something different.” He chomped down a cooked rabbit, refilling his hunger bar all the way, and activated his power, thinking ‘escape escape escape.’ 
He had no idea if this was going to work, and just kept running, only to trip on the vines of a pumpkin patch. He rolled through the patch, crushing pumpkins and covering himself in pumpkin guts. He came to a stop as his head met an iron door. Looking up, he saw a small mine entrance made of cobblestone and shut with the same iron door that had stopped his run. He flicked the switch, opening the door, and ran in, looking for another switch to close the door behind him. He saw it, and hit it, slamming the door shut just in time. 
There was a loud THUMP followed by another, then another as a rabbit after rabbit slammed into the door, trying to get in. More and more of them hit the door, but thankfully, the iron door held.
Jack breathed a sigh of relief, his eyes closed as he laid against the door catching his breath.
“Uhm... hello?” a voice said, and Jack's eyes popped open. 
In front of him were two illagers, without pumpkin masks, sitting at a table in a small room eating dinner. The two looked like they were related, their features were so similar. One was a boy and one was a girl, and they each had a bowl of beetroot soup. “Just who do you think you are coming in here uninvited!?” the boy illager said, standing up from the table. 
“I’m...” Jack coughed, not having fully caught his breath from the run. “Uh, I’m Jack. Nice to meet you?” 
The two illagers stood up, looking threatening, but Jack wasn’t too worried. He had plenty of energy on his hunger bar and they weren’t armed, so he could probably take them. The rabbits continued to pound at the door outside. “Sorry,” Jack said, “I didn’t know this place was even here. I was being chased by a bunch of zombunnies and this was the only place I thought could be safe.” 
The boy illager looked at the girl, and the girl looked at the boy. “Zombunnies?” the girl asked. 
Jack shrugged. “Well, that’s what I’m calling them. Rabbits with red eyes that when you poof them turn into zombie rabbits. There’s... a lot of them out there.” 
The boy and girl both sighed and sat back down. “Yeah,” the boy said. “We knew. We haven't been able to leave here for a week because of those bunnies.” 
Jack cocked his head. “What do you mean?” 
“We are being punished,” the girl said. “We used to live in the mansion, but our leader, Evoker Gordon, kicked us out, said we could never return. He took our weapons and sent us out into the forest to die.” She waved at him, pointing to herself then the boy. “I’m Delilah, and this is Judah.” 
Jack's eyes got big. “Why would he do that?!” 
Delilah frowned. “We didn’t want to stay cooped up in the mansion anymore, hiding from ender people that may or may not be real.” 
“Well, that’s not the only reason,” Judah said. “We also started convincing some of the others that we should all leave. No one is very happy living there with monsters.” 
Delilah nodded. “Yeah, we just want to live like villagers. They seem to have it all. They get to go outside and grow things and have... privacy.” 
“Meow?” Bruce said and jumped off Jack’s shoulders. 
“What!?” Judah said, backing up a little. “You were wearing a cat?!” 
Jack chuckled. “This is Bruce, he’s the ultimate ninja kitty.” 
“What’s a ninja?” Delilah asked.
“What’s a kitty?” Judah asked.
Jack paused, about to go into an explanation, then shook his head. “It’s not important. Where are we? What is this place?” 
“This is a separate entrance to the mansion,” Judah said, pointing to the stairs behind him. “That leads to a tunnel into the main house. Nobody ever comes here, so we kind of... took it over.” 
Bruce walked to the table they were sitting at and jumped on it. Jack narrowed his eyes at the cat, hoping he wasn’t about to do something naughty.
“Yeah, this is where we live now, at least until someone remembers it's here and Evoker Gordon finds us and kicks us out again.” 
All of this gave Jack an idea. “You guys don’t really like that Gordon person, do you?” 
Delilah laughed. “That’s an understatement! He is cruel and obsessed with ender people, thinking they are around every corner. He has all the others afraid of them, too. He even kept me from... from my love.” 
“That’s why we... I mean they... have to wear pumpkin masks all the time,” Judah said. “He thinks that is the only way to stay safe.” Judah looked at Bruce who was sniffing the bowl of soup on the table. 
Jack raised his eyebrow at the cat. “Bruce... don’t you do it...” Bruce looked at Jack and tapped the bowl with his paw. Jack pointed at the cat. “Don’t do it!” Bruce looked Jack right in the eye and knocked the bowl of soup off the table. 
“Darn cat!” Jack yelled.




Chapter 19

 
“The sacrifice room is getting ready, heheheheh!” Evoker Gordon squealed as he entered the jail simply to gloat over the family. “Soon, I will turn you all into totems, and then I will be unstoppable! No ender will be able to defeat me!” 
“Um,” Kate said, “you know there aren’t any ender people around, don’t you? The kingdom is empty and the war is over.” 
“LIAR!” the evoker yelled at her. “You just want me to let down my guard!” 
“Hey now!” Dad yelled at him. “Don’t you call my daughter a liar.” 
“What are you going to do about it?” The evoker taunted, walking right up to Dad’s cell. 
“Look, we are being extremely patient with you,” Dad said, “but I have to warn you, we ARE powerful respawners. If we wanted to, we could destroy this whole mansion and everyone in it.” 
“Bahahehehe! You fool! I know about respawners. You can do nothing but come back after you’ve been poofed. Now pay for your insolence!” The evoker chanted something, and an off-white smoke poured from his hands, merging into the shape of a small, white humanoid with wings. “Punish him!” the evoker shrieked, pointing to Dad. 
The white creature flew straight at Dad’s cell, through the wall and immediately attacked Dad. Dad could easily have defeated this thing but didn’t want to put Dirtymud in any kind of danger, so he stood there and let it attack him. It hurt every time it hit him, as he flashed red as the feeling of its ghostly sword passed through him.
“Enough!” Evoker Gordon yelled, and the vex stopped attacking, fading away into nothingness. Gordon turned around and started walking out of the room, only to stop. “AHAHehehe!” he cackled. “Soon, SOON you will be sacrificed!” 
The family was left alone in their cells, watching as the evoker left. Mom was so angry she was red in the face. “That man is crazy. There is no saving him.” 
Dad nodded in agreement. “I know, dear, we just need to save our animals first. Then, the next time we go storming a dangerous location, we’ll make sure to leave them somewhere safe.” 
“I can’t believe how horrible that man is,” Kate said. “I wish Jack could save the pets already!”




Chapter 20

 
Jack helped Judah and Delilah clean up the mess Bruce had made. “I’m so sorry! Cats are weird sometimes,” Jack said. 
“It’s fine,” Judah said, as his stomach grumbled for missing his meal. 
Jack took out some of the cooked rabbit his Fire Aspect sword had made and handed it to him. “Here, this will probably be better than... beet soup,” Jack made a face, sticking his tongue out. Judah took it and wolfed it down. 
The small room was quiet except for the sound of the zombunnies continuing to bang against the door. Jack had been thoughtful this whole time, and finally worked up the courage to share with these poor illagers. “Evoker Gordon has my family in the mansion somewhere.” 
The illagers turned their heads towards him, curious. “I need to get them out, can you help?” 
“If we go back there, Evoker Gordon will send the monsters after us to tear us apart. He has some kind of power over them. He can control the monsters in the mansion, all of them. It’s one reason we wanted to leave. The monsters stink, and get in the way all the time, and there is no peace from them. He allows them to wander through every room and go wherever they want,” Delilah said. 
Judah nodded. “Yeah, there's nothing like waking up to a zombie peering over your bed.” He shuddered. 
“Well, you wouldn’t have to go with me, just tell me if he has any weaknesses, or what I can do to stop him,” Jack said. 
Judah thought about that for a while. “Well, there is something you could do. Before we were sent out here to die, the others in the mansion were THIS close-” he held up his fingers to show a tiny space between them- “to mutiny. We wanted to kick him out, but most of them were too afraid to act. If you can get into the mansion and find Evoker Hudson, you could tell him we’re still alive and to come down the escape tunnel. He could round up all the rest of the residents that want away from him and his crazy pumpkin obsession.” 
“That’s a great idea!” Delilah said. “If you could do that, we wouldn’t have to be alone anymore, and we could fight back the rabbit menace! Then, maybe you could deliver a message to Evoker Hudson...? Tell him I miss him.” A heart floated up above her head.  
Judah nodded. “Ugh, yeah, find us some weapons, too, so we can fight those darn rabbits.” 
Jack thought about it. “Okay, so I need to find Evoker Hudson. What does he look like?”
“He’s tall and dark and... dreamy,” Delilah fluttered her eyelashes.
If Judah rolled his eyes any further back in his head, they would have gotten stuck. “He looks like an evoker.”
“Oh!” Delilah said. “He likes to take his helmet off a lot. No one likes wearing the stinky pumpkin masks, but most are afraid to take them off in case Evoker Gordon catches them. He once sent a horde of zombies after someone that took their helmet off. Evoker Hudson does it though, he isn’t afraid of Evoker Gordon.” 
Jack nodded. “Alright, is there anything else?” 
The two of them thought about it for a bit, then shrugged. “Not unless you can turn yourself into an enderman. Evoker Gordon is convinced they are everywhere and would freak out. Who knows what he might do?” 
That gave Jack an idea.




Chapter 21

 
“Alright, so, please don’t freak out,” Jack said. “I'm going to do something weird.” 
The two illagers looked at each other. “Whaaaa-” Judah started but cut off as Jack mined a hole in the roof. Their mouths fell open in shock. 
“What are you doing?!” Delilah yelled. 
“I’m going to go get something, I'll be right back.” Jack threw out a few blocks so he could reach the hole in the ceiling and climbed out. He walked towards the front of the small building and looked down. In front of the door were dozens and dozens of red-eyed rabbits and zombunnies. “Wow. There are a lot of bad bunnies out here!” he shouted into the hole, then he jump-stacked a tower, taking him to the leaves of the trees, carved his way through and climbed on top. Once he was on top of the trees and safe from the rabbits, he jumped-stacked a tower of dirt tall enough so he could find the escape tunnel and set off towards the treehouse. 
Bruce followed him, flipping and cartwheeling as he went. “Show off,” Jack told the cat. 
“Meow purr,” Bruce said. 
They reached the treehouse and Jack went straight into his parents’ room. He found what he wanted exactly where he’d left it: Mom’s shulker box. He opened it up and looked through the inventory. “Here we go!” he said, finding the black dye. He pulled out some iron and leather from his inventory and crafted up a set of leather armor. 
Using the iron, he quickly built a cauldron and placed it. He was annoyed that all the buckets of water the family had were in Dirtymud’s saddle bags, so he took the bottles of water Mom had in her shulker box and emptied them into the cauldron, filling it up. Finally, he dumped the black dye into the cauldron, which immediately turned the water black. 
Jack began dipping his new leather armor in the water. After each piece was dyed, he put it on and looked down at himself. “Okay, I look really, really cool.” His entire outfit was black, like a ninja- or an enderman. “I don’t know if this will work, but it’s worth a try!”
He turned to leave then stopped, looking back in the room. He had placed the cauldron smack in the middle of the floor with the dyes scattered all over. He wondered if Mom would mind. Probably not since he was saving the day and all. With a shrug he left.
The run back to the escape tunnel was different. Jack felt lighter and faster now that he was in leather armor instead of iron. He practiced a few flips and somersaults off the trees, finding it was much easier. 
“All I had to do was get out of the metal armor to move more like a ninja?!” he asked himself. “Why didn’t I try this sooner!?” Jack and Bruce flipped and cartwheeled across the trees towards his dirt tower marker. When he got there, he jumped down the hole, startling Judah and Delilah. 
“AAAAAH!” Delilah shrieked. “An enderman! They ARE real!” She backed up against the wall. 
“YAAAAAH!” Judah yelled, charging at Jack with his fists raised. “Stay away from me and my sister!” 
Jack jumped backwards, doing a flip and putting some space between the two of them. “Hold on! Judah! It’s me, Jack!” Judah stopped, and Jack took off his helmet. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten you. But I guess it means this outfit worked.” 
Judah looked at him, then looked closer. “Yeah I mean, if you hadn’t startled us, I might have recognized you, but all I saw was a black creature coming towards us and enderman was the first thing that ran through my mind.” 
“Me too!” Delilah said. “If you could do that again, I’m sure you would freak out Evoker Gordon!”
“That’s what I wanted to hear!” Jack said. “Now, it’s time to start a mutiny!”




Chapter 22

 
Jack walked down the long tunnel towards the mansion. The tunnel was surprisingly well lit, and he wondered if Judah and Delilah had done that. The amount of light in it would prevent monsters from spawning. It was a really long walk, though. He could barely make out the other end of the cobblestone tunnel. 
“Alright Bruce, we are going to do some real ninja stuff once we get in there,” he told the cat. 
“Meow meow purr,” Bruce said, running and doing a wall jump onto Jack's head. 
“We need to sneak around and try our best to not be seen. Judah and Delilah said there's a ton of monsters, and if we don’t find that other evoker, all the illagers will attack us as well.” 
“Meow,” Bruce said. 
“I know we will end up in a fight or two, but we need to be focused, you know. No more attacking giant wool statues!” 
“Purr purr,” Bruce said, his tail swishing in apology. 
Jack pet the kitty. “It’s okay, let’s just sneak and kick butt!” 
“Meow MEOW!” Bruce said. 
They came to the end of the hallway and to a set of stairs. The stairs led up to another iron door, but this one didn’t have a switch on the side he was on. “Huh, I guess it makes sense to make it harder to get in since this is supposed to be an escape tunnel.” Jack mumbled and thought about the best way to get past the door. 
“I could break it down, but that might be pretty loud. OH! I know.” He pulled out a crafting box and quickly made a level and affixed it next to the door. He looked through the window to make sure nothing was in the room and flipped the switch. The door opened and he walked through, only to be attacked by a zombie that had been out of sight next to the wall. 
“Yikes!” he shouted, then covered his mouth trying not to be loud. “Get him, Bruce!” 
Bruce leapt off Jack and landed on the zombie claws out. Between Bruce’s claws and Jack’s sword, they poofed the zombie quickly. Jack looked all around hoping nobody had overheard their brief battle.
They were in a large empty room with an entrance to a hallway, and another huge wool sculpture, this time the face of an illager, on the opposite wall. “It’s just a statue Bruce, leave it alone,” Jack said to the cat. 
Bruce swished his tail in embarrassment. Jack ran to a corner of the room and jump-stacked a tower of blocks, then started crouch-building a walkway against the wall as high into the ceiling as he could get. He plunked down his shulker box quickly and pulled out the diamond axe and pick. He wanted to be able to mine the walls as fast as possible if he needed to. 
An illager in a pumpkin mask crossed through the hallway and Jack held his breath, hoping he wouldn’t be noticed. The illager walked right on by and Jack let out his breath. “Whew! This plan just might work after all. It’s a good thing they have those pumpkin masks on, it makes it harder for them to notice us.” 
Jack crept along the ceiling, building his catwalk as he went, until he came to the spot where the hallway would be. As quietly as he could, he chopped into the wood. Thankfully his diamond axe made quick work of the wood block. It was still louder than he wanted, but this was going to be his best way to sneak around. The wood popped and he collected the blocks before they could fall and leave a trace. 
He was in the hallway now- a hallway littered with monsters. There were zombies and skeletons galore. Thankfully, none of them had red eyes. It was time to explore this mansion, find his family, his pets, and the evoker that Judah and Delilah thought might be helpful. Jack didn’t really want to poof anyone if they were all being forced to stay here against their will. 
His mind wandered to Alex, the illager he had rescued along with Birgitta from the pillager outpost. Alex had turned out to be a good guy who just wanted to live a normal life. If what Judah and Delilah said was true, that was what these illagers wanted, too. He couldn’t very well hurt them if they just wanted a better life. How many people were stuck being the bad guy even though that wasn’t what they wanted for their life? Mom was right- he needed to get to know people before he passed judgement based on who he thought they were.
It was odd to think about it like that though. Jack was used to illagers simply being the bad guys and attacking on sight. He continued making his skyway catwalk to explore the other rooms. He had a lot of ground, er, ceilings, to cover. 
A sudden sound from down below caught his attention, and he took a peek over the edge. A zombie had noticed him and was groaning and shuffling towards him. A pumpkin-masked illager was in the room next to it, and Jack was worried the zombie would attract their attention. The zombie shuffled until it was directly beneath him, then continued walking, right into the wall.
Jack had never been happier that zombies were stupid than this moment, when the zombie continued to walk into the wall, banging its head over and over as if it thought it could climb the wall to get to him. He laughed to himself and continued down the hall.




Chapter 22

 
There was a set of guards posted outside the hallway entrance to the jail to keep a lookout for the Great Gourd. They didn’t want to get caught. “You mean this kind of food is available all the time out there?” one guard asked Mom. They had opened the door to her cell again, but this time instead of letting her out they had gone into her cell, to watch her cook and prepare food for them all. 
Mom was being cautious and not using her power- too much, anyway. She didn’t want them to see what she could do, so she was cooking up a storm. She had installed several more furnaces and was constantly checking on things in them and handing the finished food out to the collection of guards who had come by to eat. 
“Oh yes, this kind of food is widely available. You really only get to eat raw vegetables?” Mom asked. 
The guard nodded. “The Great Gourd says that there should be no other competition for the greatness of pumpkins, and we must constantly eat the other vegetables until only pumpkins are around.” 
Mom made a face. “That is truly very odd. For one thing, more vegetables will always grow, and for another, what will you eat if only pumpkins are left?” 
That stopped the guards, locking them up in confusion. “Hey, yeah!? What will we eat?” 
Mom made a show of looking all around, then lowered her voice to a quiet whisper. “Have you ever TRIED a pumpkin pie?” 
The guards all gasped, several taking steps back. Mom didn’t get to find out the answer to that question because the guards posted on the outside suddenly started whisper-shouting. “He’s coming!”
The guards in Mom’s cell dashed out of the room, slamming the door just in time as the Great Gourd appeared around the corner. 
“Yeah! Don't let me catch you doing that again!” one guard yelled at Mom. 
Mom played along. “I’m sorry sir, I’ll be good.” 
The Great Gourd looked at the collected group of his guards. “What are you all doing here! Get back to work you fools! Who’s watching their animals?” He smacked the back of the head of the closest one. “Get out there or I'll feed you to the creepers!” 
The guards dispersed, but the Great Gourd made some of them stay. “Not you! How can you be this dumb!? I need you to escort our prisoners to the RITUAL ROOM! HEHEhehehahahah!!!”
The Great Gourd spun around, and started off, expecting his guards to follow him. They looked distraught and torn but unlocked the cells and forced the family out of them anyway.




Chapter 23

 
Jack had explored almost the entire first floor. His catwalk was working wonderfully, his biggest concern was running out of dirt at this point. He shrugged; he could always use stone to continue his trek.
The sheer number of mobs in the mansion worried him. There were way more mobs than illagers. He didn’t know how many illagers were supposed to be in one of these mansions, but he hadn’t come across many. 
He explored the last room on the side of the hallway he was on, and his eyes widened when he saw Dirtymud, Lady Starbeam, and Fang all together. They were in a room lined with fences, and a checkerboard pattern in grey and black carpet on the floor. The arch he had carved to get through led to a small ledge that contained a chest in it as well. 
Jack was surprised that there were no guards here, but that gave him an idea. As quick as he could, he hopped down to the ground, and filled in the entrance to the room with wood blocks he had mined from the mansion, floor to ceiling. He climbed back up to his catwalk to look at his handiwork. It was as if the room had never existed and was simply a regular old wall lining the hallway. He smiled and dusted off his hands.
His neck snapped behind him as he heard people moving. Suddenly it made sense why there had been no guards because a stream of them came out of a room down the hall he hadn’t explored yet. 
There was some shouting going on and Jack strained to listen but couldn’t make out any words. He moved closer along his catwalk but froze as a pair of guards headed his way. He quickly slipped back into the room through his ceiling entrance, frantically waiving for Bruce to follow. Bruce moved painfully slow. Why do cats never do what you need them to? “Hurry up, you darn cat!” he whispered, and the second his last paw was through, Jack popped a block in the hole to remain hidden and pressed himself as tightly against the wall as he could, listening hard.
“Hey!” Jack heard from outside. “Where are the animals? Where is the room?”  
“Uh oh,” the other guard said, “I swear it was right here.” 
“This mansion is so big, it’s too easy to get lost in. We must be in the wrong wing. We better find those animals, or the Great Turd will have us fed to the monsters.” 
“You better not let him hear you call him that or he will feed you to them for sure!” The voices faded as they ran down the hall. Jack breathed a sigh of relief and smirked to himself. “Well, that worked.”
He jumped down and gave Dirtymud, Fang and even Lady quick hugs. “We’ll get you guys out of here soon; I promise. But this is the safest place right now.” Fang panted, then licked Bruce. 
Bruce made a face and bopped the friendly wolf on the nose. Fang barked and chased after him, and soon the two of them were running around with the zoomies, tucking their butts beneath them and running as fast as they could around the room. “Fang! Bruce! Quiet!” Jack whisper-screamed, afraid the animals would cause too much noise. “Come on you darn cat!” Jack said as clambered back up to the loft. “We still need to find our family.”
He almost left without checking the chest, but he remembered just in time. He concentrated on his power, using just a bit before opening it. 
Inside he found a chainmail chestplate, a couple buckets and a name tag. “Man, this power is so cool! I can’t wait to tell Dad!” 
He collected the items and headed back out on the catwalk, his cat trailing behind him.
He left just in time to see his family, being led by several guards, as they headed towards the stairs.
He gasped and covered his mouth with his hand to make sure he didn’t make any noise. But Dad had looked up at the sound, saw Jack, and smiled. He winked and Jack gave him a thumbs up.




Chapter 24

 
Dad saw Jack hunched up on some kind of ledge he had built on the ceiling. He smiled, proud of his boy.
What was more important, though, was Dad had remembered the hallway, and could tell Jack had boarded up the room with the animals in it. He winked at the boy and turned around to make sure nobody else saw him. “Where are you taking us!?” he shouted to gather everyone’s attention to himself. 
“Eheheh! You are going to the ritual room, to be turned into a totem of undying! It will make me powerful enough to never fear an ender ever again!” the Great Gourd shouted, then smacked a guard on the back of the head. “Faster fools! The zombies are hungry, and I’m sure you would be delicious!” 
The guards grumbled but picked up speed. They shoved the family up the stairs, prodding them with the butt of their axes. “I’m sorry about this,” Dad heard one of them whisper to Mom. 
“It’s alright, I understand you have someone very difficult in charge. Of course, you should never have to follow orders that make you uncomfortable and a good leader wouldn’t do that to their followers,” Mom said. 
The guard was quiet at those words and Mom had to hide a smile. She hoped her plan would work, and Kate and Dad could see that violence wasn’t always necessary. They were pushed and prodded until they arrived at a smaller room with several stone benches, a stone central area with a lectern, and a large window. 
“You fools stand at the door.” The Great Gourd pointed at two of the illagers. “If they try to escape, cut them down. You-” he pointed to the other guard- “get your axe out. If they make a move while I am performing the ritual, hit the girl with it!”
The Great Gourd turned towards the lectern where he started waving his hands around, magic swirls coming off them. The guard looked at his axe, then at the family, then at his axe again, and lowered the point to the ground, unsure of how to act. 
Dad growled at the Great Gourd’s comment and whispered out the side of his mouth. “I saw Jack, I think he protected the animals, but I can’t be sure. How long are we going to let this go on?” 
Mom whispered back. “We won’t let him complete whatever this ritual is, but let’s see what’s happening.” 
Dad sighed and hugged Kate. “Get ready,” he said.
Kate nodded nervously.




Chapter 25

 
Jack knew he was almost out of time. He wanted to find that other evoker, but it looked like the red-eyed pumpkin head was moving things along. He quickly mined a hole in the wall to the outside and crafted a path out. He sealed up the hole and jump-stacked blocks until he was at the second level. 
“Alright Bruce, we are going to have to be quick. We’re going to make a path past all the windows to see if we can find them. Get ready for a fight!” 
“Meow, grrrrr, hiss,” Bruce said, extending his diamond claws.
Jack ducked so he wouldn’t fall off his path, and as fast as he could, began placing blocks. He peeked his head into every window he came across, and it wasn’t until the fifth one that he saw what he was looking for.
Through the glass, he saw his family. They stood behind the Great Gourd, who was casting some kind of magical spell. 
He moved back a little to make sure he was out of sight, jump-stacked to the roof, and activated his power, concentrating on finding a block that would be in the same room. The tingle began and Jack got out his axe, chopping a block in the ceiling. As soon as the block poofed, Jack jumped down the hole. Through sheer luck he landed directly in front of the Great Gourd.
“Boo!” Jack yelled. 
The Great Gourd screeched so loud and high pitched the glass window shattered. “AN ENDERMAN! KILL IT! KILL IT! KILL IT!” He ran screaming out of the room. “GUARDS! GUARDS! TO BATTLE STATIONS!” The guards all had their axes out now, but they were shaking in their boots when they saw Jack, dressed in all black, the color of night. 
“RAAAAAAA!!!!” Jack screamed, waving his arms around, trying his best to hide his smile. The guards by the doorway turned and ran tripping over each other in their effort to get away, and the one closest to them fainted. Bruce trotted over and sat on his head.
Jack threw his head back and laughed. “That worked better than I thought it would!” 
“JACK!” Mom and Kate shouted, and swarmed him with a hug. 
Jack grinned, happy to see his family. “Boy, what a day, huh?”
“Happy birthday, Jack!” Mom said, squeezing him tight.
Jack eyed his mom. “What?”
“I’m a horrible mother and I think we missed your birthday!” Mom looked like she might cry.
“Let’s talk about this some other time, Mom,” Jack said, very confused.
“Did you find the animals?” Kate asked, her eyebrows creased with worry. 
Jack nodded. “I did. I think they should be safe where they are. I boarded up the room they’re in, and unless the illagers know how to mine, they should be fine.” 
Kate breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Jack.” She gave her brother a hug, which only lasted about 4 seconds before Jack had enough and slipped out of it.
“Good job, son.” Dad ruffled Jack’s hair.
“Have you figured out where the ender pearl is yet?” Jack asked. 
Dad laughed. “All we’ve done is stay in our cell.” 
“They put us in a dungeon!” Kate said. 
“We did make some friends, though,” Mom said, “so I should probably tell you we will not fight these illagers if we don’t have to.” 
“Oh good!” Jack said. “I ran into some out in the woods and they told me that most of them in here just want to go and live like villagers, but the Great Gourd won’t let them. They said he’s really mean and feeds them to the monsters when they make him angry. He sounds like a jerk.” 
Mom gasped. “Jack! We don’t call names.”
Jack eyed his mom.
“Well, okay. You’re not wrong. He is bad news. But the rest of them might be okay, and we need to try to help them.” 
“That’s what I love about you, honey,” Dad said. “You always want to help people.”




Chapter 26

 
The guard woke, and Mom helped him up. “Please don’t eat me, Mr. Enderperson,” he spluttered to Jack. 
Jack laughed. “I’m not really an ender! I was sent here by Judah and Delilah. They are still alive!” 
The guard was so shocked he fell back on his butt. “They are?!” he asked. 
Jack nodded. “They told me about your situation, and we can help.” He gestured towards his family. “We can stop the Great Gourd and give you your freedom. We can even take you to a village that needs people. You can start the life you want to live.” 
“You can?” the guard asked, his face lighting up like Christmas morning.
“We can?” Kate asked. 
“We can,” Jack said, then looked at Kate. “It’s not like the villages around the castle are doing any good. They’re all vacant, it’s perfect!” 
“That’s a wonderful idea, Jack!” Mom said. 
The guard took off his pumpkin helmet, throwing it to the ground. “I’m done with this stupid thing, and with the Great Gourd altogether! If you guys say you can help, then I’m on your side.” 
Dad reached out and shook the guard’s hand. “It’s good to meet you then, what’s your name?” 
The illager smiled awkwardly as he looked at his hand in Dad’s. “I’m Kevin, it’s good to meet you, too.” 
“Alright everyone,” Jack said. “We need to round up all the illagers that want to leave and help them escape. Then we are going to tear this place down until we find the ender pearl, and make the Great Gourd pay for what he’s done.” 
“That was an inspiring speech,” Kate said with a smirk. 
“Uhm, before we go,” Jack said. “Dad, you should probably change out of your gold armor. You know it’s not very strong, right?” 
Dad gasped. “Don’t you listen to him!” he said as he rubbed his golden chestplate. “I’ll never put you away.” 
Mom rolled her eyes. “Could you at least get out your shield, honey?” 
Dad nodded, equipping his shield. Kate got out her crossbow, and Mom took out her specially made shield as well. Bruce licked his paw, diamond claws glowing. Jack pulled out a sword, “Shling-” then another sword- “And shling. Let’s go get that pumpkin master!” 
They left the room, weapons at the ready, and headed to the stairs, pumped up and ready to defeat the bad guy. But they were immediately beset by an entire squad of pumpkin-headed illagers with axes.




Chapter 27

 
“HALT RIGHT THERE!” one illager said, an evoker in a pumpkin mask. “Not another step further or we will cut you down! I don’t know how you hid your animals, but we WILL find them, and the Great Gourd has ordered we turn them into fertilizer for the pumpkin patch.” 
Kate bristled at this, raising her crossbow, but Jack stopped her. “Evoker Hudson? Is that you?” 
The evoker was surprised, and a little taken off guard. “Do... do I know you, enderperson?” He squinted as if trying to recognize Jack’s face.
Jack shook his head. “No, you don’t know me, and I’m not an ender. I was told to let you know that Judah and Delilah are alive.” 
The evoker was stunned, unable to speak for several moments. “Do you speak the truth? Judah and Delilah live?” 
Jack nodded. “I saw them with my own eyes. They wanted me to tell you it’s time to fight back against the Great Gourd. We can help you.” 
“How can I believe you?” Hudson asked, his brow low over his eyes. 
Jack shrugged. “I don’t know, that’s up to you. I met them outside the castle, and they asked that I find you specifically.” 
Mom stepped up, keeping her shield in front of her. “Evoker... Hudson was it? You’ve seen us, you saw how even though you captured us, we fed you and treated you well. We don’t mean you any harm, we just want to go home.” 
The evoker paused. “You have been kind to my men. You gave them lots of food they had never had before.” 
“Yeah! It was good, too!” one guard said. 
“I’d like more!” another said. 
“Me too!” said another. 
Kevin strode up, his axe low by his leg. “I’ve chosen to trust these people. Even though we stole their animals and took them as prisoners, they have been nothing but kind to us. They’ve given me no reason not to trust them. Judah and Delilah were cast out because they dared to question the Great Gourd, well, if they are still alive then it means their dream is, too! Down with the Great Gourd!” He pumped his hand in the air. 
The guards all cheered, and took off their helmets, throwing them to the ground and stomping them into orange, squishy slush. “DOWN WITH THE GREAT GOURD!” they cheered. 
Evoker Hudson moved closer to Jack. “You saw her? Delilah? Was she okay?” he asked, his voice low.
Jack nodded. “She said she misses you.” 
A heart floated above Evoker Hudson. “I miss her, too. I have to get free of this place to be with her.”
“Come on everyone!” Dad shouted. “With all of us, the Great Gourd doesn’t stand a chance!”




Chapter 28

 
They stormed down the stairs as a group, nearly twenty of them all together, everyone equipped with weapons and armor. They felt unstoppable.
But they were stopped.
When they got to the bottom of the stairs, an army of monsters met them, with the Great Gourd standing behind them. 
“SO!” the Great Gourd shouted, “you have decided to throw in with the enemy, to betray ME! Your rightful ruler! The Lord of the Patch, the Master of the Pumpkin, the GREAT GOURD!” He was waving his hands around like a crazy person as he screamed. 
Jack snuck back up the stairs, trusting his parents could handle the situation. “Come on, Bruce,” he whispered. “I have an idea.” 
The Great Gourd continued his rant. “YOU have NO idea how hard I have WORKED to keep the enders AWAY! Then you went and BROUGHT one into MY house! ALL of you will become fertilizer for my wondrous pumpkins and only THE MONSTERS will be by my side! YOU who have be-” He was cut off by a pumpkin pie hitting him square in the face. 
Every illager and Kate and Dad turned to look at Mom, who was holding another pie in her hand, aimed at the Great Gourd. “What?” Mom said, “he’s REALLY annoying.” 
“GET THEM!!” the Great Gourd screamed, his red eyes glowing even brighter. The monsters surrounding him attacked at once. The Great Gourd wiped pumpkin pie off his pumpkin mask. “DESTROY THEM ALL!” he screamed in an ear-splitting pitch. 
“Everyone! Form two lines!” Dad yelled. “Mom, Kate, and Hudson in the back; you guys lay down fire. You vindicators, form up and make a wall to protect them!” 
There was a bit of chaos as the illagers listened to Dad and tried to figure out the best way to accomplish what he asked. Soon enough, they got the hang of it and formed a line. Kate fired shot after shot into the enemy ranks, three arrows at a time firing from her enchanted crossbow. 
Hudson summoned multiple vexes and sent them flying into the oncoming horde. The vexes flew through them, slashing with their swords and flashing monsters red wherever they hit. Several times the vexes’ swords hit mobs that had been struck by Kate’s arrows, and poofed them. 
Mom stood ready with food to give to anyone that was hurt, wishing she could do more. She wondered if there was a way she could throw something from her inventory to hurt or distract the huge force of monsters, but couldn’t come up with anything. 
The horde took damage as it charged, but there were way more monster than illagers, and no matter how many fell to vindicator axes or to Kate’s arrows, it seemed like there was always more. 
“CREEPER!” a vindicator yelled, as one charged their line. 
Dad broke rank to slam into the creeper with his shield, pushing it back slightly. He ducked behind his shield as the creeper flashed and was protected from the explosion. The mobs around the creeper, however, were not, and it took out several of its allies with the attack. 
Dad was out of the line now though, and in the open. Enemies swarmed him, and he swung his sword left and right. His armor was being depleted quickly, and with a frustrated growl he chomped down a cooked beef, opened his inventory, and replaced his golden chestplate with his enchanted iron one. “You’re going to regret making me change out of my shinies!” he yelled to no monster in particular, as he ducked behind his shield to avoid a zombie’s attack. 
Dad had to chomp down another cooked beef; his hearts were disappearing quickly. While the line of vindicators was doing decent damage to the mobs, they couldn’t get through to him. Mom grimaced, then her face lit up with an idea. “Dad! Take this! Use it like Jack!” she shouted as she threw her shield to him. 
Dad snatched the shield off the ground and replaced his sword with it. He laughed as it worked; now he was double protected, hardly taking any hits. Sure, he couldn’t do any damage, but using two shields would be great when combined with his taunt ability.
He sucked in a giant breath. “COME AND GET SOME!” he shouted, taunting all the enemies close by. Every mob’s head turned, and they swarmed him, surrounding him like ants on a sugar cube.




Chapter 29

 
Dad was excited to see that his taunt had freed up the vindicators, giving them some breathing room. He huddled behind his two shields, taking hardly any damage from the few attacks that made it through. Sure, he could barely move now, but his forces should have a few moments to wreak havoc on the mobs. 
“Hold on, Dad!” Kate yelled. “Get ready for this!” She used a firework arrow on her crossbow and launched it directly into the swarm of mobs on Dad. Three exploding arrows launched out, the center one hitting square on the zombie pounding Dad’s shield. The explosion lanced out, poofing a handful of mobs all at once. 
Dad grit his teeth at the explosion, thankful that he was behind his shield, but he still felt the push of power, the heat that burned from it, and smelled the smoke. Kate was a force to be reckoned with. Dad saw Mom moving up and down the line of vindicators, passing out food to keep them healed. Mom was great at seeing who was hurt the most and working to boost them up. She had found her perfect position within the party. Nothing would suit her more.
She couldn’t save everyone, though, and holes were forming in their line from vindicators that had been poofed. Dad set off another taunt and the surge of enemies came at him again, allowing Mom enough time to heal as many as she could. 
Dad felt like a tank in his shields, like nothing could take him down and he grinned. Maybe he had found his perfect role within the party, too.
“OW!” he yelped as a handful of skeleton archers came out of a hallway, firing at their group. Several of the arrows had gone through cracks in his defense and struck right in his butt. “SERIOUSLY?!” Dad shouted. “How is that even possible?!” 
“YOU can’t HOPE to defeat ME!” the Great Gourd shouted from where he cowered behind his monsters. “I have more monsters at my command than there are seeds in a pumpkin!” He waved his hands and several vexes appeared, flying out of thin air towards their group. 
“NO!” Dad yelled, wishing he could do more, but was surprised when Evoker Hudson’s vexes crashed into the Great Gourd’s, preventing them from attacking their group. 
“You know one difference between you and ME?!” the Great Gourd shrieked. “I don’t CARE if I hurt my TEAM!” He waved his hands in the air again, and great gnashing mouths full of teeth came shooting out of the ground in a wave, biting and injuring the mobs in front of him. The teeth clicked and clacked as they tore through the ground, chomping closed on Dad's feet, passing him and poofing a vindicator. “HAHAHeheheh!” The Great Gourd laughed maniacally. 
“We can’t keep up with this!” Evoker Hudson shouted, “there’re too many of them, and I can’t use my chomping spell with allies in the way!” 
Mom didn’t know what to do. She didn't have a power that was good in combat, she didn’t like fighting and simply wasn’t good at it. She was worried for her new allies, that they would all get poofed by this maniac, or that he would sacrifice one of them to make a totem of undying. She thought quickly about all the things they had done while in this world, wondering what options they had. 
An idea struck her, and she almost smacked her head in frustration. They were respawners! They could build better than anyone living, they had built highways in the sky and castles in the sand. A serious look overcame her, and she moved into the line of vindicators.
“I’ll build a funnel! Get ready!” As fast as she could, she placed blocks of stone in front of her vindicators, building a small wall. 
She built it up two-blocks high, just tall enough to prevent the enemy from getting through.
“Come on, honey! Get back here!” she shouted as she jumped to the other side of the hallway and repeated her build. She finished with a grin as she saw the strength of her creation. The enemy could only come one at a time through the gap.
She had bought them time and helped save lives.




Chapter 30

 
Jack ran up the stairs as fast as he could and activated his power. He wanted to find the perfect place to repeat his earlier trick of falling through a well-placed hole.
His power led him to a spot but before he could do anything about it, skeletons came out of the rooms around the hall, their bony hands seeking his flesh. “Oh no you don’t!” Jack yelled as he jump-stacked dirt blocks to stand on top of a tower tall enough that they couldn’t hit him. 
He popped open his inventory and dug around for what he needed. He got a huge, sly grin on his face when he found it.
Gunpowder and sand.
He quickly placed more dirt blocks to give himself some room to work, placed a crafting table, and pulled out his gunpowder. He had enough for one TNT block, and he was going to bring down the house. Er, mansion.
“Alright Bruce, it’s your time to shine. I need you to distract those skellies long enough for me to blow this TNT up.” 
“Meow HISS!” Bruce said, flexing his claws. He was ready for some action! 
“Hold on!” Jack said, offering Bruce some rotten flesh he had picked up. “Eat this first.” He tossed it to Bruce, who snatched it out of the air, a bit of drool flying off and hitting Jack in the face. “Gross!” Jack said, wiping the kitty spit from near his mouth. “I’ll never understand why you like that stuff so much. It smells like, well, like rotten flesh.”
Bruce gobbled down the rotten flesh as if it were as tasty as a fresh fish and Jack tossed him another, then another and Bruce ate them all like the greedy cat he was. In no time at all, Bruce’s tummy made a horrible sound and Jack knew it was time. “Alright, Bruce. GO GET EM!” 
“MEOW!” Bruce yelled as he leapt off the platform onto the head of the first skeleton. He bounced off like a pinball, flipping in the air and landing claws first on another skeleton. He sliced and scratched this one like a chainsaw with his diamond claws. The skeleton poofed, and Bruce plummeted to the ground, right underneath the swing of a zombie. 
Bruce ran up the zombie’s arm and slashed its head with his diamond claws. Jack smirked as he watched his ninja cat tear these mobs apart like they were made of paper.
He jumped down, placed the TNT block right where his power had told him to, and hit it with his fire aspect sword. 
The TNT flashed and Jack leapt backward to avoid the explosion.
“Get out of there, Bruce!” he yelled. Bruce bounced off a skeleton, leading the few remaining skeletons right into the blast. The explosion destroyed the skeletons, showering the room in with little pieces of bones, and leaving a huge, gaping hole right above the Great Gourd. 
Jack leapt down the hole, landing right behind the Great Gourd. He planned on hitting him with a double backstab to see if he could take the boss out in one hit, but forgot to use his power of luck to help his aim, and a vex flew into the path of his blade, poofing away in critical hit stars, making Jack miss the Great Gourd. 
“YOU!” the Great Gourd screamed, whirling to see Jack behind him. 
“ME!” Jack yelled back. “And you know what else?”
The Great Gourd paused, confused for a moment. “What?” he said in the most normal voice he’d used all day. 
“SUPER KITTY GAS BOMB!” Jack yelled, throwing Bruce at the Great Gourd. The evoker ducked, and Bruce flew right over his head. 
“HAHAHeheheh! YOU MISSED, FOOL!” the evoker yelled. “Your one big play and you MISSED!”
Jack smirked. “I wasn’t aiming for you.” 
The evoker spun around to witness a horrible sight. The rotten flesh had finally had its effect on Bruce, and the cat’s eyes crossed as he let out the hugest, nastiest, greenest fart he had ever had. 
Jack saw the horrified looks on his family’s face through the gap in their wall, then Mom quickly placed some blocks, sealing it off. “Get back! Run away!” he heard her yelling. 
“What have you DONE!?” The Great Gourd yelled at Jack. His eyes were wide as he watched the gas float over and settle down around his mobs. They looked like Christmas lights as they flashed green from poison then red from the damage of the poison. 
“I’ll have your HEAD for this!” The Great Gourd screeched and launched a chomping attack at Jack. 
“Bring it on Great Turd!” Jack yelled as he used his power, allowing him to time his jump perfectly and dodge the chomping spell.




Chapter 31

 
Jack jumped out of the way of yet another chomping spell attack, and ran out the front door of the mansion, the Great Gourd following him. “Stand STILL!” the evoker screamed at him. 
“How dumb do you think I am?” Jack asked, as he jumped over another attack. 
“Get him, my minions!” the evoker shouted and summoned a trio of vexes. 
“Hah!” Jack shouted. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with! I’m NINJACK!” 
Jack stood his ground as three vexes flew straight at him. They swooped in and Jack rolled backwards on the ground, slashing his blades out. “Shling Shling!” he shouted, and one vex poofed away as Jack scored a critical hit. 
Jack leapt up, spinning through the air. “Tornado slash!” he shouted, his blades lashing out to hack into the remaining two vexes. He took a hit, but paid it back three times over, poofing away the remaining vexes. 
He pointed his sword at the Great Gourd. “You forgot something, something important. I don’t work alone; I have people that have my back. Well, looks like now they’ve got YOUR back.” Jack pointed behind the evoker.
The Great Gourd spun around to a black and white streak flying through the air at him. “What? NOOO!” Bruce landed on his great pumpkin head and began slashing with his diamond claws, like a cheese grater over a soft block of cheddar.
Jack wasted no time and used his power to make sure he would score the best hit possible. 
“ULTIMATE BACKSTAB!” he yelled and flew through the air, both of his swords landing perfectly, sending up critical stars like it was New Year’s Eve. 
“NOOOOOOO!” The Great Gourd screamed, then poofed away, leaving a carved pumpkin on the ground and a floating totem of undying.  
Jack snatched them both up, then put his fist out to Bruce, who leapt up and pounded it. “Never turn your back on a ninja, right buddy?” 
“Meow meow purr,” Bruce said. Jack picked him up, put him on his shoulder, and went back into the castle. The mobs were still stunned from Bruce's powerful gas attack, and the two ninjas made short work of them, poofing them all with well-placed critical hits. 
“Mom! Dad!” he yelled. “We’re done here! The Great Gourd is nothing more than a pumpkin pie. And even I wouldn’t eat that one.”




Chapter 32

 
“Is that REALLY what pumpkin pie is made of?” one of the vindicators asked. 
Mom chuckled. “Calm down, everyone! Pumpkin pie is just pumpkin and sugar and egg.” 
There were happy murmurs from the crowd of illagers. “Alright, we can’t rest, monsters will spawn quickly,” Kate said. “These mansions are dark, so we need to light it up so no more monsters will spawn.” 
“But we don’t want to stay here!” someone shouted. 
“It’s true,” Evoker Hudson said. “We’d rather just leave this place and never return.” 
“That’s what we’ll do,” Jack said, “but the sun is already setting. We should stay here for the night, and we can leave in the morning.” 
“Right.” Mom pointed at Jack. “We can take you to a village so you can have a better life.” 
“Plus,” Dad said, “we still have to get the last item for our quest.” 
“Quest?” Evoker Hudson asked. “What do you mean?” 
“We need an ender pearl. It’s why we came here in the first place.” 
“Oh! I know where we keep those. If I show you and you get it, can we leave right away?” 
Dad looked at the rest of the family, who all nodded or shrugged. “You really don’t mind traveling at night?”
The illagers laughed. “No, we aren't afraid of monsters,” Evoker Hudson said. 
Dad shrugged. “Well, that’s fine with me, then.” 
“Follow me!” Evoker Hudson shouted, and took off. The family ran after him, and he took them back up the stairs and through the hallways, running the entire way. The evoker had a huge smile on his face, and all the illagers seemed to be happier. Either that or you could just see their faces now since they had all taken off those pumpkin masks. 
They flew down the hallways when Jack suddenly screamed, “WAIT!” and screeched to a stop. 
“What is it?” Evoker Hudson asked. 
Jack pointed into a small room. In the middle of it, was a glass cube filled with lava. “What is THAT?!” Jack asked, his eyes wide and almost circling as if he were hypnotized. “It’s so COOL!” 
“Come on, Jack,” Dad said. “Let’s get the pearl so we can finish this quest.” 
“You go ahead, I’ll catch up to you. I have to check this thing out.” 
Dad shook his head but ushered Evoker Hudson to lead on. The evoker turned to move, then turned back to Jack. “Meet us at the escape tunnel? We need to get Judah and Delilah, too.” 
Jack gave him a thumbs up. “You got it!” 
The family moved on, leaving Jack in the room. They flew down the corridor until Evoker Hudson stopped. Pointing to a room with stairs and some blocks in a very particular shape.
“WHOA!” Kate said. “It looks like an end portal room!” 
“What’s that?” Mom asked. 
“In some dungeons they have a portal that is shaped just like this, but the blocks are special ones that hold a gem called an eye of ender in it. This just looks like a fake version.” 
“I always wondered about this room,” Evoker Hudson said. “Gordon was very secretive about it; he would never tell us what it was. Anyway, we keep the ender pearls in those chests.” 
Dad ran up to one of the chests and opened it, taking out an ender pearl and holding it up triumphantly. “Boo doo doo doooo!” He sang a treasure reward tune. “We did it! We finally have all the pieces for our quest!”
“YAY!” Mom shouted and hugged her husband. “Now let’s get these poor folks out of here and to someplace nice.” 
They all filed out of the room, collecting the animals and meeting Jack at the stairs to the escape tunnel. “What did you find in that room, Jack?” Dad asked him.
A sly grin slid over Jack’s face. “Oh, just some buckets of lava, some obsidian, and a WHOLE BLOCK OF DIAMOND.”
Dad smiled. “You know, not that long ago I would have no idea what you’re talking about. But now I know THAT’S AWESOME!” He high-fived his son.
The tunnel was crowded as all the illagers, the respawners and the family, finally escaped the horrible Woodland Mansion and walked toward freedom.
Evoker Hudson burst through the door into the small room, startling Judah and Delilah. When Delilah saw who it was, her eyes lit up and she rushed over to him and wrapped him in an enormous hug. “HUDSON!” They kissed and Jack didn’t even roll his eyes at the romance. They thought they would never see each other again, so he supposed it was okay to ignore it. This time, anyway. 
After the warm welcome, the family tore down the roof and built stairs big enough for everyone- including all the pets- to climb up to the top of the trees. Once the family, pets and illagers were all at the top, Kate mined a few of the stairs so no one could follow, just in case.
“This is amazing!” Judah said as he looked down the trees into the forest below. “HAHA! Try and get us now, you rotten zombunnies!” 
The family took a quick detour and grabbed all their things from the treehouse. It took a while to convince the illagers it was time to go as they were all ‘oohing’ and ‘ahhing’ over the house in the trees the respawners had built. Eventually, the family and illagers, together as one group, set off above the trees towards their new life in the old village surrounding the castle.
Their walk was going to be a long one, and Mom decided to look through the crafting recipes again. She was daydreaming about the perfect house and garden. “Well, that’s odd,” she wondered aloud. 
“What is it?” Kate asked. 
“I could have sworn I had read through all the recipes before, but here’s one I’ve never seen before. A spyglass... and it uses copper ingots? I didn’t know this game had copper?”
“It doesn’t,” Jack said, with an odd look.




The Codex of Seeds

 
Kate had never been bored traveling at night. It was usually stressful because of the mobs that could come up. But with a group this large, all filled with vindicators and even an evoker, it was just that; boring. If a mob ever came up to attack, it was usually hit so fast and hard with vindicator axes that it would poof before it could even get in a swing. 
As the walk went on some of the illagers started acting nervous. “What’s wrong?” Mom asked. 
“We just... we don’t really know HOW to live as villagers,” one of them said. “We’re all a little nervous about it. How do we grow food? Will we be attacked by enders?” 
Mom grinned. “It’s natural to be nervous about a big change in your lives. Don’t worry though, we’ll help you as much as we can.” She looked at Kate then back at the group of illagers. “Tell you what. I’ll have Kate read you a few stories to help calm you down. 
“WHAT?!” Kate asked. “Why me?” 
“You need practice reading out loud dear, it’s an important skill.” 
Kate sighed; Mom never stopped trying to teach. “But...”
“Now Kate, we can't have school here, so we need to learn in different ways. Reading stories from the codex is one method of alternative schooling. Now, no more complaining.” 
Kate rolled her eyes but took out the Codex of Seeds and started reading from it. “I’m just going to read anything that looks interesting. This magic book has so many cool stories from interesting people! Here’s one by EndWarrior6389, he was an end warrior. The human warriors of the end. They were the strongest. Then herobrine came. The warriors fought back. Then EndWarrior6389 and the other remaining used all of their magic to destroy herobrine. As they used it, they all perished. The end warriors were reincarnated as the first enderman.”
“Whoa!” one of the vindicators said, “Are these stories true?” 
Kate shrugged. “They might be, but they aren't all about this world. Here's one by Airman, there once was a boy named airman. He had the power of air. Something bad happened to his parents, so he went to the people who did it and then they were gone. He felt so bad he went to meditate in the mountains and froze. He is there now, waiting to be free.” 
“That’s kinda sad,” Delilah said. 
Jack nodded. “Yeah, there are sad stories, happy stories, scary stories; all kinds of different and unique stories. Some of them make me wish I could go and visit the people and help them out.” 
Kate continued. “This is by CrimsonTheDargonOfTheGalaxy059, I have 2 flaming swords made of ice and enderite. The ice sword gives slowness, mining fatigue, and paralysis. the enderite sword, teleports me to wherever I throw it, and does 56 damage. I am a human fox. I have a bow, Narnicissa, who makes people levitate.” Kate shook her head. “Sometimes they are just little biographies of interesting people.
This next one is interesting, I bet you’ll like it, Jack! It’s by Entity4114. There was a ninja, the ninja was an old villager. One day her cat saw the ninja fall in combat and decided to become a ninja and avenge her. He went on many adventures with his wolf arch-nemesis until finally they faced off. The battle never ended because they were fighting in the end and the ender dragon killed both of them. The cat's name is Gwendlynn. Hear that, Bruce? Leave Fang alone or the ender dragon might get you!” 
“Meow hiss hiss,” Bruce said. 
Kate rolled her eyes. “Here’s one by AJ Joojoo, A boy named Ollie was on his own when he was 6 because his parents died. He started learning magic and when he was 23, he was a master. He could create swords out of thin air. He also had other types of magic. He joined the army when he was 27 to fight the biggest zombie horde ever.” 
Kate turned the page. “This is by RestfulCurve566, Once upon a time there was a respawner named Joe. He was playing Minecraft normally until he found a resource called a Ruby. It was just as strong as a diamond and could create special things. Later he found out that if you combine it with netherite it created Doomstone!! This was so strong it could break bedrock!! He tried to keep it a secret but soon others knew. He used his Doomstone to create a powerful pickaxe that mined away all the ruby, keeping all of Minecraft safe.” 
“What the heck is netherite?” Jack asked. “That sounds cool.” 
Kate shrugged. “It’s probably something that you can only find in one of the worlds in these stories. There's all kinds of unique stuff. Let’s see if this next story has anything like that, it’s by Triplexloom. They are a person who is a dimensional traveler but got stuck in Minecraft they are hunted down day and night they have a ally who was also trapped name xd god9024 ( but then one night xd god9024 aka xd left no trace behind him just a note saying I must help others so triplex still wanders to this day still being hunted.”
Kate cocked her head. “That sounds like an intense life, always being hunted.” She turned the page. “Oh here’s one about another respawner! It’s by CFTS. Olive is a girl who was transported into Minecraft. She was really shy, so she was sort of happy to be alone. She loved animals, was really good with a crossbow, and loved enchanting things. She had 3 cats and 1 dog, the cats were named Nya, Rosie, and Lola, while the dog was named Husker, because when she first tamed him she was in a desert and Husker saved her from some husks. She had a great fishing rod that had Luck of The Sea III, Lure II, and Unbreaking II. She uses it to get enchanted books, and fish for her cats. One day, she woke up in her Earth house, and was super sad! She missed Nya, Rosie, Lola and Husker.” 
Kate sighed. “That story makes me sad, I know someday we are going to go home, too. I’ll miss my pets here.”
Jack nodded. “Yeah, me too.” 
Evoker Hudson looked at them. “What do you mean? Can’t you just bring your pets with you? What is a respawner anyway?” 
“We’ll tell you all about that when we get you settled,” Mom said. 
“This is a cool story!” Kate said. “It’s by Cøsmic Gamez. Once there was a brave Cosmic warrior who traveled across the land defeating opponents and enemies! But at one arena where he lost a fight his heart fell and left his gladiator life. Later when he met an old man who told him that fighting was not about winning but about coming back. So the Cosmic Warrior was once again one of the very best warriors around!”
“Whoa a gladiator!” Jack said. 
“Oh here’s another respawner story,” Kate said. “By Destruxy Exploder. Destruxy was a respawner that was somehow zapped in Minecraft, but he figured out a way to go in Minecraft and go back to the real world. His special ability is explosives, but different types of explosives that are OP and AWESOME!! Destruxy has another ability. He could control any hostile mob or morph into a hostile mob. He has a talking dog named Wolfie, a horse named Lightning, and a cat named Meows.” 
“That’s what a cat SAYS!” one of the vindicators said. 
Kate nodded, already moving on to the next story. “This is another little biography, about Dub the surviverman, he killed the Ender Dragon in leather armor, he was that good.” She turned the page. “And this is from The_puzzlest. So there was this human named Puzzlest, who always carried around a godlike sword called "solaris", he was always traveling with his friend JTGDSG, who had many, many wolves with him at all times. They always traveled around the world, but one day, they reached a land of corrupted world generation known as the farlands. Their code was getting many errors, so they ran back to the village they called home, then had barbecue and chocolate pie.” 
“Oh man, I could go for some chocolate pie,” Jack said. 
“Me too,” Kate said. “Here's another biography, about Molive6316, a respawer with a wolf named Bailey and Bailey is possessed by herobrine and his owner saves him.” 
At the mention of Herobrine the illagers all shuddered. “I’m glad he’s just a myth,” Judah said. 
“Read more! Read more!” The illagers shouted. T seemed to love hearing stories about other worlds. Kate smiled, enjoying entertaining so many people at once, and read story after story long into the night. 
ImperialCarzeMacin1: Long ago there was a man, a famous warrior of his tribe he never backed down from a fight he killed the ender dragon, destroyed a wither and with his horse Darklighter he rode to the end of his world and never came back again.
Rilakkuma Cookies : There was a family stuck in Minecraft their names were kcaj etak Mrs. Thims and Mr. Thims they were confused when they woke up on the first day after a few month or so in the Minecraft world they were decked out in gear and they had to find the end to defeat the ender dragon after many many many deaths(seriously you don't want to know) they finally beat the ender dragon after they jumped in the portal they got transported in real life (the people who sent them was only a trainee in magic) so they remembered everything they all started playing Minecraft together.
Ferelse: There lived a turtle who just didn't fit into the turtle community. His name was Tom. His brother's name was Tim and his Dad's was Terry. His mother's name happened to be Tilda. You see, he didn't fit into the turtle community because he had a best friend who was a dog named Sammy. "Don't trust him" they would say "He will eat you up as soon as you do" Tom just ignored them. One day, a skeleton came. Every last one of the turtles tried to get to the water, but they were much too slow. The skeleton, oddly armed with a sword, advanced on them. Just when the skeleton was on top of them, out jumped Sammy. The skeleton took off running, never to be seen again.
Ender_dragon731: a guy named dragon_killer once almost killed the ender dragon but later they became friends they ate together and dragon_killer had a special weapon called darkest blade one slice then you're dead. Later it turns out that the ender dragon was just using him so they battled in the void and boom!! That was the last time people ever saw him again…
FireFlame998: There was a guy named FireFlame998 who got trapped in Minecraft so, he has been trapped there for a long time and has almost full netherite armor (He doesn't have a netherite helmet) He has fought the wither and Ender Dragon.(And won)And escaped and never played Minecraft ever again.
Reed: A kid who went to sleep on earth and woke up in Minecraft, he traveled far and wide looking for a place to call home. He found a village and they were happy to take him in as one of their own. He made a massive mine, gathering some of the most precious items in the world. He eventually went to the end and beat the dragon, but did not leave the world. He made a suit of armor made of ender pearls that was jet black.
He hid in the shadows and killed anybody who threatened the village!
Serpent_120: Scwsh scwsh. Slimes were going by. Inside his small cramped home Jake rolled his eyes. Why did they have to be noisy. They could go back to their stupid spawn location. They were going to get a slap to the face. The next day Jake just had an urge to explore. Like there was something for him to find… He grabbed a boat and sailed away soon to find an ocean monument. But everything was weird. The guardians were agitated. Soon a elder guardian came over and shot one of the guardians. Jake swam into the ocean monument and found a small blue ball. As soon as he touched the heart of the sea the elder guardian started shooting lasers everywhere! Jake swam to shore and built a nether portal. In the nether all the blazes targeted him. He came out of the portal and ran, throwing ender eyes. He came to the end portal and dropped the ball in it. There was a colossal explosion! Jake's vision went blurry and then went black.
Ellen: a wolf named byte that plays with fang and to keep him company make him a good dog that doesn't gobble a lot of food but only what he needs as his fill if you can't add him to the story line the in the codex of seeds can you add him as a smart wolf and talking one that wanted to get back to his owners from earth because while he was digging in the backyard he fell into a portal and he had to beat the dragon to go back home? 
The porkish one: a moobloom named blossom and a bee named buzzy and they go on adventures together?
PuppyQueen : A Girl called PuppyQueen falls into a world of Minecraft while she is sleeping. She suddenly feels something soft next to her. It is her dog, Teddy! Suddenly, she sees a village and finds a cat there, which she tames with some fish she finds magically in her hotbar. She calls the cat Frodo, and then sets off on a grand adventure to slay the ender dragon and free the land from the rule of evil tyrants like herobrine. Once she defeats both, she falls into a deep sleep. When she wakes up, she finds herself in her bed at home and no time has passed at all. 
Alice: So their name is Dïmöǹd Štärš
They Are 10 years old and their parents got blown up in a TNT experiment killing them both they decided they would live well and now owns a whole seed and 2 Enhancements ted netherite Daggers (used for good only:) 
Komplex : a rewspawner called Dream who didn't even respawn once as he knew all the tricks of Minecraft and after mixing blaze rods with something that is unknown(Don't have to add this part) he had a battle with a strong foe, and got home, but when he was sucked into the world he was streaming live on twitch and got successful and famous and kept finding ways to get back into the world and stream he got insanely popular.
Ashburn : An respawner named Ash got stuck into Minecraft alone. He learned that the world was getting destroyed by mutant pillagers. He gathered an army of village warriors and defeated them and was sent back into his world.
wormy68 : Wormy68 is a respawner which crosses into pixelate's dimension because of lightning striking him while he was taking a break from work. he mentions in the book how to find their seed by opening the f3 menu by touching the back your head and in your mind must say /seed to see the respawners seed. he mentions pixel's seed as 68257026 and tells he is in his seed to come to the following coordinates -20 7 -68 by saying with the f3 menu '/coordinates' to find me and group with me to come out of Minecraft for good. 
sanv the coolguy: There was a respawner called san he went and got the legendary sword using it he came back home ideas the fam get split up like kate with dad and mom with jack cause mom and kate died something happens and they are unable to help kaylte or jack or mom or dad who died so they go to get a totem and receive him.
superminecraft : Once there was an old man named Mortis. He was a graveyard maintenance keeper. He was bullied by other people in his village as he was poor. One day, the dead gave him gift for keeping them so well. They give him the gift of being a vampire. That night, the village stole his stuff and embarrassed him. So the next day Mortis pillaged the village and killed them all. Legend says that he roams around with a pale face and purple sprigie hair. He uses his shovel to excavate a soul and consume it. He wears a dirty uniform and a black cape. Be warned for the next victim might be you.
Manisha: There was once a player called Colin and he had a creeper skin with a black t-shirt and had black pants with white boots. One day Entity 202 who had been lost in time because of Entity 303. However, he had been growing in power and could break anything, even bedrock and shoot out charged creepers and had the strength of a warden and it could summon 20 hostile endermen and could control players, mobs and even NPCs. He also had other powers like summoning a blaze that heals him etc. Colin got possessed by Entity 202 and was transformed into a vampire-werewolf alpha. However his friend Markus saved him; however he had to die in the process. Colin was very sad so he played double-agent and he vowed to destroy Entity 202 to avenge Markus. He destroyed all of his servants and saved the brainwashed people. Since he played double-agent he got his powers back. He sided with the endermen, vampire hunters, werewolf hunters and many players. It was an epic battle but Entity 202 and Colin dueled each other. A 1v1. And Colin got his victory. Now he just hoped that his friend Markus would rest in peace. And he did.
VYAS22: There was a respawner named Squary9528. He had a cute puppy named marcus. And one day he got out of his home and ventured across the world. He saw many villages and structures. But when he reached the end of the world… He saw someone across the barrier. He saw… what he was looking for… An End portal! and when he reached the end…
He saw the ender dragon and defeated it. But after that, he saw herobrine. And he quickly defeated him with his diamond sword. 
Aquablaze56 : Aquablaze56 is a warrior with an enchanted diamond sword and shield. He also gets stuck in a seed and saves the seed from an ancient guardian 5 times the size of a normal guardian. He returns home.
Kindle Customer: James and Janice are brother and sister but James gets stuck in Minecraft in a hardcore world. It is up to Janice(a Minecraft noob) to control the environment and get James back.
Arav: I want my name to be present in the codex of seeds. I want my character to be a cool one, with a full diamond armor set, and he wields two swords in both hands. He also has a pet dog Max, who is annoying like Bruce. the character's name should be endingflame6583
WOOOOOO DOGGY that was a ton of Codex Stories! You guys sure are creative, we love getting to read all your cool ideas. We hope you don’t mind us breaking them up the way we did. We had a couple options, write bits of story around some of the codex entries, and simply include the rest, or only pick a few codex entries per book. 
We felt like there were way too many cool codex stories, so we had to make the decision to write bits of story around only a few. Thank you so much for you guys leaving awesome reviews and asking great questions! 




List of Known Outsiders

 
EndWarrior6389
VS
RKloveschocolate
Emerson4583
airman
CrimsonTheDargonOfTheGalaxy059
Entity4114
AJ Joojoo
RestfulCurve566
Catpotato
Kittygirl123789
Triplexloom
Theminecraftpro 
Random Reviewer
potato boi
EpicJake721 (We are real authors Penny!)
Ultima 
Cratana
Cøsmic Gamez
Destruxy Exploder
Dub the surviverman
The_puzzlest (cranky reviewer)
Matfat55
Molive6316
ImperialCarzeMacin1
NinjaEnder_Wraith202
Rilakumacookies 
Ferelse
KingBob
SupremeImmature 
Ironbrine 
bob123 
Ender_dragon731
FireFlame998
Remember
Reed
Serpent_120
AidanCraft90 
Thunder Star 
Sightedferret55 
RosiestConch516 
TKSUS
Fei
Ink Shade
SpinoMarked 
FSsquidish 
lovely7979
keyeo. aka cloud  (discord admin)
King C.
ANONYMOUS
the porkish one
PuppyQueen 
Alice
Alleged Medusa (add wiki link)
Abbey
Komplex 
Penguin474 
y33t 
Ashburn 
wormy68 
sanv the coolguy
superminecraft 
Manisha
VYAS22
LacotynLazor2009
TheSuddenFlames 
eliteproboy 
Aquablaze56 
Kindle Customer
Amazon Customer
Arav 
MasterStriker0001 
steveee 
Ananth
Saharox
ender killer 3000
idioticsam_123
The End of MegaBlock 3!
Woah! You made it through over 100,000 words! You’re amazing! We hope you enjoyed the story. We sure have fun writing it!
Please leave a review! Reviews help us get more readers, and the more readers we have, the more Accidental Minecraft Family books we get to write! We know it’s not always easy, especially on a Kindle, but we really, really do appreciate it.
In those reviews, feel free to leave your ideas for the Codex of Seeds or a name for the Known Outsiders list! We always have fun getting to read them. You guys are super creative!
Note: We just realized we have reviews on other Amazon marketplaces. Doh! If you live in the UK, Canada, India, or Australia and haven’t seen your idea in the Codex of Seeds, we are SO sorry! Make sure to check out book 10, because we’re going to try to get you all in there.
And one more note... we absolutely love our fans and are so grateful for you. Unfortunately, we are getting to a point where we have to start limiting how many stories we put in the Codex. We will still be adding them but will start pulling them randomly. We hope you understand and keep telling us your ideas anyway!
We will, however, continue to add everyone in as a Known Outsider. Let us know if we miss you on that list! If you somehow get missed, we promise it is nothing against you! Sometimes reviews load funny on Amazon, and sometimes we’re just human and make mistakes. Well, we’re always human, we just sometimes make mistakes. Ha!
If you are the artistic type, we LOVE seeing fan art! We think it would be super fun to start sharing some in the books so if you make/draw/color/paint/whatever something from The Accidental Minecraft Family books, email us! PixelAteBooks@gmail.com. We can’t wait to see them! (We have had people send us amazing artwork but ask us not to share, and that’s okay, too. Just let us know if you would like us to keep it to ourselves. We still enjoy it!)
Also feel free to ask questions in your reviews! We are wanting to get a Q&A going in the books, so make sure to get yours in. Do you want to know about us? Or our little farm? About how our goats are doing or the 18 chicks we just got? Or how we find time to write when we have 5 kids? Or do you have a question about something that happens in the story? Or how we brainstorm character ideas? Or if we’re just like the characters in the book? (Spoiler alert: we are.) Send them in!
As you can tell, the story is getting a little more in depth with the Smith Family starting to show some interesting abilities and the world beginning to get a little different from a vanilla Minecraft world. 
In book 9 we said we would mention the reviewers from other countries that we missed, and boy is it a big list! 219 people! Many of you reviewed more than one book, and some even ALL of the books! We are so grateful you can’t even imagine! It fills us with joy to know that there are people all over the world that love our stories, and it’s so special to us you took the time to leave reviews. 
Starting in book 11, we will add every reviewer to the list of known outsiders, but we will only be able to add so many stories to the Codex of Seeds. We are just getting way too many to add them all, even though each one is super unique and cool. You guys have the best imaginations! Isn’t it fun to create characters and worlds?! 
Thanks so much for reading! We have the best fans in the whole wide world. Seriously.  If you’re enjoying this series, tell a friend about it! And make sure to leave a review so other people on Amazon can find it, too.




Chat with us!

 
We love hearing from you! We’ve been hanging out in the discord channel at least a few times a week, and one of our goals is to make our Facebook page more active. We plan to post pictures of our farm animals soon!
Email: PixelAteBooks@gmail.com
Facebook: Pixel Ate Books
Discord: https://discord.gg/5BDjQ4pU8d
Leave a review:  https://www.amazon.com/Accidental-Minecraft-Family-Book-11-ebook/dp/B093Z3FMFM
Keep reading for the Q&A!




Q & A

 
Hello readers! We’ve started collecting quite a few questions and we figured it’s time to start a real Q & A! We’ll list your questions with our answers, and we also want to touch on a few things that have been brought up multiple times in reviews, messages, and emails.
If you have a question you don’t see answered here, leave it in a review! You can also always email us or message us on Facebook at Pixel Ate Books. Don’t forget there is also an official Discord channel now! We make it a point to get in there at least a few times a week if not daily, so if you want to chat, you know where to find us! ! (All the contact info can be found above, right after the story ends!)
Here goes nothing! We’ll start with the basics first and move onto the specific questions next.
One thing that we get asked a lot, is can the books be longer? We get it! They’re really fun and it’s sad when it’s over and you guys read super duper fast. But we have them all around the same length (they’ve actually gotten quite a bit longer from the first couple books) and we plan to keep them at this length for a few reasons. This allows us to write and release them faster and it also allows some of our younger readers to keep up as well. We checked around, and our story length is really similar (and even longer than some!) to most of the other Minecraft books out there.
Can my character be in the main story? We came up with the Codex of Seeds as a place to share a lot of the awesome story ideas and characters you guys come up with. Lots of times those characters don’t fit in the main story line or even our specific Minecraft world, so we can’t have them as characters in the actual story. If we come across an idea that we think works well for our story and world, we may put it in there, but there are no guarantees. The story is the most important part here and everything has to fit! We don’t want to jumble it up and make it confusing. Thanks for understanding! (The double-Es, Alex, and Birgitta characters were all based off actual readers!)
Why is there less humor? This is another question that has come up a few times over the last couple books. We try to balance telling the story with humorous elements and sometimes the story is too serious or intense for a bunch of jokes to make sense. We’re listening though and making sure all those Dad jokes get in there! We want to keep the humor as an important part as we love it, too. (We’re pretty goofy people.) We hope you found book 11 more funny. Let us know in the reviews!
Cats don't actually take fall damage! This one came up SO MANY TIMES! You guys sure know your Minecraft rules! We know regular cats can’t take fall damage- but Bruce is no regular cat. He’s an outsider and a respawner and follows the player rules just like the rest of the family.
How long will this series be? THE ACCIDENTAL MINECRAFT FAMILY LIVES FOREVER!! Just kidding. We have about 20+ books outlined as part of the current story line. But as long as you guys keep reading them, we want to keep writing them. So read, read, read! Tell your friends! Tell your grandma! She doesn’t like Minecraft? Tell her Bruce is super cute and she should read them anyway.
Respawning is too overpowered! I mean, you’re not wrong. But they’re respawners. Books follow characters that have something interesting to show and tell the readers. The Accidental Minecraft Family has plenty of interesting things to show and tell you. Also- when you play Minecraft, you respawn. So there.
Will Auggie ever show back up? Short answer, yes. Long answer, keep reading!
Will Herobrine ever be in your books? I mean, he’s not as cool as Bruce, so probably not. But maybe. But probably not. Maybe, though.
Is Bookie the baby? Yes! He just turned two and is equal parts cute and annoying. We love him so.
Why do the kids overreact to romance? Here’s the deal. Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate (that’s us) love each other, and sometimes if we sneak a kiss in the kitchen or a hug lasts too long, the kids like to get all screamy while the oldest boy pretends to gag. They just do it to be silly. They love our love. But we like the kids in the book to react like our kids do and it’s just all in good fun. Now go hug your mama! Or dad. Or brother or sister! The family dog works, too!
Will you do a creepy book? We have lots of creepies in our book! They explode and Mom doesn’t like them. But really, we probably won’t, we’re not big creepy people. We have thought about doing a Halloween special so maybe some spooky stuff will be in there.
Esmerelda? Yes, we have heard. We accidentally used a name that was used in another popular Minecraft series. No, it was not intentional. No, we did not know. (We don’t have much time to read these days since we’d rather be writing for you!) But also, Mr. Pixel Ate got the name from a very popular witch from a very old TV show. (Esmerelda is a pretty common witch name in stories, books, and shows.)
Onto the reader specific questions!
AidanCraft90 -
Do you do fan art?
If you do, then u need to share ur gmail address so I can send some in! We do! We’ve started collecting some, but haven’t shared any yet. We would love you to send some in! PixelAteBooks@gmail.com
Bobdavidtomscat - 
Will the family ever make it back to the human world? They’re trying real hard. I guess you’ll just have to keep reading to find out!
Will the family ever learn how they came to Minecraft in the first place? Without giving anything away, yes, it will be revealed how they got into Minecraft.
Grammatical ErR0r - 
Did DTV and SV allow you to use their names? Yup! Your favorite Minecraft authors talk behind the scenes quite a bit in a secret club in a secret location at a secret time.
Ultima778 - 
Will you make another series? We have a few ideas for another series or two! Some completely unrelated and some spin offs from AMF. What kind of things would you guys like to see?
SuperemeImmature - 
Was Auggie the wandering trader really telling some bad guy about them? We don’t want to give any spoilers, but keep reading, and you shall have the answer to your question.
Why did you decide to call yourself “Pixel Ate”? When we first decided to publish AMF, we noticed that lots of the Minecraft authors used silly and/or Minecrafty pen names. We thought Pixel Ate was cool, because it’s like pixelated- like the Minecraft graphics.
Serpent_120
Was Alex the only pillager in the watchtower when they freed Birgitta? Yes, the rest had gone out to attack Dad and Jack, and they left Alex behind because he didn’t like fighting.
Why do skeletons target dads butt? Do they target his butt or does his butt target them? That is the question.
Who are your favorite characters? Mr. Pixel Ate likes Dad. Mrs. Pixel ate loves all the villagers and all the personalities that get to come out in them. Our kids like the kids best. And of course, everyone loves Bruce. Because if you don’t love Bruce, are you even reading?
What book was your favorite so far? This is hard. Every new book becomes our new favorite.
Which characters are most like you? We really did mirror the characters after our actual family. Dad is like Mr. Pixel Ate, Mom is like Mrs. Pixel Ate, Jack and Kate are based off our oldest two kids (11 and 9 now) and Bruce is even after our old kitty, may he rest in peace. Some of the villagers in the island village are based off our other kids and two of their cousins. The double-E’s are also cousins, who were the original beta readers for the books.
EncryptedDragEn  -
What are your favourite foods? Dad loves Nashville Hot Chicken. Like, to an unhealthy degree. He also loves any meat that you can, you know, cook. Mom loves fresh vegetables from her garden! The kids’ favorites are normal kid favorites- pizza and mac n cheese. Except our oldest has more refined taste and prefers apple porkchops and anything you can make with a potato.
NondescriptUser - 
Barbecue sauce is not in Minecraft, so how do you get it on your face? This kind of question comes up a lot about things that are in our world but not in actual Minecraft. Our world is a little different than regular Minecraft. We want to make it feel like they’re really there so they can see, touch, taste, feel, and smell some things that might not be accurate to the actual game. We take some artistic liberties.
Elicoleswin - 
Is it a lot of work? Is it hard to publish a book? The actual publishing part is pretty easy. You just upload the word document to Amazon and in a few hours, you’re ready to go. The planning/writing/editing/getting good covers and finding readers is what is challenging! The actual writing is super fun. Planning and creating characters and plots is a blast. Finding the time to write with five young kids at home and a small farm to take care of, is a bit challenging. But it is so worth it! If you want to write a book, you absolutely should. There is nothing to lose, and everything to gain!
Duck_Warrior1187 - 
Have you got the whole plot planned out? Yes! We have 20+ books outlined with an ending in mind. But if and when we wrap up this series, it won’t be the last you see of the characters. Many ideas are brewing in these brains!
How many references from the Codex of Seeds can we expect per book? The short answer is, we don’t know. The long answer is, it totally depends on the book and our timeframe and how many reviews come in. It’s a lot of work to collect all the stories from the different Amazon sites, organize them, get them in and formatted, etc. We love seeing them, though, so keep sending them in!
Do you read the full reviews, or just the Codex suggestions? We read every single review  in its entirety that comes in. We read from Amazon, emails, messages, Discord, and anywhere else we find them! We get so happy getting feedback, even if it isn’t all the way positive, because we love to hear what everyone is thinking of the books. We really, really appreciate when you guys take the time to leave them.
CeCeluvscake200 -
Can you try and do a run in with DTV? Hmm... that would be a lot of fun, wouldn’t it?
DotHolly
What breed of cats are Bruce ( the real one) and Tater Tot (I think that is his/her name)? Both of them are just regular old run of the mill house cats that were adopted as kittens. Bruce was a black and white shorthaired and Tater Tot is a grey tabby with lots of extra white. She had kittens 3 weeks ago! We’ll be posting some pictures on our Pixel Ate Facebook page soon, so make sure to check that out.
What state do you live in? Washington! PNW FTW! (Look at us being cool with acronyms.)
Do you sell goat milk or chicken eggs, or are you planning to? We will probably sell a small amount just within our little local area. As of now, the goats are too young to have milk and the chickens are too young to lay eggs. The chickens will start laying this summer and the goats won’t have milk until sometime next year.
Do you watch the Netflix® show Carmen Sadiego? Our kids do! They really like it.
diamonderothbrine -
Will they see the double-e’s again? Yup! But that’s as much as we can say. :)
BeachTowel - 
Y r u shortening the Codex, it’s my fave part of the book?!?! We’re just getting so many amazing suggestions from our amazing fans that we can’t fit them all in every time! You can always go read the reviews on the books and find them there, too.
Is the baby name bubba? Bubba is actually the nickname of our oldest son! That’s what his baby brother calls him.
do you watch YouTube? If so, do you watch Dream? Or Grian? We’re not really big YouTube watchers, although we’ve seen some good stuff from Dream. But with writing and kids and a farm time is limited!
Diamond_Wolf405 -
What are your kids' names ? For their privacy, we’re keeping their names anonymous. But I will say their nicknames in order of age are: Rara, Bubba, Lala, Finny, and Bookie.
What is your fav mob ? Rara’s is a horse, Bubba loves the cats, Dad loves the mobs he’s been able to invent for the books, and Mom likes all the pretty animals that don’t attack you.
Which country do u all live in and where in that country ? We live in Washington state in the USA!
Diamond_Wolf405 - 
What biome in Minecraft are your favourite? This may seem like a cheating answer, but we love all of them! One of our favorite parts of Minecraft is all the diversity.
Ferelse -
Will dad find diamonds? Book 11 should have answered this question! :)
Will they go to the End or Nether? Keep reading!!!
What are the steps of writing an AMF book? Way back in the very beginning, we made a sheet for each character and wrote down everything we knew about them. Then we came up with the big picture plot, beginning, middle, and end. Then slowly started filling in the blanks, what they were doing, why they were doing it, who was trying to stop them, etc. Before starting each book, we do a similar thing to a smaller extent. Write down what needs to happen, what they’re trying to achieve, where they need to go, the problems they will have, any cool scenes we want to get in there, etc. Most of the time the story follows the plan, but sometimes the characters take us on fun little adventures we didn’t have planned.
Superminecraft - 
Do you play Minecraft on java or bedrock? Bedrock. The kids keep asking for Java but we don’t have enough computers for the kids to all play on. (We have a lot of kids.) So we play on the iPad and Xbox.
How big is your farm? It’s a small farm/homestead. It’s about 3 acres. We currently have one dog, five cats (Tater Tot just had 4 kittens), two goats, and 18 chickens. If our oldest (and Mom) gets her way, we’ll have a horse or two in a year or so. We also are working on a big vegetable garden for this summer!
And finally are you going to add mobs like giant zombie killer bunny etc? More and more unique mobs are starting to pop up!
Vortex
Can you make another Minecraft series? We have some ideas in the works!
Spider_ninja
1. How many goats and what are their names? We have two 4-month-old Nigerian Dwarf goats. Their names are Mellie (short for Marshmallow) and Dottie (short for Dippin Dots.) All our animals are named after food. It started with our kitty Tater Tot and the kids insisted we keep the trend. We put pictures up on the discord occasionally and we plan to post some animal pictures on the Facebook page soon!
3. How do you find time to write your books? It is actually the biggest challenge! 5 young kids and a small farm take a lot of work! But we really enjoy the writing and getting all the positive feedback keeps us motivated!
4. If you had 3 wishes what would you wish for and you cant wish for 
Harm - love - more wishes? Oh man, that’s hard. Honestly? World peace. Sounds cheesy, but we need it. Dad said he claims the second wish for magic powers. Apparently, he wants to be a wizard. Third, that we could find even more readers for our Minecraft books so we can keep writing more while getting to be home with our kids on our little farm.
RKloveschocolate
What was the inspiration behind the books? Our son didn’t like reading, but loved Minecraft. When we discovered DTV and SV and he wouldn’t put them down! He suggested writing our own Minecraft books and we sat down together as a family to brainstorm characters and plot ideas.
Do your kids actually help write the story? Yes! We brainstorm each book together and they give us all kinds of ideas. Dad and Mom do the actual writing, but they answer all our tough Minecraft questions and beta read to make sure we didn’t mess anything up.
How is your covid situation? We have been fortunate to not be directly affected. We hope all our readers are happy and healthy, too!
RestfulCurve566:
Can they find an Ice Spikes, Mooshroom Island or a Jungle? You gotta keep reading! :)
Will they go to the Nether? No spoilers!
Will they get a resource that isn’t in Vanilla Minecraft? Maybe... Afterall, they did get those weird apples from that living tree.
Catpotato
Will you ever have a real life book? And if so will you ever make a horror book? We’d love to write other books (and have plans to!) but we probably won’t ever write a horror book. If and when we get other books out, we will make sure to let all the readers know.
CFTS: 
Have you named your chickens? Yes! All 18 of them have food names, even though they will not be eaten. They’re just for laying eggs and being cute and funny.
What do Tater Tot's kittens look like? THE CUTEST THINGS EVER! Two are grey and white, one is black and white, and one is orange and black and gray.
What are your kids' favorite animals from your farm? Whatever is a baby! But really, probably the goats.
Have you named your new kittens? If so, what? We mostly call them Tot 1, Tot 2, Tot 3, and Tot 4. But we’re in naming negotiations right now.
Amazon Customer
Do you kids play on servers or private world? Private worlds.
EpicJake721
Favorite video game other than Minecraft? Mr. Pixel Ate’s is Mass Effect. Our kids like Minecraft Dungeons and Super Smash Bros. Mrs. Pixel Ate thinks video games are bad for your brain. (But still plays Solitaire on her phone too much.)
Will you ever illustrate the books? We have definitely thought about it, but so far it’s not in the plans.
I know this is a lot to ask but will you do a face reveal in the final book? We’re not sure yet! Guess you’ll have to keep reading to find out!
Cøsmic Gamez
Do you and your family like to eat pasta?(I love it) There are people who don’t like pasta!? We definitely aren’t them.
Destruxy Exploder
How did you create the longest name for Bruce? When we first got Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) his name was just going to be Bruce. But then we noticed his cool little white mark on his face, we thought it looked like Harry Potter’s scar so we added that part. Then because he was so crazy with his flips and sneaking around, we added the attack kitty from Japan part. And then we learned how stinky he was. So his name slowly got longer, then stuck. We still mostly called him just Bruce.
When is your birthday? Mr. Pixel Ate’s is in June, Mrs. is in December.
Do you play any video games? If yes list some. Besides regular Minecraft, we mostly play Minecraft Dungeons. Mr. Pixel Ate is also running a D&D game with our older kids. Otherwise, we don’t have a whole lot of time for video games these days.
The_puzzlest
Do you watch naruto, jojo's bizzare adventure, dragon ball Z or my hero acadamia (I watch jojo's bizzare adventure.) Mr. Pixel Ate is a huge DBZ fan, Mrs. Pixel Ate hasn’t even heard of any of these.
Molive6316
First, do the kids go to school?!??!?! Our kids or the AMF kids? Our kids homeschool and the AMF kids go to regular school, but obviously not while they’re stuck in the game.
Ferelse
What update are they playing in? Like, do they have netherite in it? The last couple sentences in this book should answer that!
Do you guys have any horses or cows at the farm? We don’t! But our oldest is currently in horse lessons and we will probably be getting a horse or two sometime in the near-ish future.
SupremeImmature
Every single egg that Kate and Marigold threw hatched a chicken. However, there is only a ⅛ chance or so that a chicken will spawn from an egg. So, how did they get chickens to spawn from every single egg? I’ve asked this like two times already. Hey! I think it just didn’t come out right. The ‘pop’ sound was the sound of the egg hitting the ground, not necessarily hatching a chick. But good catch!
What’s it like in Washington? We love it here! PNW for the win!
Do you like cheese? (If your first or second favorite food is cheese then don’t answer this.) Cheese just so happens to be a main staple in Mr. Pixel Ate’s diet.
ender_dragon731
Are you a dog person or cat? (im a dog person) We’re animal people! We have a dog and cat (and now 4 kittens, too, though most of them will be finding other homes.)
Do you like happy endings or sad endings? Definitely happy.
Do you play Minecraft? What’s that? Just kidding. Of course we do! Not as often as we’d like, and not nearly as often as our kids would like, but that’s just part of being an adult. The kids play almost every day.
Remember
Why do when they get the slowness effect you never say when it stops. Good point. We didn’t specify a time, it just kind of goes away after a bit.  
Serpent_120
If you had to kill all of the characters in this book except one which one would it be? This sounds like a trick question. No way to win!
Can we put our fan art into our reviews for you to post in the book? It’s possible for us to put it in our reviews. Yes! Please do! We’d love to get to start sharing some.
Thunder Star
Is Kate going to get more wolves? Anything is possible!
Do you have Goodreads? We aren’t really active on it, but the books are definitely up there.
Fei
Is netherite going to be involved? No spoilers!
Ink Shade
Shouldn't they know that pearls come from enderman? Have you seen any enderman in their world yet? :)
ANONYMOUS
How do you guys make your covers? We can’t disclose our secrets. :)
the porkish one
Can I (with ur permission) make a massive codex of seeds book with everyone besides dave the villager surfer villager ect? That sounds like a lot of work but go ahead! You wouldn’t be able to put it up on Amazon (they don’t like things that come from other content) but you could put it on the AMF Wikipedia page?
sanv the coolguy
Are mom and the rest of the fam going to live somewhere in one place? Guess you’ll have to keep reading!
Superminecraft
What are Mom and Dad’s real names (my theory is momeo and dadiet) I like your theory, those are great! Or maybe they’re named Honey and Dear? Haha! I’m not sure we get to know their names.
Can you guys add my character Vins as the Double E's village weaponsmith? You never know what characters could show up!
Have you gone to India? No! But we like to travel and maybe will someday.
VYAS22
Are you gonna do a crossover with Dave the villager? That would be cool!
Kindle Customer
If mom has infinite food in her inventory, then how will she clear her inventory? With a broom! Just kidding. That’s a really good question.
Ananth
Does your whole family make the book together or do u make it on your own??? It is a family affair! The adults do the actual writing, but the kids brainstorm and answer questions and give ideas and read it to make sure we didn’t screw it up.
Saharox
What happened to steve the noob why isnt he making books? Um, you’d have to ask him!
Can pixel ate team do a crossover with dr.block? (dr.block is asked many times in his that will he do croossover with you guys) That would be awesome!
Can you make a wandering trader who meets the family and helps them reach home his name should be shawnin (prounounced as show - nin)please do it I beg you. That sounds like a fun idea! We already have the plot planned out though, so you’ll have to keep reading to see what happens.
Idioticsam_123
Who are you in the family? We are the Dad and Mom.
In a book there was written that Bruce thinks that darn cat means good cat so why was he making an innocent face when ms smith tripped on it? Because he felt guilty for tripping her!
So mom = healer, dad = defender , kate=scout, jack =combatant right? Close! We’d say Mom = healer, Dad = tank, Kate = control, and Jack = DPS. And Mrs. Pixel Ate has no idea what any of these terms mean.
Do you farm for a living? We farm for fun! We will get lots to eat (though no meat) from our farm, but we don’t make any money doing it.
Whew! Did you make it all the way though that? Good! Thanks for asking all your questions and feel free to ask more! You can always get on discord or Facebook to chat with us, too!
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