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Book 17

By: Pixel Ate


Chapter 1

“MEOW!” Bruce yelled as he flew through the window into the house, chasing after a chicken. He leapt up and ran across the two beds, his claws digging into the two sleeping people. Feathers flew as the chicken bawked and ran. 

“OW!” Mom and Dad yelled as they jumped out of bed, rubbing the spots where Bruce’s claws left scratches. Mom plucked a feather from her hair.

“Ya darn cat!” Dad yelled. 

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said as he leapt through the air at the flapping chicken. The chicken was fast, leaving feathers in the air as it jumped, but Bruce was a ninja, and the chicken didn’t stand a chance. Even if it was a ninja chicken Bruce would win. But really, who ever heard of a ninja chicken, anyway?

Bruce landed on the bird with his claws out and it poofed, leaving a raw chicken behind. The cat greedily gobbled it up and turned around to find Mom and Dad staring at him.

Mom’s hands were on her hips and Dad’s eyebrows were so angry and low it looked like they might eat his eyes. He ignored them and climbed onto their bed, which was still warm from where they had been sleeping. He turned around, first one way, then the other, curled up and went to sleep. 

“Darn cat,” Dad muttered, shaking his head. He looked over at his wife, who was giving Bruce the worst ‘The Look’ she’d ever given, which the cat blatantly ignored. Because he was sleeping.

“Why does that cat think it’s okay for him to wake us up so he can sleep?” Mom grunted.

“That’s where you’re wrong, honey. That cat doesn’t think.”

Mom chuckled. Bruce purred while he slept, curled into a ball. Mom couldn’t help it and reached out and rubbed his head. “He sure is cute when he sleeps, though.”

Dad sighed. “Well, I guess we’re up now. May as well get ready to go to the Nether.” 

Mom shook her head. “You know I don’t want to go there; it’s too hot and there’s too much to do around here.” 

“I know. I’ll get the kids to help. It’s too dangerous to bring anyone else that isn’t a respawner.” 

“Is it really that bad?” Mom asked. 

“I’m afraid so. I was attacked constantly, and I was just clearing out sand.” He pulled out a block of soul sand. “Which reminds me, I should give this stuff to Alex. It slows you down when you walk on it; maybe he could use it to defend the village.” 

Mom inspected the block and shuddered. “That stuff is creepy.” 

“You get used to it after spending a day digging it up.”

Mom smiled. “Better get breakfast ready for the kids,” she said, and left the room.

Dad yawned and stretched and looked outside. The sun was rising, though it was still early. “Guess we better get those kids up.”


Chapter 2

A bleary-eyed Jack and Kate sat at the breakfast table. “Why’d you wake us up so early?” Kate asked, as she nibbled on a steak. She yawned and laid her head on her arms. “I miss regular breakfast food.”

“Yeah. I miss Chocolate Frosted Sugar Bombs,” Jack said.

“Ooh. Me too. And pancakes.”

“And bacon. Mmmm, bacon. I miss bacon almost as much as I miss coffee.” Dad drooled.

“What about spinach frittata? Oh, how I miss spinach frittata.” Mom looked off, dreamily. No one said anything. “Oh come on, didn’t you all love my spinach frittata?”

“I love you,” Dad said with a kiss on her cheek.

“So why are we up early again?” Kate asked, changing the subject.

“Blame Bruce.” Mom pointed to the cat who had just walked into the room, yawned, and licked a paw. He must have smelled breakfast.

“Darn cat,” Kate said, shaking her head.

“I thought you’d want to be up early anyway,” Dad said. “Don’t you want to go to the Nether with me?” 

Jack’s eyes went wide, and he gulped down the rest of his meal. “Oh yeah! I want to get some lava for my lava walls!” 

“Lava what?” Mom asked. 

Dad smirked, wondering what kind of reaction Mom would have to Jack’s idea. It surprised him when, after Jack explained his idea of pouring lava down the walls of the village, she nodded her head. “I think that’s a great idea.” 

“You do?” Jack and Dad asked at the same time.

“You know when he says ‘lava,’ he means that fiery, bubbly, red hot burning stuff, right?”

“Yes...” Mom looked at Dad like he had two heads. “I think it’s a good idea.”

“Of course you do,” Jack said. He sat up straighter. “I’m pretty awesome.” Kate groaned.

Mom smiled at Jack. “It is a good idea, but I don’t think it’s enough. A powerful defense is going to be the most important thing to keep this village safe. What else could we do to make the walls stronger?” 

They thought for a bit, and Kate's eyes lit up. “I know! We could widen the walls, so we could walk on them, and we could have archers on top. Like they used to with castles in the medieval days.” 

“Yeah!” Jack said. “Good one, Kate.” He put his fist up and she bumped it with hers. 

“Thanks, bro.”

Mom smiled. Nothing made her happier than the kids getting along.

“We could also build a moat,” Jack said. 

“And fill it with Axolotl!” Kate jumped up and down, clapping her hands. 

Jack rolled his eyes. “Why would we want to do that? They won’t rip apart enemies like crocodiles would.”

“Jack Murphy. Gross.” Mom eyed her son.

“Have you SEEN them?” Kate beamed. “They’re so cute!”

“Cute doesn’t defeat enemies,” Jack mumbled under his breath.

“Those are excellent ideas, kids,” Mom said. “That gives me something to work on today. Jack, I’ll leave you in charge of collecting lava.” Jack gave her a thumbs up. “Kate, can you help with the moat? Since you want to fill it with axolittles. After you help your dad, of course. We won't be able to make the moat until we’re done with the wall.”

“Axolotl,” Kate corrected. 

Mom grinned at her. “They may be axolotls, but they sure are axolittle and cute!” 

Kate groaned. “Not you, too. It’s bad enough we have one person with awful jokes.” 

“Hey!” Dad pointed his finger at his daughter. “Be nice to your brother. His jokes are just fine.”

Jack looked offended. Kate rolled her eyes. “I was talking about you, Dad.”

Dad grabbed his chest like he’d been wounded. “Take it back. My jokes are awesome!”

“Awesomely bad.” Kate winked. 

“Children, just because your dad’s jokes are bad doesn’t mean you get to make fun of him,” Mom said. 

“Yeah,” Dad said, nodding, then snapped his head around to look at Mom. “Hey! Wait a minute!” 

Mom giggled and the kids laughed. Bruce went back to bed.


Chapter 3

The village was up and awake, everyone out doing their jobs. The farmers were farming, the blacksmiths were black smithing, the librarians were librarian-ing.

Jack went with Mom to find the Double-Es in the mine. They walked through the village, and it was a mess. The strange trader Wanderin’ Wendy had warned them all about how dangerous the spook moon was, but they didn’t understand until it was too late. 

After having fought a never-ending supply of red-eyed pumpkins, including a giant mutant mammoth pumpkin, they had a lot of cleanup to do. Entire buildings and houses had been smashed to smithereens, and pumpkin seeds were accidentally planted everywhere. They had finally cleaned up all the random pumpkins and vines, but there were still buildings that needed fixing.

All of that had interrupted Dad’s mission in the Nether. Now that the danger had passed, Mom wanted to make sure there were enough golems to help with the defense of the town. The Double-Es were in charge of mining the iron needed. They had created one golem already, and even though it turned into a red-eyed pumpkin golem during the spook moon, Bruce had freed it and now it was a helpful defender. 

“Hey guys,” Jack said as he entered the mine. 

“JACK!” the Double-Es shouted, dropping their picks to greet him.

Elijah’s pick landed on his foot, and he howled in pain. “Ethan! Ouch!”

“Why are you yelling at me?” Ethan yelled. “You dropped it on your own foot!”

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Did no—”

“I brought pie!” Mom said, holding out a pumpkin pie. 

Ethan and Elijah looked at each other, then Mom, and frowned. They almost looked a little green. “I don’t think I’m ready to eat pumpkin yet.” 

Mom chuckled. “Well, I can certainly understand that.” She put the pie away and held out something else. “How about a cookie?” 

“COOKIES!” they shouted in unison. 

Mom laughed and handed them each a cookie. Jack cleared his throat.

“Are you okay, Jack?” Mom asked.

Jack nodded. He cleared his throat again.

“Jack, is there something you’d like to say?”

“I just thought maybe you forgot to give me a cookie, too.”

“You already had breakfast.” Mom shook her head.

“But the Double-Es got one!”

“Oh fine, dear. Have a cookie.” Jack smiled as he grabbed the tasty treat.

Mom looked all around the mine. It had been a while since she’d been down there. The Double-Es had done a nice job of keeping it even and symmetrical. Instead of chunks of blocks mined out in every which way, it was a huge rectangular room with smooth walls, floor and ceiling that went deep into the ground and was many blocks wide. One corner had a mined-out section of floor with stairs leading down. There was a crafting table and several furnaces set up on one wall, along with a row of double chests. 

“How are we doing for iron, boys?” Mom asked. 

“Great,” Elijah said, pointing to one of the double chests. “That chest is about half full of iron ingots. We hit a really good iron vein recently and got a ton. Took forever to clear out, but I think we can start making iron golems any time now.”

“Nice job,” Mom said, nodding in approval.

Jack went over to the chest and opened it. He let out a long whistle—he was finally getting better at whistling. There were quite a few stacks of iron ingots. “Can I take some? I need to make a bunch of buckets for lava.” 

Elijah shrugged. “I guess? I’m just collecting it; I’m not in charge of it.” 

“Take what you need, Jack,” Mom said. “It’s for the defense of the village,” she added, looking at the Double-Es. 

“What are you going to do with lava?” Ethan looked curious. 

“Lava walls!” Jack shouted, excited. 

“Lava walls?” Ethan asked, confused. 

“How come nobody gets it?” Jack muttered, then explained his idea to the boys. 

“Lava walls sound awesome!” they shouted together. 

Mom nodded. “And speaking of walls, how much stone do we have?” 

“We have SO MUCH stone.” He pointed to another chest. “That chest is full of cobblestone, and the one next to it has other kinds.” 

Mom opened it and her eyes went wide. “Oh my, yes, this is perfect. You guys are great miners.”


Chapter 4

Mom left to round up the villagers for a meeting while Jack crafted bucket after bucket. He finally stopped when he had twenty. “Whew, I’m going to need to empty my shulker box to carry all these. At least I can stack a bunch when they’re empty.” 

When he got to the village square, Mom was setting up tables with all kinds of food, as usual. Jack reached for the pumpkin pie but changed his mind, opting for a cookie instead. Mom smacked his hand away. “Those are for the guests.” 

“What guests? We all live here. If anything, we’re the guests.” 

“You know what I mean. Now please go and ring the bell.” 

Jack sighed and went to the bell in the village square. He rang it hard. The sound reverberated off the buildings, and he rang it again. And again. “That’s enough, Jack!” Mom shouted, holding her ears. 

“Sorry. That’s fun.” Jack grinned. 

The villagers piled in, many with big eyes and smiling faces when they saw the spread of food.

“What’s the occasion, Mrs. Smith?” Rara asked. 

“Please, eat up!” Mom said as she gestured to the tables. Once everyone had some food, she cleared her throat. “I’ve called you all here because we’re going to figure out some town defenses.” 

“Lava walls!” Elijah shouted. 

“YEAH!” Jack shouted back and fist-bumped him. 

They got lots of confused looks.

“What?” Rara asked. 

Mom rolled her eyes. “That’s just one thing we need help with. We want to expand the walls so they’re wide enough to walk on, and shoot from, if we need to. Then we want to pour lava down the front of them so they will become lava walls, making it very hard for enemies to get through.” 

“LAVA WALLS!” Jack and Elijah shouted at the same time. 

Ethan poked Elijah. “Shhh! She’s still talking.” 

Mom nodded at Ethan. “Thank you. We also have some other things to talk about. Mr. Smith has something to share.” 

“I do?” Dad asked around a mouthful of food. 

“The creepy sand?” Mom prompted. 

“Oh! Yeah,” Dad said, chewing and swallowing in one big gulp. He pulled out a block of soul sand from his inventory and held it up for everyone to see. 

“That IS creepy,” Birgitta said. 

Dad nodded. “Yeah and watch this.” He quickly dug out a long strip of ground, then placed the soul sand down. “Try running across it.” 

Bode was the first up. He dashed over, sprinting, and ran across the soul sand. When his feet hit the dark sand, his whole body slowed considerably. “Oh, I don’t like this. Not one bit.” 

One by one, each person took turns on the soul sand. Alex grinned when he got to the other side. No one else grinned anywhere near the sand. It gave everyone an overall feeling of ‘blah,’ and made them feel anything but happy. But Alex was excited. “I know what we could use this for.” 

“What is it?” Dad asked. 

“Well, one problem we had in our last village was the gates were not much of a hindrance. If we mined up the ground through the gates and put this stuff down instead, it would slow any attackers. Then we would at least have more time to defend against them.” 

Dad finger-gunned him. “Great idea, Alex.” He handed the illager several stacks of the dark soul sand. Even just having it out of his inventory made him feel a little happier. “I’m going to leave you in charge of setting it up.” 

Alex nodded, and Mom took her place back at the front of the crowd.

She pointed to Kate. “Kate, how are we doing with the wolf situation?” 

Kate grabbed Charlotte, Marigold, and Layla and brought them to the center. “We’ve all been working really hard to breed a lot of wolves for the village. They’re good defenders—” 

“And good puppers!” Layla added. 

Kate grinned and nodded. “Yes, that too. They’re going to be really helpful. These girls have become great at taming and teaching them, so we decided everyone should have a pet wolf. If enemies break in, a wolf will always be there, ready to fight and defend you.” 

“BOOO!” Elijah shouted. “I want a cat.” 

Kate laughed. “Have you met Bruce? Cats only help when they want to. Dogs are loyal.” She pointed to Bruce, who was currently sitting on a table, sniffing the food. Everyone turned to watch as the cat lifted his nose at the bowl of soup, then batted it off the table, sending it crashing to the floor. 

“Darn cat!” Mom shouted, and ran over to him, shooing him off the table.

Bruce jumped to the ground and licked his paw, rubbing his head. “Meow, meow.” 

“Cats are still better than dogs,” Elijah said. 

“We can love all animals,” Marigold said. 

“Cats rule, dogs drool.” Elijah crossed his arms. 

“Meow,” Bruce said, jumping onto Elijah’s head. 

Mom rolled her eyes. “Elijah, you can like cats all you want, but everyone is going to have a wolf because of how loyal they are. End of story. Now, the last order of business brings me to you two.” She looked at the brothers. “Are you ready to build some golems?” 

“Oh yeah!” Ethan said. “We have everything we need.” 

“Good,” Mom said. “How many golems can you make?” 

“Uhm....” Ethan closed his eyes to do the math. “Eight.” 

“Eight?” Dad asked. “That’s awesome. Good work!” The Double-Es stood a little taller. “We should station two at each entrance to the village, two by the castle, and two in the village square.” 

Ethan nodded and took out the iron blocks, placing them into the correct configuration. Elijah added pumpkins on each, used the shears, and POOF! Two brand new iron golems stood in the square with everyone.

A cheer rose from the crowd. 

“Good meeting, everyone. Mr. Smith and the kids will be in the Nether for a bit, but I’ll be out here to help where I’m needed.”


Chapter 5

Dad rounded up Jack and Kate and headed to the castle.

“Hey Mr. Smith,” Rara called after him. He stopped, turning to the little ruler. “Do you think it’s safe for me to go into the portal?” 

Dad rubbed his chin. “Uhm...I suppose it is. There aren’t mobs or anything right on the other side. You would have to wear some gold, though, or the piglins will attack.” 

“They will?” Rara asked. 

Dad nodded. “Yeah, it’s strange. They think you aren't real if you don’t wear gold or something. I don’t really understand.” 

Rara cocked her head. “Huh. That’s so weird. I gotta look that up in the library.” 

Dad shrugged. “If you meet them, you could ask. They’re nice enough once they’re not trying to poof you.” He eyed the girl. “Why do you want to go in there, anyway?” 

“I just thought there must be something important going on. I never knew the castle had this portal, and there’s a duplicate castle on the other side? Very strange. There’s so much I didn’t know about our kingdom, and I feel like I’m swimming in water that’s too deep.” 

Dad nodded. “I can understand that. I think you should go, but I’d like if we could go take care of a few problems first. Just to make it safer.” 

“I understand you worry, since we aren't respawners, but please remember, we were living and exploring long before you came here. We can take care of ourselves.” 

Elijah ran by lightning fast, both of his arms wrapped around a Jack-o’-lantern. Ethan was close on his heels, arm raised in the air, yelling at his brother. “Bring that back here!” 

“Never! You’re too mean!” He turned to stick his tongue out at Ethan, but tripped. The pumpkin saved his face from slamming into the ground, and it exploded with a loud pop, goo flying every which way. 

“That’s what you get!” Ethan said and turned around, stalking off.

Jack helped Elijah up, wiping off as much of the pumpkin as he could. Kate offered him some cooked chicken to heal the damage he’d done to himself.

Dad raised an eyebrow at Rara. She sighed. “Okay. I see your point. You go in there and make it safe, then I’ll come check it out. In the meantime, I’m going to the library to find out why the piglins like gold so much.” 

Dad grinned. “That sounds like a good plan.”

Jack, Kate, and Dad went down into the portal room while Rara left towards the library. “Alright kids, put your gold boots on before we go in.” 

Jack sighed. “These things are just so...shiny.” 

Dad clasped his hands and squealed, “Isn’t it great?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “No, Dad. Ninjas aren’t shiny. Ninjas are dark and mysterious. These boots shout, ‘Watch out, here I come!’” 

“Come on, Jack. It’s just for a little bit,” Kate said. 

Jack sighed but put on his gold boots. Kate did the same and Dad nodded. “Perfect, now we’re ready. I think you guys will like Bruiser and Ksizzle. They’re nice and a little silly.

They hopped through the portal and came out to an empty room.

“Uhhh.” Dad looked around, confused. “That's odd. They’re usually wai—”

“INTRUDERS!” Bruiser shouted and rushed into the room, his golden sword held high. “Oh, it’s you, Mr. Smith. I see you brought some friends, too.” He looked down at their gold boots and lowered his sword. “It’s a good thing they’re real people and not monsters in disguise.” 

“How do you know we aren't monsters?” Kate asked. 

Bruiser looked at her like that was a question everyone knew the answer to. “Monsters HATE gold. It makes them sneeze.” 

It took everything in Jack not to fake a sneeze.

Kate shrugged. “I guess that's as good a reason as any.” 

“Did you get them, Bruiser?” a voice asked from the other end of the room. 

“It’s okay, Ksizzle, you can come out. It’s just that weird guy and his two smaller weird people.” 

“Hey!” Jack and Kate said at the same time. 

“How do you know they aren't monsters?” Ksizzle yelled in. 

“They’re wearing gold,” Bruiser shouted back. 

Ksizzle came through the doorway and checked out the visitors, focusing on their shiny boots. “Okay, you look real. Nice to finally meet you.” 

“Without you attacking us, you mean?” Jack asked. 

“Yep,” Ksizzle said. 

Dad cleared his throat. “Bruiser, Ksizzle, meet Jack and Kate, my kids. They're going to help us clear out your home.” 

“YAY!” the piglin and piglin zombie shouted together. They joined arms at the elbows and danced in circles. “We can go home! We can go home!” 

“Well, not yet,” Dad said. “We still have to get there and stop those brutes.” 

Bruiser looked angry. “Those brutes.” He snarled. “If I was there, I’d ram them into the lava!” 

“We can take care of them,” Jack said. “I’m a ninja.” 

“What’s that?” Ksizzle asked. 

Jack opened his mouth to launch into what probably would have been a very long explanation of ninjas, but Kate cut him off. “We should get to work.” 

Jack looked down, frowning. “Yeah, I guess. What did you need us to do, Dad?” 

Dad led them out of the building and gestured towards the wastes. “We need to build a sky bridge right over there.” He pointed, and the kids followed his finger to an obsidian portal way off in the distance, across a massive lava lake. 

“Wow, that’s going to be a long bridge,” Kate said, eyes wide.

Dad nodded. “Yup. It’s going to be hard because we have to watch out for—” 

“WATCH OUT!” Jack yelled, tackling Kate to the ground just as a fireball shot through the space she had been standing in. 

“Those things,” Dad said, taking out his shield and holding it out to block the next fireball from the ghast.


Chapter 6

Mom was cleaning up the tables when Birgitta approached her. “Mrs. Smith?” 

“Yes, Birgitta?” Mom asked. 

“I’m worried about Delilah. She didn’t come to the meeting.” 

Mom’s eyes went wide and her mouth dropped. “You know what, you’re right. I didn't see her either. Oh, I can’t believe I didn’t notice. We should go check on her.” 

Mom left the mess behind and Birgitta followed, wandering through the village until they came to Delilah’s house. Mom knocked on the door. No answer. She knocked again and there was still no answer.

“Delilah?” Mom called. 

“Go away.” Her voice was small and sad. 

Mom breathed a sigh of relief; at least she was okay and nothing bad had happened, like some mob getting in they didn’t know about.

She knocked again, this time softer. “Delilah, it’s Mrs. Smith. Can I talk to you?” 

There was a sigh from inside. “Fine, come in.” 

Mom entered but put her hand up to Birgitta. “Dear, I think it would be best if there weren't two of us. I don’t want to overwhelm her.” 

Birgitta looked sad but nodded. “Please let me know if she’s okay when you're done. And tell her I’m here for whatever she needs.” 

Mom hugged the thoughtful girl. “I will.”

Mom took a deep breath and entered the house. She found Delilah on her bed, holding a Totem of Undying in her hands. Her cheeks were wet with tears, and her face held a look of sadness so deep Mom’s heart instantly hurt. Mom gave her a small smile. “What do you have there, Delilah?” 

Delilah looked up, sniffing, and showed Mom the totem. “This was Hudson’s. He gave it to me a while ago. He said he wouldn’t use it since he knew how they were made. He made me promise not to either. He wanted to keep it here as a reminder that we should never hurt people for our own benefit.” 

Mom sat down next to the girl. “He was a good man.” 

Delilah nodded and sucked in a ragged breath. “I miss him. I miss him so much.” Like a dam that couldn’t hold back any more water, tears cascaded from her eyes.

A tear dripped down Mom’s face and she pulled Delilah into a hug. The girl cried on her shoulder for a bit, then pulled back. “I’ve been training with Jack and the other illagers in his ninja class. I never want to be in a situation like that again. I keep thinking to myself, what if I had had my weapon? What if I had the totem? The ‘what if’s’ won't stop rattling around in my head. I thought I was doing better, then I found this in a chest and it all just came flooding back.” 

“Oh dear,” Mom said, taking the girl’s hand in her own. “We can’t be expected to move past such hurt so quickly. The heart needs time to recover.” 

Delilah nodded. “I know. I just...I felt so useless again when the pumpkins attacked. I...froze up again...all my training with Jack and Bruce and the others...I just forgot and panicked.” 

Mom squeezed her hand. “Delilah, stop beating yourself up. You aren't to blame, and we don’t expect anything of you.” 

Delilah blew out a breath. “That’s just it. You may not expect anything from me, but I do. I’ve decided to quit ninja training.” 

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Well, if that’s what you think is best, I’m sure we could use your help in other ways. There’s always a lot to do around here and we’ll give you whatever time you need to grieve but being alone all the time isn’t healthy for anyone.” 

“I won’t stop training, just ninja training.” Delilah shook her head. She stood and pulled a piece of black fabric from a chest. She unfurled it, showing it to Mom. It was an evoker’s robe. 

“Is that...” Mom asked but trailed off as Delilah put it on. 

“Hudson taught me the basics of evoker magic. With him gone, we’re going to need someone here who can take on that role. I’m going to train hard and become the best evoker anyone has ever seen. In memory of Hudson.” Delilah nodded her head smartly, determination replacing the look of sadness. She put the totem in the chest, slammed the lid, and took a deep breath. 

Mom could tell the girl was getting stronger, and she grinned as she stood up. “Delilah, I don’t doubt you one bit. And you’re right; we do need someone here who can use magic like Hudson did.” 

Delilah nodded. “I’m going to train outside the walls. I don’t want to cause any accidents here in town.” 

“That gives me an idea. One thing I think our village could use for its defenses is more goats.” 

Mom was not ready for the laugh that burst out of Delilah’s mouth, and she jumped, startled by it. “You want more Waffles?” 

Mom shook her head. “Well, now. Definitely not. But I don’t think all goats are like Waffles.” She pulled out a stack of golden apples, handing them to the evoker-in-training. “Take these, they’ll help you. The fact is goats have a powerful ramming attack that could be helpful. I’d love it if you could take Marigold and Lola and maybe some illagers out to tame more goats. Just...if you come across another screaming goat? Maybe leave it behind.” 

Delilah smirked. “I’ll do it. But if we come across any more screaming goats, we’re running.” 

Mom laughed.


Chapter 7

After the second ghast appeared, shooting more fireballs at Dad, Kate, and Jack, they took a break in the castle. Kate sighed heavily. “I miss my crossbow.” 

Jack nodded. “Yeah, if you had it, you could’ve been like, TWANG! WOOSH! SPLAT! And we wouldn’t have any more ghasts.” 

Dad sighed. “There sure are a lot of them. I didn’t realize how bad it was. Looks like building that bridge is going to be harder than I thought.” 

“We just need better gear,” Jack said. “We’ve been in the game for a while now, it’s depressing how lame our gear is.”

They wandered around the castle when Kate pulled to a stop and spun around, her head cocked. “Wait a minute...” She dashed off into another room. 

“Kate!” Dad shouted. “Where are you going?” 

“I have to check something,” she called from a hallway. 

Dad turned to Jack who shrugged, and they followed. They caught up to her in the library, an enchanting table in the center of the room, surrounded by bookshelves. Ksizzle was sitting in a chair flipping through a book while Bruiser stood in a corner perfectly still.

Jack stopped, looking at Bruiser. “That’s kinda creepy.” 

“Eh,” Ksizzle said, “you get used to it. It’s a zombie thing.” 

“I knew it!” Kate shouted as she peeked into a hallway. 

“Knew what?” Dad asked. “That I was the best Dad in the world?”

“Dad,” Kate groaned. “No.”

“The galaxy?”

“Dad.”

“The entire universe? Kate, you’re too kind.”

“ANYway,” Kate said, ignoring her dad. “This castle—”

“Kate, I’m the only Dad in this castle.”

Jack laughed, which annoyed Kate more. “Would you guys please listen?” Dad looked a little sheepish and Jack stood at attention and saluted her. She rolled her eyes but continued anyway. “This castle is the exact same shape as the one in the overworld.” 

Dad cocked his head. “Yeah? We already knew that...” 

Kate crossed her arms. “It’s not just the same outline, it’s literally the exact same. The library is in the same place, the bedrooms, the kitchen...” 

“There isn’t an End ship crashed in the wall,” Jack said. 

“Not helpful, Jack,” she said. “Think. If everything is the same, the exact same, that would mean—” 

Jack gasped. “THERE’S A TREASURE ROOM!” 

Kate pointed at him, and Dads eyes widened. “There’s a treasure room? There's a treasure room!” 

Ksizzle and Bruiser looked at each other. Ksizzle spun her finger by her ear, showing she thought these people were crazy. Bruiser chortled. 

Jack dashed off and the group followed him. He came sliding to a stop in front of the same room that was a treasure room in the overworld. Sure enough, there was a spot for redstone. Without waiting, Jack crafted a switch and flipped it. The floor opened, just like in the overworld castle. “Treasure!” he shouted, and skipped down the stairs leading into the hole. 

“Did you know that was there?” Bruiser asked Ksizzle. 

She shook her head. “Nope, but you can bet if there was gold down there, I would’ve gotten it.” 

Bruiser snorted. “Oh, I believe you.” 

They came to an area just like the treasury in the overworld castle. Once again, they found four shulker boxes. They were different colors though: there was a grey, a white, a brown, and a pink shulker box.

“Aw man,” Dad said, “I was hoping for another gold...er...yellow box.” 

“You and gold,” Kate said, shaking her head. 

“Let’s see what's in them!” Jack said, bouncing up and down. 

Kate put her hand in front of him. “Hold on. Don’t you want to use your power?” 

Jack looked at the boxes, then shrugged. “I could. Not sure it’ll work in a treasure room, but I’ll try.”

“How will we know if it works?” Kate asked. 

Jack shrugged. “If you open the chest, I don’t think my power will work, so I have to use it before you open it.” 

Dad nodded his head. “It’s Schrödinger's treasure.” 

Jack and Kate looked at Dad. “What?” they asked at the same time. 

Dad grinned. “It’s a way to explain quantum theory. A scientist whose last name was—” 

“NOPE!” Jack said. “Sorry, Dad, we don’t have time for nerd things. There's treasure!” He gestured at the treasure boxes. 

Dad sighed. “It’s not nerd stuff, it’s science. Anyway, I’m opening the white box.” Without any more explanation he opened it. “Oh...oh wow. This might be better than gold. Naah, who am I kidding? Nothing’s better than gold. Well, except barbec—” 

“DAD!” Kate shouted. “What is it? What’s in there?” 

Dad pulled out a book. A glowing book. “It’s filled with enchanted books.” 

Jack’s eyes went huge. “WOW! Bubba and Lala are going to flip. Are there any good books?” 

Dad scanned through the chest, then frowned. “Looks like everything’s only level 1. Still, there's a lot of them.” 

“Okay, my turn.” Jack moved to the grey chest. “I’m going to try my power.” He concentrated, and focused his power on the chest, using his entire hunger bar in one shot, then held his hand out to steady himself. He opened the chest and frowned. “Rats, it’s just a bunch of iron stuff. Oh wait, some of it’s enchanted. HOLY COW! It's ALL enchanted!” 

“What all’s in there?” Kate asked. 

“You name it. There are swords and armor and tools. It’s quite the haul.” He pulled out a sword, looking it over. “Nice! Fire aspect.” He waved it around. 

Kate crossed her arms. “Really, Jack? Fire aspect? In the Nether?” 

Jack thought about it. “Yeah, okay. Good point. Too many fire-resistant things here.” He pulled out a couple more swords, holding one in each hand. “Oh yeah, sharpness. SHLING SHLING!” He waved them around. 

“Watch it!” Kate said, stepping back. 

Jack snorted. “Heh, I’m a ninja. I wouldn’t accidentally hit you.” 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Suuure. What about all those times playing bed wars when you hit me?” 

“That was in the heat of battle!” 

“What’s bed wars?” Dad asked. 

“It’s a server game where you have to protect your bed from other people trying to destroy it. If they destroy it, you can’t respawn,” Jack said. 

“You play this with other people? People you don’t know? Strangers?” Dad asked. 

Jack nodded. “Yeah, it’s on a Minecraft server.” 

Dad raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think Mom would be very happy to hear—”

“MY TURN!” Kate interrupted. “Jack, can you use your power on my shulker box?” 

“Sure,” Jack said, chomping down a couple golden apples to refill his hunger bar. He had no idea if his power was working but used it anyway. “There you go.” 

Kate opened the chest and gasped. Jack leaned over, but of course, couldn’t see anything. “What is it?” he asked. 

“It’s all ranged weapon stuff. Awesome! Enchanted bows and crossbows, a fletching table, targets and lots of arrows, both regular and enchanted. It’s just like the other boxes though; everything is level 1.”

“Well, that will certainly help with the ghasts,” Dad said. “Maybe now we can build the bridge safely. Though I’d really like a strong shield to help.” 

“My iron box has some,” Jack said. 

“Nice! Let’s see what's in the last box,” Dad said, opening it. 

“WAIT! Don’t you want me to use my power?” Jack asked. 

Dad winced. “Too late. I don’t know if it could’ve made this better anyway; it’s full of potions and...weird things. So many potions in here.” He slowly read through the names. “Looks like it's mostly water, awkward potions and mundane potions. There are a handful of other kinds though. Antidote, Elixir, Healing. We should bring all this back to Mom; she’d be able to use it better.” 

“What are the weird things?” Kate asked. 

Dad looked it over and grimaced. “Spider eyes and rabbit feet.” 

“Eww!” Kate said. 

“What?” Jack said. “It’s not like the spiders or rabbits are using them anymore.” 

“Don’t be gross, Jack,” Kate said, covering her ears. 

Jack rolled his eyes. “Anyway. We just got all this gear; we should put some on and finish the bridge.” 

“Yeah,” Kate said. “I’m ready for some action.” She loaded her crossbow menacingly.


Chapter 8

Mom had wrangled a bunch of villagers to help. The Double-Es were mining away, since they would need a lot more stone and iron. She kept the farmers farming, but since Jack was in the Nether, she recruited the illagers and basically everyone else to her wall project. 

In typical Mom fashion, she had a table laid out with food. “Alright everyone. I’ll keep a steady supply of food to make sure you don’t get hungry. Today we’re going to expand the wall around the village. It needs to be wide enough to walk on so we can patrol from it. Does anyone have any suggestions?” 

A bald villager raised his hand and Mom pointed at him. “Yes, please, what’s your idea?” 

“My name’s Jasper; I’m one of the zombified villagers you saved. I’m a stone mason, and I can tell you that if you provide a stonecutter for me, I can make all kinds of stone blocks using far less resources than a crafting table.”

“Thank you.” Mom nodded.

Another bald-headed villager raised his hand. “I’m Flint; I’m also a stone mason. I agree with Jasper. We could be very useful if we had some stonecutters. Also, I noticed the houses made with the strange white blocks are very strong. I was experimenting with it a bit, and it seems tougher than regular stone. If we used that for the wall it would be extra strong.” He nodded smartly. 

Mom rubbed her chin. “Hmm, but that would mean tearing down those houses...” 

“We could rebuild them with regular stone,” someone said. “They aren’t being used yet, anyway.” 

“Yeah,” spoke another voice, “it would help clean up the mess from the darn giant pumpkin, too.” 

Mom nodded. “Alright, that sounds like a good plan. I’ll make up some stonecutters. Now then, what about the wall itself? How should we do that?” 

Jasper raised his hand again. “Well, it’d be best to make the wall at least three blocks wide so we can walk down the center.” 

“Oh yeah,” Flint agreed, “if we did that, we could fill the center with the end stone, to make it stronger and not look so...weird.” 

Jasper nodded. “Yeah, and we could build the end stone only half the height to conserve bricks and allow for—” 

Mom cut them off. “Alright you two. You seem to know a lot about stone, and I know, well, not a lot. I think the best thing would be to leave you both in charge of building the wall.”

The two stone masons looked at each other, then back at Mom.

“Really?” Flint asked nervously. 

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Yes. You seem like very smart and capable villagers, and plenty qualified. I think you’d be a great fit.” 

Jasper cleared his throat. “But uh...Well, we may know a lot about stone, but we don’t know a whole lot about crafting.” Flint nodded. 

Before Mom could answer, Alex came walking up, dusting his hands off. “Mrs. Smith, come see this, I finished my task.”

“Perfect!” Mom said with a little clap.

“But, uh...you haven’t seen it yet.”

“Right.” Mom nodded. “I was just excited to hear you were done because I have another job for you. Think you could help direct these villagers to expand the wall?”

Alex turned and looked at the wall surrounding the village. “Well, I do have some experience from the last village. I could do that.” 

Mom clapped her hands. “Wonderful! Jasper, Flint, you are in charge of making all the stone and for giving ideas to Alex. Alex here is going to help direct the rest of you,” she waved towards the crowd of villagers, “in building the wall.” 

Alex waved to the group of people and got a few small waves back. Then he turned to Mom. “Can I show you what I did?” 

Mom nodded. “Let’s go see. Come on everyone, you can start after we see the latest defense Alex built.”

They walked to the main entrance and stopped when they got close. The ground going into and out of the village had been ripped up and replaced with soul sand. It was several blocks long and at least twenty blocks wide.

“Oh my,” Mom said looking at the spooky looking sand. “This is a terrible welcome mat.” 

“Huh?” Alex asked, cocking his head. 

Mom waved him away. “Never mind.” She walked onto the sand and shivered, then moved, slowly, towards the entrance. “Oh yes, this will do the trick. Everyone, come try this out!”

The group of villagers stepped onto the soul sand pathway, everyone shivering from the spookiness and walking slowly. Mom was happy with the way it turned out, despite the unwelcoming appearance. She loved visitors back home, but most visitors here weren’t as...friendly.

“What about the other entrance?” she asked Alex. 

“Already done the same way.” Alex crossed his arms and puffed his chest proudly. 

“Good job, Alex,” Mom said and hugged him. 

“Ack!” Alex said, still not used to Mom’s hugs.


Chapter 9

“This is ridiculous,” Jack complained. 

“It’s not that bad,” Kate said. 

“I look like a key chain!” Jack gestured to himself. He was dressed in enchanted iron armor and gold boots. “I miss my black leather armor.” 

“You look fine,” Dad said. “Besides, aren't you the one always saying iron armor has good defense?” 

Jack looked over at Dad and smirked. “Yeah, that’s why you should wear it, Mr. Shiny Pants.” 

Dad rotated, his golden armor reflecting the light. “That’s Mr. VERY Shiny Pants to you sir.” 

Jack rolled his eyes and Kate laughed. “So, what’s next?” 

Dad pulled out his new enchanted shield, holding it in front of him. It glowed with the Unbreaking I enchantment. “We need to get that bridge built. Let’s see what's going on outside.”

They left the castle and looked around. There were no mobs nearby, which gave them a moment to explore. They were on an island of netherrack surrounded by a huge lake of lava. This section of the Nether was Nether Wastes, with a netherrack ceiling way above them and a bridge of blackstone behind the castle, floating in the air.

Jack looked over the castle and pointed. “Hey, what’s that?” 

Dad and Kate looked up. “Oh,” Dad said, “that's the fortress I died trying to get to.” 

“No,” Jack said. “That.” He pointed more forcefully, as if it would help them see what he was talking about. “That glowing, golden thing...” 

“Oh yeah,” Kate said, squinting. “Is that...a blaze?” 

Dad looked and sure enough, floating above the brick pathway he tried to reach before was a golden cube with a dozen or so things that looked like golden candles floating around it. “What the heck is a blaze?” Dad asked. 

“It’s the thing Mom needs parts from for making potions!” Jack shouted. “We should get it.” 

Dad shook his head. “Now hold on, we have a mission already.” 

Jack gestured. “But Dad, it’s RIGHT THERE. We just need to get up there and fight it, then we can come right back down. If Mom could make us potions, we might be able to help the piglins better.” 

Dad bit his lip, then shrugged. “Alright, but we aren’t exploring any further. We’re just getting that blaze and coming right back down. Understand?” 

“YES!” Jack and Kate said together. 

Kate grinned as she pulled out arrows of weakness. “I can’t wait to try these.”

They worked together to craft a solid set of stairs to the nether fortress. The blaze was wandering around and Jack and Kate walked slowly to get into a good position. They came to a crossroads, and Jack took one side, Kate took another, while Dad stayed back.

“Alright Dad,” Jack whispered. “Taunt it.” 

Dad nodded and yelled at the blaze. “Hey you! Yeah, you, goldie. There’s only one person allowed to be that golden around here, and it sure ain’t you!”

The blaze spun around, and the family gasped as they saw its head. Instead of a normal golden blaze head, it had a mob spawner for a head, with glowing red eyes. 

“Uh-oh,” Jack said. 

“That’s not normal,” Kate said. 

“What is it?” Dad asked. They didn’t have time to respond as the blaze—which had been streaking at Dad—paused for a moment, a normal blaze popping out of the spawner and rushing towards Jack.

“Oooh I get it now. Yeah, that’s not good at all.” 

Jack attacked the blaze in front of him and immediately used his power. “Burst mode!” he shouted, his swords swinging crazy fast, and every other hit giving a critical star. 

Kate aimed at the first blaze, shooting it with an arrow of weakness. Swirlies floated above its head, but it didn’t look very hurt. In fact, it looked like it didn’t even notice it was shot. It blasted a fireball at Dad, who blocked it with his shield. Spinning in a tight circle, it launched fireballs in every direction, hitting both Jack and Kate. 

“Ow!” Kate yelled, as she caught on fire. “Ow, ow, ow!”

“Whoa!” Jack screamed as his armor ignited with flames, too. He ignored the fire and with a final powerful strike, poofed the blaze in front of him. As soon as the regular blaze poofed, the red-eyed blaze stopped attacking Dad, its creepy head turning all the way around like an owl to look between Jack and Kate. It made a sound like laughter, and two more regular blazes spawned right in front of the kids. 

“HOLY COW!” Jack said. 

Kate didn’t say anything, just grabbed the arrows of harming out of her inventory, equipping them. She chomped down a golden apple, glad she had them, as she healed up. The blaze in front of her launched a fireball and she dodged it, windmilling her arms as she came to the edge of the walkway. She crouched so she wouldn't fall and loaded her crossbow. 

Jack used his ability, downing a couple chicken legs, and dodged every attack the regular blaze tried. He dodged another fireball from the mutant blaze and yelped as his foot slipped off the edge of the walkway.  

“JACK!” Dad yelled, unable to reach him. He slammed his sword into the mutant blaze in front of him but couldn’t tell if he was causing any damage. 

Jack dangled from the walkway, holding on by his fingertips. He took a deep breath and swung his leg up. He got a foot on the ledge and heaved himself back up but took a fireball to the butt while he climbed. “OW!” 

“See?” Dad shouted. “Doesn’t feel good, does it?”

“Not the time, Dad!” Jack yelled, trying to put out his flaming rear end.

Kate took aim and shot the blaze in front of her, hitting it right in the head. The powerful attack with the magical arrow poofed it. She loaded again and aimed at the blaze attacking Jack.

“We have to take out the main one,” Jack said, as he rolled back and forth on the ground to put the fire out.

“What are you doing?” Kate asked as she shot another arrow.

“Stop drop and roll. Obviously!” Jack shouted as he worked on the ‘roll’ part of the equation.

“We’re not back home, Jack,” Kate said. He couldn’t tell if she sounded amused or annoyed. “Eat something. Quick!”

Jack felt like face palming himself. He was almost out of hearts, and he munched down a golden apple as fast as he could, then another.

Kate fired again. If the blaze had been a dart board, she’d have hit a bullseye. It poofed and both kids breathed a sigh of relief. 

“I can’t seem to hurt it,” Dad said as he hit it again with his sword. It spawned another regular blaze behind it, and the newest one came in to attack from the side. That's when Dad noticed the mutant blaze had one less of the floating candle rods swirling around it. 

“It's the rod things,” Dad yelled. “Hit those and maybe we can stop it!” 

“That’s a pretty small target,” Kate muttered as she took aim. 

Jack smirked. Small, moving targets were the perfect task for a ninja with luck powers. He flipped through the air, used his power, and scored a critical hit on one of the mutant blaze’s rods. It poofed like a mob would, and the blaze screamed in anger. 

Kate fired, missing the rod, the arrow bouncing off Dad's shield. “Watch it!” Dad yelled. 

Kate cringed. “Sorry!” She aimed again, but this time took aim at the regular blaze. 

Dad couldn’t put his shield down long enough to attack; the blazes were trying to get at him from all sides. He took a fireball to the knee and grunted when he lit on fire. If he couldn’t eat an apple soon, he was going to poof. 

Jack swung viciously over and over, using his entire food bar in strike after strike on the blaze rods. His sword connected with rod after rod, bouncing around between them. It almost sounded like he was playing a musical instrument. Cling! Clang! Clack! Ding!

The mutant blaze was mad. No, it was furious. It focused on Jack, shooting him with fireballs, which gave Dad some breathing room. It spawned another regular blaze, but Kate shot it just as it appeared, poofing it in a single, critical hit. 

Jack used his power for the last time before he’d have to eat something, scoring another critical hit and poofing the final blaze rod on the mutant blaze.

“Get it, Kate!” he shouted, as he pulled back, breathing hard. He didn’t even have enough energy to dodge the next fireball that flew towards him. He munched down a golden apple right before the fireball hit him and set him on fire. 

“Oh man,” he said as he rolled on the ground, hoping the apple would heal him more than the fire burned him. 

Now that the pressure was off Dad, he munched down his own golden apple, blocking the fireball attacks from the regular blaze. He used his sword and attacked, then blocked, then attacked again, the regular blaze unable to hurt him, but getting poofed in the fight. Dad was getting good at his block, attack, block tactic.

Kate steadied her shot and fired right into the center of the spawner, poofing it. They didn’t have enough energy to cheer. They all breathed hard, their hearts drastically low.

“Wow,” Dad said through labored breaths. “I bet those fire resistance potions in the potion shulker box would’ve been helpful.” 

The kids gave him their own version of ‘The Look.’


Chapter 10

They collected ten blaze rods from the regular blazes and the mutant blaze. “Let’s go back to the castle and put these in the shulker box for Mom,” Dad said. “We’ll bring it to her soon, but I’d really like to get the bridge done before we go back. So, the plan is, I’ll use my shield to protect you two while you build the bridge over the lava lake.” 

Kate nodded. “Okay. If too many ghasts appear, I’ll use my crossbow.” She held up her glowing, enchanted crossbow. “The quick charge enchantment makes it nice and fast.” 

Jack sighed. “And I guess I’ll just...you know...keep building.” 

Dad laughed. “It’s okay Jack, there will be plenty of time for you to be a karate kid.” 

“NINJA, Dad. I’m a ninja. Not a karate kid.” Jack huffed.

“Same thing, right?” He winked at Jack.

“Sure, Dad. Same way you’re a meat cooker.”

Dad growled. “It’s called barbe—” He blew out a breath. “I’m not taking your bait.”

Jack smirked. “Can we just get started?” 

Dad clapped his hands once. “Let’s go.” 

Bruiser and Ksizzle, who had been watching them, clapped their hands too. “Yes!” Bruiser said, lifting an arm in the air. “Let’s take back our home!” 

Dad stopped, turning to the zombified piglin. “Uhh, I like the go-get-‘em attitude, but I think you guys should stay here.” 

“What?” Ksizzle asked. “Why? We want to fight too!” 

Jack spoke up. “I’m sure you do, but we’re respawners you know? We won’t poof forever if we lose a fight. There’s less risk for us.” 

“Like how you blew yourself up?” Ksizzle asked Dad. 

Dad sighed. “Yes, like how I blew myself up.” 

“Can you do that again?” Bruiser asked. “It was pretty cool.” 

Jack and Kate laughed. “I’m sure if you stick around us long enough, you’ll see my dad do something else crazy.” 

“Hey!” Dad said. “Watch it.” He stomped off and threw the doors to the castle open, walking outside. As soon as he took his first step, an arrow slammed into his leg.

“OW!” He looked up to see a skeleton off in the distance aiming its bow at him. “Why you—” Dad ran towards the skeleton, but it moved backwards and shot Dad again.

“That’s it,” Dad growled and put his shield in front of him, activating his newest power. Two chicken legs disappeared from his hunger bar, and he rocketed across the ground like he was flying, his shield out in front of him. He slammed into the skeleton and sent it flying so far back it fell off the edge of the island into the lava, but not before its bones broke apart.

Dad turned around to see Jack and Kate staring at him with open mouths.

Jack pointed. “What...the...heck...was...THAT?” 

“Did you get a new power?” Kate asked. 

Dad walked back to them nonchalantly, brushing some fake dust off his shoulder. “Oh that? Yeah, I call it a shield charge.” 

Jack jumped up and down with his hands in the air. “That was AWESOME! Do it again!”

Dad rolled his eyes. “There aren’t any mobs.” 

Kate pointed to a block of rock sticking up. “Do it to that.” 

Dad sighed, but grinned. He didn’t mind his kids thinking he was cool. He took aim at the chunk of netherrack and activated his charge ability. He shot off like a rocket, his feet not even touching the ground, and slammed into the rock. It exploded like it had just been mined, but Dad staggered back, dizzy. “Whoa, it uh...it’s a little disorienting to do it to something that doesn’t move.” He frowned. “And my shield took a hit to its durability.” 

“IT WAS SO COOL!” Jack and Kate screamed together. 

“I wonder when I’m going to get a new power?” Jack said. 

“Me too. I hope I get something cool!” Kate said. 

“You’ll probably get something lame, like making animals talk.” 

“That wouldn’t be lame, that would be awesome,” Kate said, her hands on her hips. 

“Oh sure, can you imagine waffles? Instead of screaming ‘AAAAAAHHHH!!’ he would be screaming something even more annoying like ‘HEY, HEY, HI, HEY THERE, HEEEEEEY!’” 

Kate pointed her finger in Jack’s face. “And your stinky cat would be all ‘Feed me, I’m hungry. Feed me, I stink.’” 

“Hey!” 

Dad sighed. “Kids, can we please get on with it?” He gestured towards the end of the island.


Chapter 11

Jack brought out a stack of stone, and handed it to Kate, then another one to Dad. Together they crouched and placed blocks, forming a road three-blocks wide.

Bruiser laughed when he watched them crouching and hunkered down, copying them, making Ksizzle laugh. They both stayed on the island, walking around in a crouch. 

Things went well for a while, until the first sign of trouble appeared. A screaming ghast popped up right next to the bridge, making them all jump. It shot a fireball and Dad barely got his shield out in time. KRANG! The fireball slammed into the shield like ringing a gong.

Kate popped up behind Dad and fired her crossbow. A brown tipped arrow flew out, trailing motes of brown light behind it. The arrow slammed home, and the ghast poofed.

“Well,” Kate said, “that was easy.” 

“Sure, when you can shoot at it,” Dad said. “When I was out here by myself, I didn’t have a crossbow. Believe me, they are MUCH more annoying when you can’t hit them.”

“Hmm. Kinda like brothers.” Kate laughed and Jack glared at her.

They continued building and made it about halfway when Kate stopped, squealing as she pointed down. 

“What is it?” Jack asked. 

“I don’t know, but it’s CUTE!” Kate bounced on her toes. 

Dad looked, too, and saw she was pointing at some kind of two-legged red creature wandering around in the lava. “It must be tough, to walk in lava,” he said.

Jack sighed. “All that awesome lava just sitting there not in my buckets.” 

Dad nodded. “Once we get the bridge built and help the piglins, we’ll be able to collect lava.” 

“And see what that cute red thing is,” Kate said. 

Dad nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t think it’s all that cute.” 

Kate looked shocked, her hands on her chest. “How could you?” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “I’m going to build rails to make this bridge safe.” He turned and started placing blocks on the edge, forming a line of blocks all the way back to the beginning and making a guard rail.

“AAAAH!” Jack shouted, as another ghast popped up, screaming, right in front of him. 

Kate laughed and whipped out her crossbow. The ghast shot out a fireball just before Kate fired her arrow. It moved and her arrow flew past. Jack hit the fireball with a sword, sending it flying off in another direction. Kate fired again, this time hitting the ghast and poofing it.

Green XP orbs and a white pearl looking thing dropped onto the bridge. Kate picked up the pearl. “A ghast tear? How horrible!” She tossed it to Dad, who put it in his inventory. 

They kept placing blocks until finally—finally!—they reached the other side.

“Ugh,” Jack groaned. “That was so boring.” 

“Fighting a mutant blaze wasn’t exciting enough for you?” Kate asked. 

“That was like...HOURS ago.” 

“Alright, we made it,” Dad said as he finished the guardrail on both sides. Looking back, they saw a narrow bridge with a one-block wide walkway with rails on each side leading towards the island with the castle. As long as you walked in the middle of the bridge, you couldn’t fall off. “Well, should we get the piglins now?” 

“I thought you didn't want them to come?” Kate said. 

Dad shook his head. “No, I didn’t want them with us while we were building. Now that we’ve made it, we kinda need them to lead us to their home.” 

“Okay.” Kate shrugged. “Let’s get them.” 

“Good,” Jack said. “I want to get a bow out of the chest and try shooting with it.” 

“You’ll never be as good as me,” Kate said. 

“HEY!”


Chapter 12

Bruce was annoyed. His students who he had graciously shared his elite ninja skills with, weren’t at the training area. Sure, Jack was the one that usually trained them, but Bruce was their sensei too. Either way, no one had shown up. So much disrespect.

“Grrrr hiss,” he muttered. 

If they thought the master ninja cat had nothing else to teach them, he’d show them just how wrong they were.

He walked through the village, hunting his prey. He saw his first target; an illager by a cluster of tables near the entrance to the village. There was something going on here, a bunch of people moving stones and shouting, but Bruce wasn’t interested in any of that. 

His first target was looking through all the delicious food on the table, and Bruce expertly stalked her, moving behind the legs of anyone nearby so she wouldn’t see him as he waited for the perfect moment.

The perfect moment arrived.

He leapt into the air and bounced off a villager’s head, then another’s, on his way to his target. 

“Ow!” the first villager said, rubbing his head. 

“Hey!” the other villager shouted. 

The illager was about to turn around to see what all the commotion was when Bruce landed perfectly on the back of her head, kicking it like a pinball. Her face slammed into the pumpkin pie she’d been looking at, spraying it everywhere in a gooey mess. 

The illager picked her head up, and wiped off the pumpkin pie goo, looking around. “Who did—” 

“Meow meow!” Bruce said, licking his paw and cleaning his head. 

“Bruce?” the illager said, her head tilted to the side. 

“MEOW HISS!” Bruce yelled, giving her an angry look. 

“Sorry, Sensei Ninja Kitty.” The illager bowed to Bruce. Bruce snorted and turned on his heel to leave. The illager girl continued to clean herself up. “What in the Nether was that all about?” 

Bruce looked for more prey; these young ninja-wannabes needed to learn a lesson. He found his next target by the fountain; an illager who was learning the ninja skills quite well. Of course, he was nowhere near as good as an almost fully black scar-faced ninja of the night like Bruce, but he showed promise. 

Bruce bolted at the illager lightning fast, and slammed into his legs, making him stumble and fall into the fountain. “What the what?” the illager spluttered as he popped out of the water. Axolotls swam around occasionally spraying him in the face with a squirt of water. 

“Meow!” Bruce said. 

The illager climbed out of the pool. “Sensei?” he asked. 

“Meow meow,” Bruce said and bounded off in search of others.


Chapter 13

“I think we should bring these boxes to the overworld castle first,” Dad said. “I bet Mom could use the items to help the village defenses.” 

“And we could bring the piglins back some pie,” Jack said, licking his lips. 

“What’s pie?” Bruiser asked. 

“It sounds weird,” Ksizzle said. “Pie, pie, ow my eye. Will I like it? I won’t try.” 

“You’re weird,” Bruiser said. 

“Watch it, zomboy!” Ksizzle yelled at him. 

“Pie is delicious, you’ll see,” Jack said. “We’ll get some and bring it back to you.” They collected the shulker boxes and popped out of the portal. 

Dad rubbed his belly. “I was getting hungry anyway, it’s time for lunch. I wonder if Myron has any barbecue going.” 

They wandered out to a hive of activity. There was the usual farming and animal-ing going on, but there were villagers and illagers everywhere using iron picks to break down end block houses. In some areas they were rebuilding houses, and the debris from the giant, red-eyed mammoth pumpkin was mostly all cleaned up.

They found Mom near the main entrance to the village, with a crowd of angry villagers around her. Dad and Jack pushed their way through the crowd to see what was going on, while Kate went right to the food. Mom didn’t even greet them; she simply threw a cat at Jack. “Here! Take this cat with you to the Nether!” 

Jack fumbled but caught Bruce. “Meow purr,” Bruce said as he climbed onto his boy’s shoulders and rubbed his head on Jack’s.  

“What’s going on?” Dad asked. 

Mom pointed a stern finger at Bruce and her voice had an edge to it they didn’t hear often. “That cat. THAT CAT has been terrorizing people all day! Do you remember when Jack was a toddler, and the cat would leap out of nowhere and knock him over? He’s been doing THAT! To everyone!” 

“Purr purr,” Bruce said. 

“Aw come on, Mom,” Jack said, rubbing the scar-faced head. “It can’t be that bad.” 

The girl illager that Bruce had pounced on came over from behind Mom. There was still some pumpkin pie in her hair. “Hello Sensei Jack. I think Sensei Bruce was um...trying to train us or something? He only attacked those of us in the ninja class.” 

“Purr meow,” Bruce said. 

Jack sighed. “Were any of you able to stop his attack?” The illagers looked away, embarrassed. “I guess we have a long way to go, then, don’t we?” 

“Nope,” Mom said. “There will be no randomly attacking people in my village, training exercise or not.” 

“Your village?” Dad asked, an eyebrow raised. 

She spun on him with a ‘The Look’ that was so hot and angry Dad almost tripped and fell over. “You know what I mean,” she growled.  

Dad held his hands up, placatingly. “Okay, I'm sorry. We’ll handle Bruce. I brought you a present...” 

Mom’s face brightened and a smile exploded out of her. “Oh honey, that was so thoughtful!” 

Dad grinned; he knew how much Mom loved thoughtful presents. “I actually brought you two presents, but one is mostly for the town.” He set down the white and pink shulker boxes in front of her. 

“They’re so pretty,” Mom said, as she opened the white one. “Oh my. This is a lot of enchanted books.”

“What's that now?” Bubba asked. 

“OOOOOH!” Lala said, and they both came over. 

Mom showed them a book, then put it back and closed the lid. “It’s full of enchanted books.” 

Dad grinned. “Yep. I think it’d be a good idea to use them. Make some enchanted gear for all of our defenders and workers.” 

“YAY!” Bubba and Lala shouted together. “We get to craft stuff!” 

Mom smiled. “I’ll bring the box over later, and we can go through it and figure out what to make.” She reached for the pink box and opened it, her eyes going wide. “This is wonderful!” 

“Is it?” Dad asked. “I don’t know much about making potions, so I couldn’t tell if it’d be very useful. But I thought of you when we found it.” 

Mom smiled. “Very! There are some ingredients, and a ton of bottles ready to go for potions. There's even blaze rods!”

“Those were a pain in the butt to get,” Kate mumbled.

Dad kissed Mom on the cheek. “I’m glad you like your presents, dear. Can you make some potions for us?” 

Mom shook her head. “Not yet. I don’t think I have everything I need to make useful potions. I’ll have to give you a grocery list.” 

“Just like at home,” Dad said. “Can I get some pies and more golden apples from you?” 

Mom squeezed Dad's hand, and nodded, pulling them out of her inventory. Dad took them then remembered something. “I have this for you, too.” He pulled out the ghast tear and handed it to her. 

“It’s so pretty...but kind of sad, isn’t it? I think I read about it somewhere. It’s for a potion recipe.” She put it in her potion shulker box.

“Alright, we need to get back,” Jack said. “I’ll make sure Bruce comes with us.” Jack collected a couple pies, and they went back into the portal. 

Bruiser and Ksizzle were waiting on the other side. “Alright! Where’s this pie thing?” Ksizzle asked. Dad laughed and pulled one out for each of them. They gobbled them down almost as fast as Bruce could. 

Bruce watched with huge eyes, approving. “Meow purr.” 

The piglins stopped chewing at once as they noticed the furry black creature that had hopped off Jack onto the floor. Ksizzle pointed. “Uhm...What's THAT?” 

“And why is it so cute?” Bruiser asked. “Something about it makes me want to...rub my hand all over it.” 

“Why doesn’t he have to wear gold?” Jack asked.

Bruiser looked at Jack. “Are you kidding? Monsters aren’t that cute.”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, his claws coming out. 

“Oh! It’s sharp too!” Bruiser said. “This is the best thing I’ve ever seen!” 

Bruce preened, showing off his claws. Jack shook his head. “This is Bruce, my ninja cat. He’s going to help us on our mission.” 

Jack and Dad got a bow out of the brown chest, and they all went outside.

“Wow, cool bridge,” Ksizzle said. “Just be careful around Bruiser. Sometimes he doesn’t realize where his feet are, and he might knock you off the edge.”

“That’s only happened a couple of times,” Bruiser said, his hands on his hips.

“A couple?” Ksizzle said. 

“Fine, maybe a dozen.”

“I added guard rails, which should help prevent that,” Dad said, pointing to the sides of the bridge. “Everyone walk single file and we’ll be just fine.”

Jack and Kate took a step back from the zombified piglin. “Why don’t you go ahead of us?” Kate said. 

The piglins led the way and made it across the bridge with only a single ghast attacking. Dad and Jack both fired at it with their bows but missed.

“Let me show you boys how it's done,” Kate said, expertly poofing the ghast in a single shot. She blew on the tip of her crossbow. 

“Yeah,” Jack said, “it isn’t as easy as I thought it’d be.”


Chapter 14

“Well, we don't need this anymore.” Dad pulled out the diamond pickaxe and started whacking at the portal. 

“What? Why?” Kate asked. 

Dad shrugged. “I just feel safer with one less portal close to the village. I’ll have to destroy it in the overworld, too. I don’t want anything coming out that could be dangerous.”

Jack nodded. “We have the one in the castle, that should be good enough. We could always build more later.” 

When Dad was finished, he gestured towards the wider wastes. “Bruiser, Ksizzle, want to lead us to your home?” 

“ONWARD!” Bruiser shouted, pointing. He took off in a run and everyone had to sprint to catch up. They ran through the Nether Wastes for a long time—Dad handed everyone a pie mid-run to keep up their stamina—until they came to another mostly red area that was covered by the canopies of huge tree-like fungi. Bruiser finally slowed down, walking more cautiously. 

“There’s usually hoglins around here,” Ksizzle whispered. “They can be very dangerous.” 

Jack pulled out his swords, keeping them ready while Dad equipped his shield and Kate her crossbow. They crept through the giant fungi, vines, and roots. Occasionally they’d come across some mushrooms on the ground and Jack would hack at them to pick them up. 

“HOGLIN!” Bruiser shouted, as a big brutish warthog saw them and charged.

Kate spun and fired, missing with her shot. Dad jumped in front of the hoglin and held his shield out. The hoglin was smart, though, and dodged around the shield before it could be stopped, heading right for Ksizzle. 

Bruiser jumped over, his golden sword flashing, and hit the hoglin. It grunted and spun to attack the zombified piglin. Ksizzle pulled out her sword, attacking its back. Between the two of them they kept the hoglin busy, and before the respawners even had time to help, they’d poofed it.

“AWWW yeah!” Bruiser shouted, and the two fist-bumped. 

“Wow, you guys are good fighters,” Jack said, admiring their teamwork. 

Ksizzle nodded. “After we’d read all the books in the library, there wasn’t a whole lot to do but fight skeletons. We got good at fighting together.” 

Bruiser flexed. “That hoglin was nothing; one time we took on three skeletons at the same time.” 

“Are all you piglins that good at fighting?” Kate asked. 

The two of them shook their heads. “We all like to fight, but we’ve had lots of time to practice. Usually, we’re more focused on the things we need to do to survive, like finding food and gold.” 

They continued walking until they came upon a structure in the middle of the crimson forest. Made of black stone, the structure was large and surrounded by giant red mushrooms. All around it, piglins and zombified piglins were working hard picking mushrooms, with a couple bigger piglins waving golden axes around. 

Dad could hear one of the axe-wielding piglins shouting. “Faster you swine! We need more food! We’re hungry! If you don’t work faster, you won’t get anything to eat.” He kicked at one piglin who was picking mushrooms. 

“Oh, I can already tell I don’t like these guys,” Dad said. “I don’t like them one bit.”


Chapter 15

Dad, Jack, Kate, and their piglin friends hid in the forest watching. Bruiser and Ksizzle were agitated. “There must be more of them now than when we left.” 

“How many were there earlier?” Kate whispered. 

Ksizzle shrugged. “Only two. They came into the bastion and were bossing people around. Then, just before the castle was cut off, we had a visitor who told us the brutes had taken over. That was the last thing we heard.” 

“Oooh, I want to fight them,” Bruiser said through clenched teeth, his hand gripping his sword tighter.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dad said. “You should go back to the castle and let us clear this out. It’s safer that way.” 

“No way!” Bruiser growled, a little too loudly. “This is our home and we don’t run from a fight.” 

Dad wanted to argue, but that choice was taken away by a shout from the bastion. “HEY! What are you lazy pigs doing over there? No dinner for you.” 

Dad peeked around the tree to see two piglin brutes jogging over. He popped out of the foliage, his hands on his hips and a stern look on his face. “That’s about enough out of you. I think you and your brutish friends should leave. And never come back.” 

Jack, Kate, Bruiser, and Ksizzle came out and stood on both sides of Dad. The piglin brutes looked at the group, then at each other, then back at the group, and back at each other again. They laughed uproariously, their cackles filling the air.

“Looky here, Clem, it’s some little piggies, and they brought friends!” one brute said to the other. 

The other brute pointed at the group, still laughing. “You’re right, Shane, these little piggies must have brought us some lunch. Run along little piggies, and we won’t hurt you much. But your little friends here—whatever they are—look like they might taste good roasted.” 

“Gross,” Kate said, cocking her crossbow. “Besides, I think you might find us a little tough.” 

Clem looked at her with a smirk on his face. “Hah. You want to see tough?” He charged at her, and the fight was on.

Kate kept a cool head and fired her crossbow. She hadn’t loaded her arrows of harming; since the ghasts had been so easy to poof, she assumed everything would be.

She was wrong.

Her arrow hit the piglin brute, flashing him red, but he just laughed. “That tickles!” He swung his axe in a powerful arc towards Kate. 

The axe came hurtling down like a meteor but was stopped by the glowing, purple sword of Jack. “Watch it bub. That’s my sister.” 

“Thanks, Jack,” Kate said as the two fighters struggled with their blades right in front of her; the piglin trying to push the sword down and Jack keeping it away from Kate. Kate smirked, and kicked out with her foot, hitting the piglin brute. She didn’t do any damage but did push him back a little. 

Clem got his footing and raised his eyebrows. “Well, well, well, Shane. Looks like our dinner here has some fight in it.” 

“Just the way I like it, Clem,” Shane said, and ran in to join the fight, his axe raised high. 

Kate jumped backwards, loading her crossbow while Jack jumped forwards, one sword high in the air and one low. “Pincer bite!” he shouted as he came down, expecting his attack to land a critical hit. 

Clem was no easy mark though, and he blocked Jack’s attack with his golden axe, then hit Jack in the shoulder with the handle of it, pushing the boy back. He wasted no time following the attack with a powerful sweeping strike, his axe crashing into Jack’s armor, and flashing him red. 

“Ow,” Jack shouted, surprised at how hard the brute hit. 

Shane didn’t bother with the weird looking people, charging right for Ksizzle. She looked like a normal, easy piggy to defeat. Surprise was written all over his face when she sprang outside the reach of his axe and followed up the attack with a slash of her sword, hitting his arm. 

“This piggy has claws!” Ksizzle shouted. 

“What? No, you don’t,” Bruiser said. “You have a sword.” 

Ksizzle rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.” 

“Speaking of kitties,” Jack said, yanking Bruce off his shoulders and throwing him at Clem. “NINJA KITTY BOMB!” 

Bruce, who had been having a nice nap on Jack, was still groggy and didn’t know what was going on. He flew through the air and didn’t even have his claws out when he bounced off Clem’s head. Clem was surprised, but unharmed, and he watched as the black and white cat stretched, yawned, and curled up on the ground, falling back asleep. 

“Ya darn cat!” Jack shouted.


Chapter 16

Kate fired, again, this time an arrow of harming streaking towards the brute. But Clem was a fast and smart fighter, and he blocked it with his axe.

“Rats and phooey,” Kate mumbled as she loaded her crossbow again. 

Shane launched an all-out multi-strike attack against Ksizzle, his axe moving so fast it was nothing more than a streak of yellow light. Ksizzle blocked once, then twice, but her sword went flying with a clang against the ground.

Shane grinned victoriously as his third slash streaked through the air towards his target. The axe hit a shield instead of a soft piggy, as Dad launched at him with a shield bash, crumpling Shane’s arm into his body and sending him flying four blocks away. 

Bruiser took full advantage and launched a series of his own attacks on Shane, forcing the brute to roll away to avoid being hit. Ksizzle picked up her sword and held it at the ready. 

Clem jumped over the sleeping cat, his axe held high in a powerful overhead chop. An arrow hit him square in the chest and Kate chuckled. “Finally!” If the arrow hurt, the brute didn’t show it as he continued his downward sweeping attack at Jack. 

Jack held up both swords over his head, crossing them. The axe hit square in the middle, the attack blocked. With a powerful sweep of his arms, he pushed the piglin brute’s sword away, and spun in a leg sweep to knock the brute down. Clem jumped over the kick, landing a kick of his own on Jack, who groaned in pain. 

“These guys are no joke,” Kate said as she loaded another arrow.

“That reminds me,” Dad said. “What happens when you play tug-o-war with a pig?”

Kate groaned. “Not now, Dad.”

“Pulled pork!” No one laughed. Well, no one except for Dad.

“Just one more for Jack,” Dad said as he lashed out with his sword at a brute. “What’s a pig’s favorite karate move? The pork chop!”

Jack was chopping at the brutes with his sword and tried not to laugh.

“What do you call—”

“DAD!” the kids yelled in unison. “Focus!”

Shane threw a mushroom at Bruiser, who caught it with his mouth, chewing it up. “Mmm delicious,” he said. The distraction was everything the brute could’ve asked for and he charged at Bruiser, sweeping up his sword on the way. His shoulder slammed into the zombified piglin, knocking him to the ground. 

Shane ran across Bruiser, kicking him and stomping as he went, directing another sweeping attack at Ksizzle. Bruiser flashed red, his eyes closed in pain. Ksizzle blocked the attack with her sword, and Dad slammed into Shane again with another shield bash. Shane bounced off the shield and went flying, crashing into a giant fungus. 

Clem landed on the ground next to Jack, kicking him again. Another arrow from Kate came streaking in, and he put his axe up in time to stop it. “Haha, too slow!” he said as he swung the axe down towards Jack. 

Jack was over it. He activated his power, downing a chicken leg and felt the power course through him, making him faster. He rolled out of the way of the axe which exploded the block he’d just been on. He used his power again, swinging one of his swords. It hit Clem’s axe-holding hand, and the brute yelled, pulling it back in pain. Jack quickly snatched his axe and threw it, leaving the brute defenseless. 

“Who’s slow now?” Kate asked, getting Clem's attention. Her arrow streaked at him, leaving a trail of brown motes of light and Clem couldn’t dodge fast enough. It hit him square in the chest, and he doubled over, the breath knocked out of him. 

Jack took a page out of Bruce’s book and jumped in the air, landing on Clem’s head and knocking him all the way to the ground. Clem flashed red from damage, then his head got red with anger. 

The brute screamed in rage and jumped off the ground. One of those cool almost flips, where he arched his back and just bounced right up without using his arms at all. He charged Jack, who was just barely able to roll out of the way, slashing him with his sword. Kate fired again, hitting the brute in the back and finally poofing him. Jack gasped, trying to catch his breath. 

“CLEM!” Shane shouted. “You’ll pay for that, piggies.” He pulled another axe from somewhere and went in whirling like a top towards Bruiser and Ksizzle. He hit both of them, flashing them red. He lifted his sword to continue his attacks when Dad used his taunt ability. 

“Hey bacon boy! What’s the matter, can't get past my shield?” Dad shouted.

Shane roared and came at Dad like a blender, blades spinning furiously. Dad blocked the attacks, but they pushed him back. Just as he thought he’d have to run, Ksizzle and Bruiser leapt in with sword attacks from either side, poofing him. 

“Wow,” Dad said, “those brutes are tough.” 

“Meow,” Bruce said as he stretched and stood up. 

“You didn’t help at all!” Kate yelled at the cat. Bruce licked his paw.


Chapter 17

“Phooey!” Mom said. “I over cooked the pork chops and now they’re so tough.” 

Rara gasped. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you overcook anything, Mrs. Smith. Are you feeling okay?” 

“It happens to everyone; sometimes you just get too distracted and make a mistake.” She looked at the village, which was coming along nicely. Most of the debris from Halloween was cleaned up and several of the houses made of end stone had already been converted to regular brick. The wall was going slowly, but that was to be expected with such a huge project. 

“Well, it’s okay. I’m sure nobody will notice,” Rara said. She had come out of the castle, tired of studying, to see what was going on in the village. 

Mom shook her head. “Nobody will complain, but I'm sure they’ll notice. I just wanted a nice dinner for everyone because they’ve all been working so hard.” 

“I’ll help you make more if you want,” Rara said, then she cocked her head. “What kind of things would you make back home?”

Mom paused, thinking. A smile lit up her face. “We had so many different foods. Tons of vegetables you don’t have here, lots of fruits, and we used to make them in so many ways. Oh, and pasta! You’d love pasta. I miss pasta! Egg noodles with creamy Alfredo. Spaghetti with the most delicious red sauce. Oh! Speaking of red sauce, for big projects like this, we’d always get the workers pizza.” 

Rara raised an eyebrow. “Pizza? Peet-za. Pee-saw? Peeeeesa? That’s a strange word.” She shook her head. “What is it?” 

Mom rubbed her tummy. “Pizza is one of the most delicious things ever. Universally loved and so versatile! You start with a large, flat bread in the shape of a circle. Then you cover it in sauce and yummy cheese and whatever toppings you like. I prefer jalapenos and pineapple. When you bake it, it comes out all ooey gooey and hot and yummy.” She closed her eyes, imagining her favorite pizza from Market Street Pizza. She could almost smell it. She heard Rara gasp, then she actually COULD smell it.

Mom’s eyes flew open and the first thing she noticed was that her hunger bar was half empty—or was it half full? The second thing she noticed was a family size, thin crust pizza covered in jalapenos and pineapple, steaming on the table in front of her.

“What?” In a daze, she lifted a piece up, the ooey gooey cheese leaving a string connected to the other pieces, and took a bite. 

“It’s so good!” She almost felt like crying.

“How did you DO that?” Rara asked, her eyes wide. “You were talking about the pizza and then you closed your eyes and poof! The pizza just appeared.” She poked the strange food and pulled her hand back. “It’s hot!” 

Mom was so stunned by the whole ordeal, she couldn’t talk. Well, that and the pizza was so good she couldn’t stop eating. When the slice was gone, a single tear of joy formed in her eye, and she could finally talk.

“I have no idea how that happened. Maybe it’s a new power? Please, take a slice and try it.” 

Rara hesitantly picked up a piece of the pizza and took a tiny nibble. “Oh! It’s so good!” She took a bigger bite, getting some of the pineapple and jalapenos in her mouth. “Oh, OH! What’s this feeling? It’s burning!” 

Mom chuckled. “That’s the jalapenos. They’re spicy. You start to like it after a bit.” 

Rara fanned her mouth but couldn’t stop eating. “This might be the best thing I’ve ever tasted. But it hurts so much. It tastes like fire. Delicious fire!” 

Mom pulled a bucket of milk from her inventory. “Here, drink this. It’ll help.” 

Rara chugged the milk and wiped her forehead. “Whew, that’s better. That pizza is fantastic. I wish it wasn’t so spicy, though.” 

Mom was staring at the pizza. “Okay...let me try something.”

She closed her eyes again, imagining pizza, this time regular old pepperoni. She thought about a hand-tossed crust that was light and airy with the perfect crispy edge, covered in a light coating of sweet and tangy pizza sauce, then the best stringy, mozzarella cheese, and finally, tiny pepperoni slices that curled up when baked. Her mouth watered as she thought about it, and suddenly she felt hungrier than she ever had. She opened her eyes to see her hunger bar was almost empty, but there on the table, was an extra-large pepperoni pizza. “YES!” 

Rara’s eyes went even bigger as the smell hit her. “It smells so good!” 

“Try it,” Mom said. “Pepperoni pizza is one of my world’s all-time favorites. Everyone loves it.”

She pulled off a piece, and took a bite, savoring the delicious flavor. She gobbled the whole thing down, her hunger bar refilling by two chicken legs. 

Rara grabbed a slice and didn’t hesitate this time, taking a huge bite. “It’s so good!” She gobbled it up as fast as Bruce would’ve. “It’s amazing you can do that, Mrs. Smith.” 

Mom nodded, a big smile brightening her face. “I know. Just wait until Dad gets back, he’s going to flip.”

She yelled out to the workers, “Come and get it! Everyone, come have some food!”

Then she closed her eyes to imagine more pizza flavors.


Chapter 18

The piglins gathering mushrooms had paused to watch the fight. They were quiet when the brutes were defeated, which Dad thought was strange. They cowered as Dad, the kids, and the piglins came near. One of them got a strange look on her face.

“Kylindalistersizzefizzpop? Is that you? Is that...Bruisornoriousolopolis? What happened to you?”

At the sound of the names, the other piglins calmed down, smiles poking out on their faces. 

“Yastajazzmineyialla!” Ksizzle shouted and ran over to hug the piglin girl. 

Bruiser’s eyes went wide, and a tear of joy formed in them, as he rushed in as well. “Sister!” They all hugged, the other piglins forming a group around them. 

Dad smiled as he watched the happy reunion. “Mom would’ve loved to see this,” he told the kids. The hugging and smiling went on for a while and Dad finally cleared his throat.

“Excuse me, Ksizzle? Bruiser? We still have a lot to do here.” 

The group broke up, and Ksizzle pointed to the Smiths. “Jazz, friends, these are the Smiths. They came from a portal in the overworld; there's a new princess at the castle.” There was a quiet cheer and looks of hope abounded in the faces of the piglins.

Ksizzle gestured towards the group of piglins. “Mr. Smith, Jack, Kate, this is Yastajazzmineyialla, our sister. You can call her Jazz.” 

“Nice to meet you, Jazz,” Kate said, giving her a smile.

Jack waved. “How many siblings do you have?”

Bruiser made a show of counting. “Let’s see...there’s only a few more you haven't met. Plus, our parents are here, too. They’re in charge of the bastion, or…well, they were.” Bruiser looked around, as if he just realized he hadn’t seen his parents yet.

Jazz sighed. “Our parents are gone. The brutes came and took them away, along with some others from the bastion.”

Ksizzle gasped. “Where’d they take them?” 

“Things have been bad since you’ve been gone,” another piglin said. “The brutes come from a tribe in the nearby warped forest, past the basalt delta. There are many of them here now, but there are way more back at their home. They took over our bastion to get workers to maintain their hoglin stables and mine for gold.” 

“The delta?” Bruiser asked. “That place is so dangerous, they must be strong to get through it.”

Jazz nodded. “Yes, the ones you defeated here were the weakest.” 

Dad frowned. Those brutes had been tough, much tougher than anyone they’d fought in the overworld, except for the red-eyed mutants. “How many of them are there in the bastion?” 

“There are only four or five remaining, many of them left to go back to their home bastion. They rotate guards every month. We’re supposed to have new guards tomorrow. Over a dozen.”

“Oh boy,” Jack said. “That’s a lot of tough fighters.” 

“Meow hiss,” Bruce said. 

Jack frowned at him. “Maybe if you joined in the fight, I wouldn’t be mad at you.” 

“Do you know what that strange creature is saying?” Jazz asked. 

Jack shrugged. “Kinda. He’s a cat, and a ninja, so I know he usually wants a few things; to eat, to sleep, or to fight.” 

“Or to be annoying,” Kate said. 

“Hiss,” Bruce said. Jack ignored him. 

“How many other piglins are in there?” Dad asked. 

“Sixteen,” Jazz said. 

“Only sixteen?” Bruiser asked, his mouth hanging open. 

Jazz nodded, sadly. “They’ve taken everyone else.” 

The tears of joy Bruiser had shed earlier turned to tears of pain and sadness. “So many...” 

Dad put his hand on the zombified piglin’s shoulder. “We’ll help you get them back Bruiser, but first, we need to help your friends and family that are here in this bastion.”


Chapter 19

“Alright ya darn cat, we’re going to go in there and do some serious ninja-ing.” Jack pointed his finger at Bruce. “No sleeping on the job, okay? You’re already in enough trouble for today.” 

“Meow meow,” Bruce said. 

Jack rolled his eyes and tossed the cat a set of enchanted iron armor and an enchanted sword. Bruce gobbled them up and his fur and claws turned the color of iron, with a light glow on them. “That’s a sword of sharpness, so it should make you even more ninja-y.” 

“What's our plan, Dad?” Kate asked as she put her arrows of harming in her off-hand. 

“Well, first thing, I think Bruiser and Ksizzle should take Jazz and the others out of harm’s way.” 

“What? We want to fight!” Bruiser said. 

Dad nodded. “I know, but the most important thing is protecting your friends and family. Don’t forget, we’re respawners. We can come back if we lose a fight, you can’t.”

“Plus, we can go all out with our cool powers, and stuff, if we don’t have to worry about hitting you,” Jack said. 

Ksizzle and Bruiser did not look happy about this situation. “Fine,” Ksizzle said, “but we don’t like it.” 

Dad nodded. “You don’t have to like it. I think you should take these others to the safety of the castle. Do you think you can make it all the way back there by yourself?” 

Bruiser puffed up his chest. “Super easy, barely an inconvenience.” 

“Good,” Dad said, “then we’re going to charge in there and save the others.” 

“Alright!” Jack yelled. “It’s shling shling time!” He pulled out his two swords and waved them around. 

Bruce popped the claws on both of his paws. “Meow meow!” 

Kate locked and loaded her crossbow, spinning it in her hand. 

Dad pulled out his shield, and held it in front of him, pointing his sword at the bastion. “Let’s go! Remember to protect the piglins and take out those brutes!” 

The four of them ran into the entrance of the bastion. It was a mess of hallways and broken walkways going everywhere. They stayed close together, Dad in the lead with his shield out, Bruce riding on his head. 

They entered a room with a Brute and several piglins in it. “Clean faster,” the brute was yelling at the piglins, who were shining his golden boots. When the brute saw the group bursting into the room he stumbled back, tripping and falling onto his butt. 

“Get behind us!” Dad yelled to the piglins. “We’re here to help you and stop these brutes.” 

Hope flashed across their faces, and they quickly scrambled behind the family. “Go out the entrance and wait for us,” Jack told them when they passed. 

The brute pulled his axe out and tried to charge, but Kate shot him, knocking him back. Dad shield bashed him, flying across the ground, and knocking him into a wall with a groan. Bruce leapt off and planted his claws right into the brute, in a razor-sharp furious attack that poofed him. 

“Well now,” Dad said, “teamwork makes the dream work.” 

“I didn’t even get to do anything!” Jack complained. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t be so slow.” Kate stuck her tongue out at him. 

Jack crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll show you slow.” 

“Kids, come on. This is a serious situation.” Dad shook his head. “I swear you’re getting as bad as the Double-Es.” As they maneuvered down a hallway, they saw the next brute in a room, polishing its axe. 

“Hey!” it shouted. “Who are you? Enemies in the bastion! Enemies in the bastion!” 

“Aw man,” Jack said, “now they’re going to be onto us.”

The brute didn’t stick around to fight but ran off through another entrance. “Hey!” Jack yelled after him. 

“We need to be extra careful now,” Dad said. 

They continued through the bastion, running into several more groups of scared piglins, each time directing them out of the bastion to the entrance.

“Where did all the brutes go?” Kate asked. 

“I don’t like this, not one bit,” Dad said. 

“Meow!” Bruce said, his tail twitching. His head turned one direction and the family all looked. 

“Oh man...this isn’t going to be easy,” Jack said. 

In a lower room, surrounded by gold blocks and several treasure chests, were four brutes. Red, bouncing slime-like creatures with yellow and orange eyes sprang around them, a spawner on the ceiling.


Chapter 20

“What the Nether?” Dad mumbled. 

“There’s so many of them...” Kate muttered. 

“Let’s get ‘em!” Jack shouted. 

One of the red slime things bounced up to their level, hitting Dad’s shield and pushing him back. “It’s hot!” Dad yelled. “Fiery Jell-O Blobs!” 

Jack leapt in, his swords flashing in the air, and he scored a critical hit with both swords. It broke apart into two separate but smaller red slimes, which both attacked back at Jack. “Ow! That’s not fair!” 

Kate shot one slime and it exploded into two. Bruce leapt off Dad and swiped at the two smaller slimes, poofing them with his sharp ninja cat claws, which sizzled against the heat. 

Dad shield bashed the remaining medium slime, sending it back into the treasure room.

“You’ll never get our treasure, intruders!” a brute shouted. 

“That's what they're worried about?” Kate asked. “Not the piglins?” 

Dad sighed. “Greed makes people do bad things.” 

“Can you just shoot them?” Jack asked. 

Kate shrugged. “I could, but there’re so many of them. Plus, the spawner.” 

“I have an idea,” Jack said. “Kate, you take out the spawner, Dad you come with me. I’m going to need you and Bruce to keep them busy for a little bit.” 

“What?” Dad asked. “That doesn’t sound very fun for me.” 

“Meow,” Bruce said.

“Don’t worry, you won’t have to do it for long,” Jack said. “Now, CHARGE!” 

Dad ran into the treasure room, his shield leading the way. The brutes wasted no time now that someone had entered their precious treasure room.

Jack leapt through the air, pulling a Bruce, and bounced off the heads of the brutes like skipping stones to land by the treasure chests. “Taunt them, Dad!” Jack shouted, and activated his power, opening one of the chests.

Dad frowned. “Are you seriously treasure hunting right now? Son—” 

“Just keep them off me!” Jack yelled. The treasure chest window opened, and he whistled. There was a bunch of golden armor, a diamond pickaxe, something called an ancient debris, and two netherite scraps. “Huh, wonder what those are?” Jack mumbled before snatching the items out, slamming the lid down, and going to the next chest. 

Kate was raining down arrows on the spawner, but to no effect. “Shooting it isn’t working,” she shouted. “It’s not flashing red!” Jack was too busy with his own plan; she would have to try something else. She didn’t know how to break a mob spawner, but she figured if she could cover it up, maybe nothing could spawn. Watching the fight below, she bit her lip. She blew out a breath, then grabbed a stack of cobblestone and built a sky bridge towards the spawner.

The mob spawner blaze head they’d fought earlier was tough, but at least her arrows caused damage. This one must not be considered a mob, so she’d have to defeat it another way.

She dodged a burning slime when one popped into existence from the spawner, and almost fell off her tiny sky bridge, but crouched just in time. When she was close enough, she covered the thing in stone on all sides and no more mobs appeared. She smiled at her handiwork.

“The spawner is taken care of, Jack!” She leapt back to the balcony.

“I’m almost ready,” Jack yelled back. 

Bruce was bouncing around like a pinball, using the red-hot slimes like living slimepolines, his claws damaging them each time they hit. 

The brutes were slamming hit after hit onto Dad's shield. “Jaaaaaack!” Dad yelled. 

Jack used his power again, opening the chest. There was more gold and more of the weird netherite stuff and another ancient debris in this chest. He snatched everything, then stood up. “Alright, I’m ready, I couldn’t risk anything disappearing when I did this.” 

“What are you doing?” Dad asked. His health was plummeting, and his taunt was wearing off. The brutes stopped mercilessly attacking him and turned to Jack. 

“Hey! He took our treasure!” one of them shouted. 

“It’s okay,” Jack said, “I have another treasure for you.” He plopped down a bed and leapt behind a gold block. 

Dad’s eyes widened and he started scrambling backwards. He snatched Bruce out of the air with a wild grab and aimed his shield up onto the ledge Kate was on. Using his charge ability, it sent him flying up to the top. 

“What’s this thing?” one brute asked. 

Jack smirked and activated it from behind the safety of his gold block. The bed exploded, making a massive crater in the room, the bottom of it filled with lava. The brutes were caught in the blast, all of them poofing instantly. 

Jack dusted his hands together. “Well, that was easy.” 

A red-hot slime bounced through the lava and slammed into him.


Chapter 21

Cleaning up the rest of the red slimes was an easy task between the four of them. Dad wanted to mine the gold blocks in the room, but Kate talked him out of it. “Those are the piglins,” she said, “and you know how much they love gold.” 

They rounded up the remaining piglins and walked them over the bridge, back to the castle to meet up with Ksizzle, Bruiser and Jazz.

“Thank you so much for helping our bastion.” Ksizzle and Bruiser saluted them. 

“It was the right thing to do,” Dad said, “and we were happy to do it.”

Jack sighed. “So is this—” He took out all the items he had looted from the chests. “These were all in your treasure chests. I didn’t want them to blow up.” 

Jazz looked over all the items, picking them up, but left the strange netherite and ancient debris. “These aren't ours; the brutes must have brought them. You can have them.” 

“Do you know what they are?” Dad asked. 

Jazz shrugged. “No, but they had us out mining for them when we weren’t hunting food.” 

Jack picked them up. “I’m sure we could find out in the Codex. I think I remember this stuff coming up.” 

“I think you all should stay here at the castle,” Dad said. “If the tribe of brutes is really coming back, you won't be safe at your home.” 

Jazz sighed. “I think you’re right.” 

“It’s okay, sis,” Bruiser said. “This place isn’t so bad.” 

Ksizzle nodded. “Yeah, and maybe Mr. Smith and the others will help us get the rest of our friends and family back.” She looked at him questioningly. 

Dad sighed. “We could look into it. But it might take a while, those brutes are tough, and we’re going to need proper equipment. On that note, we should probably head home before our friends and family start to worry.”

They hugged and gave proper goodbyes, then headed through the portal. They were not ready for what greeted them.

Mom was in the room and was bouncing around between tables. Dad’s jaw dropped. He smelled it a few seconds before he saw it.

“Is that...PIZZA?” 

The End!
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Codex of Seeds

Before bed that night, Dad got out the Codex of Seeds and started flipping through it. It had been a long day in the Nether, and while he was exhausted, he had some studying to do.

Kate came in the room and sat down next to him. “What are you looking for?” 

Dad shrugged. “I’m not looking for anything in particular, I’m just trying to learn more about our situation.” 

“What do you mean?” Jack asked, as he walked over to them. 

Dad waved his hand around. “This... being in Minecraft. It’s so... strange. It’s important we make a safe place for our friends—losing Hudson has made that even more critical. But eventually we’re going to need to get back to our quest to get out of here, and there are always stories in here that seem to have little hints on how we can get back home.”

He pointed to a story. “Like this story here from Nina Jacob. Lairon was a businessperson in ancient Greece. He was in his business when he was switched with a Minecraft player from our time. He learns skills, and eventually he nicknames himself Panda. He defeats the Ender Dragon and makes a Minecraft clan. He retired and is known to this day as a good person.” 

Jack and Kate's eyes went wide. “Do you really think someone from ancient Greece came here?” Kate asked. 

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, WE did, so anything is possible right? It does make me wonder, though. Maybe this isn’t just a video game... but another dimension or something.”

“That’s kind of terrifying to think about,” Kate said and scooted closer to her dad.

Jack pointed at the book. “Look, here's a story about another respawner like us. Says it’s by Antonia Sherry Nunez. Once upon a time a boy named Three woke up in the world of Minecraft. He made a good life in this new world and made new friends like his pet fox, Smite. He later found an old kingdom village with both illagers and villagers. They told him that there were another few respawners in the nether called the Smith family. So, he decided to wait for them to come out of the nether. THE END...” 

Kate gasped. “The Smith family?! That’s US! Do you think that people are reading stories about us somehow?” She looked around their house. “That kind of freaks me out.”

“That’s what I mean,” Dad said. “There is something so very odd about all of this. I didn’t know a lick about Minecraft before we woke up here, but from everything I’ve learned, this isn’t just normal Minecraft. It seems like there is a bigger picture going on. I feel like this Baba Yaga person could be the missing piece.”

“Honey?” Mom poked her head through the door. “Are you in here creeping out the children?”

“No, uh, of course not.” Dad shook his head. “We’re just doing a little studying!”

Mom smiled. “That’s music to my ears.” She went back to whatever she had been doing.

Kate scanned another page. “Well, this story is odd. I feel like it doesn’t have anything to do with Minecraft, but why would it be in the Codex of Seeds then? By Crawler_YT. Jake was having fun in the Crystal Hollows. He even found a JUNGLE TEMPLE, and COMPLETED THE PARKOUR! He went and killed a few more Automatons. Now that he had killed 100 Automatons, he went mining. A worm creeped up behind him, but he killed it. Now he had fishing 20 so he went Worm Fishing in the Magma Fields. He went back to the Precursor Remnants and was looking for the lost city in it, because he needed to talk with the "Professor Robo" that he had heard about. Little did he know, Automaton General 7, an angry and protective machine, was lurking around the corner... and boy is he HARSH.”

“Strange...” Dad said. “Maybe it’s a different seed?”

“Dear,” Mom said from outside again. “Could you please give me a hand? I’d like to readjust the bee nests and we have to do it at night.” 

“Sure thing, Hon,” Dad said. “You guys can keep looking.” 

Jack and Kate nodded, and they looked for stories that caught their fancy. “This is odd,” Kate said. “It’s like a series of journal entries, but all by different people. I wonder if they’re talking about the same place?” 

“MightyGamerOne 

Date: Thursday 3rd of July

Time: 2:47PM

I was brought into the world of Minecraft long ago, and I have learned to survive. This world is trying to trick us. Don't do anything it tells you to do. Fight it. You have to.

Axlotl

Time: 3:51

Date: Unknown

If you have gotten this message, SEND HELP, the village is no more, the world has lied. My friends, gone forever. I'm Violet, heir to the Throne of the Conduit. And my village is gone...

Laffs4life 

      Day 243

I have been writing in this old book for as long as I can remember. It helps deal with this person's aura of doom. On day 300, I will toss it through my "window" for someone to find, and hopefully help me. If I ever get out, I will resign from being a witch and never return to the nether.” 

Jack looked like he’d seen a ghost. “Those sound creepy! The world is lying? Dad’s right... we need to figure out what is going on.”

Kate nodded, lost in her own thoughts about the strange stories.

“Look at this one,” Jack said, “by TrollsterJ. The sun began to descend behind the sand dunes as Indiana found a cave to descend into for the night. He sat there and wondered if he was ever going to come across the ancient relic he ventured out to find. He placed down his bed and slept, enthusiastic for the next morning in which he was certain he would make progress on his quest. Upon waking up, he mined his bed and set out into the harsh sun. The heat hitting him like a sledgehammer as he ventured through the desert. Eventually he came across a desert temple, within it was a maze engraved onto the sandstone and terracotta floor. He memorized it and moved on, eventually coming to what seemed to be a tunnel! But before Indiana could venture any further, a roar erupted from within. He had found the maze. Memorizing the pattern to the center he eventually made it. But between him and the relic stood a huge half bull half man creature… The minotaur…” 

Kate rubbed her chin. “A minotaur? I wonder if it had red eyes? There’s nothing like that in Minecraft.” 

Jack nodded, “So it was either a mutant or some of these stories are talking about different places. But that guy, Indiana, he kept memorizing patterns and stuff. I wonder if we should be paying closer attention? Maybe there are clues hidden in different biomes.”

“That would be crazy,” Kate said. “Like this whole place is one big puzzle.”

Jack nodded. “Who knows. But check this out. It’s by by Izxxnz. Ragesnake127439 was a happy Minecraft player. He would play Minecraft and have fun with his best friend, Izxxnz, every day. He and his friend have made lots of progress on Minecraft. Izxxnz has a whole axolotl kingdom with an army allied with him, and ragesnake127439 has built many redstone circuits, including a villager trading hub that allows him to increase villager trade values! They had a long day of work and fun, so they decided to go to sleep. The next morning, Izxxnz was missing. He looked everywhere, and his dog, Astro, was also missing. He heard of an army of players, called the Reality Shatterers that kidnap players so they can grow stronger and rule Minecraft. After searching, he located their base. He went back home and decided to put on his best armor and weapons to rescue his friend. He attacked the base and wiped out the army and rescued Izxxnz and Astro. They were reunited once again.” 

“Wow,” Kate said. “The Reality Shatterers? That sounds like people who can go between worlds! We have to show Dad that when he gets back.” 

“Dad won’t be back for a bit, kids,” Mom said as she came into the house. “He’s moving the bee nests for me, and then he said something about visiting Myron to test a new recipe.” Jack and Kate rolled their eyes. “Besides,” Mom continued, “it’s bedtime. I’ll read you a story from the book while you get ready for bed.”

Mom picked up the Codex while the kids got into their beds. “Oh, this looks like a nice one, by Mr. Awesome—”

“I didn’t know my story was in there!” Jack laughed.

“Funny boy,” Mom said. “Once upon a time, there was a Villager named James. Everyone said that he was puny and weak. And they cast him out of the village. He became bitter and sad and swore revenge. He fought many epic battles and in one of them he met Steve and Alex. When the battle was over, they taught him that peace was the answer. To this day he knows that peace overcomes revenge.” 

“You would like that one,” Jack said, “it’s all about people being nice.” 

Mom nodded. “Of course I do! Kindness is the thing our world—the real world and this world—need the most. If people would think of others and go out of their way to be helpful and nice, can you imagine how wonderful the world would be? It’s like I always said; you don’t have to be the best at sports or math or reading or writing, but you do have to be kind. It’s okay to fail a math test, but it’s not okay to ignore the kid eating lunch alone in the cafeteria.”

The kids nodded. They’d heard Mom’s speech before on kindness plenty of times. And really, they agreed with her. People loved the Smiths because of how nice they were.

“Okay,” Mom said, “here’s the last story for the night, then it’s lights out time. It’s by Andrew H. Snappy knew that if the aberrant skeletons were going to be anywhere, they were going to be in some sort of pvp server, due to their ability to travel interdimensionallly through worlds. He brought up his Hud with a flick of his hand, and selected to 'Save and Quit' this world. 

Now on the bridge, he could see other players of all calibers. He himself had lost both his legs and his dominant right arm to a failed attempt at Bed Mining. Most people shunned him due to this and it was part of the reason he normally played in his own private world. He walked to a large portal marked The Hive, and set out to find at least one of the odd skeletons. Preferably the one with the ink splotch under their right eye, as they looked less aggressive than the pure back one with what looked like blue strings that they controlled with their hands. 

As soon as he entered the portal, Snappy found himself behind a grandiose castle made of multiple different materials. While he was marveling at what had to of been one of the best and largest buildings he had ever seen, his friend Moon playfully shoved him from behind. "Didn't expect to see you here Snappy, I thought you were trying to finish off that castle." 

Snappy scratched the back of his head and laughed sheepishly. "Yeah," he said, "about that." Snappy told him the whole story. How he used the Wither to mine in the Nether because he wanted a netherite block to be the centerpiece of his throne, and how he had that encounter with the two strange skeletons that were ferociously engaging one another in combat.

"So you think that you'll find them on the Hive, even though there are 5 other servers, and not to mention the additional servers you can add. So what would make them go on this particular server?" Exclaimed Moon, not too sure about Snappy's reasoning behind this entire operation. 

"Well," Said Snappy defending his claim, "you know how everything has its own personal gravity, it's kinda like that. Since The Hive is the most popular server it has the most, umm, pulling power to random things so they would of came here." Snappy was beginning to look confident with his speech, as if somewhat impressed with his own handiwork 

"But Hypixel-" Moon was cut off by Snappy.

"Great, thanks, let's start with Treasure Wars, also, this is Bedrock." After a slight amount more bickering between the two they went to go into Treasure Wars, a game in which you respawn until your treasure is destroyed. The first match they played they were a blue team, on Cityscape, their favourite map. They had yellow directly next to them. 

"Instant rush, you defend the treasure I'll hit them off with my fist." Snappy thought it was funny to see someone just as old as him take on two people by himself. Snappy was currently two months older than Moon and had turned twelve not too long ago. 

The opposing team started sprint-jumping whilst simultaneously bridging, a Bedrock exclusive. 

The amount of time needed to protect their Treasure greatly decreases, because of this however, if you hit them off you can use their bridge to go to their island. Countering their offense with one of your own, most likely eliminating them. 

Just before they got to the base Moon dug his fist into the opponent’s leg, pushing them off their narrow bridge he then ran up the pathway relatively quickly, going up to the wool guard and broke the single block with his fist. Shortly after he sidestepped a punch from the right, and guided the opponent's body into the void. 

Snappy was squinting by now, barely making out what was happening until he realized that he could make a wall. The wall wouldn't be a normal wall, he could use an optical illusion in which the bridge was one block higher than the floor and if he made a wall to make sure that they hit their head and fall in, then he wouldn't need PvP skill, all he would need is luck. 

He had gotten the wall 5 blocks high when Moon came back with 17 diamonds and 12 emeralds. "What do you think you're doing with that monolithic mass of wool?" asked Moon, annoyed by the fact that his teammate was being absolutely useless. This was why he preferred playing solo squads. 

Snappy sat around for a while until he saw a magenta player running towards his diamond island. Snappy quickly got to his feet and shot once. The megentian immediately started rushing toward him, hit his head on the wall, and fell into the void. It was a final kill. 

He wouldn't take the chance for someone to figure his trap out, and live to tell the tale to everyone else in the lobby. Someone in full diamond came to his island and broke a block in his bridge and stood there with a block in his hand. He was trying to block Snappy. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Snappy saw Moon pull a sneak attack on the final person as he was thrown into the void. A lone ender pearl flew up and landed on the bridge. "I've had enough of this,” he spat and ran through the bridge directly into Snappy's trap, fell through, and a large 'Victory' was displayed in his view. 

As if through magic, at the moment he thought nothing could possibly get better he saw a white rift open in the distance. Out of it came an exhausted looking skeleton, who then turned to look at him sighed and blipped out again, leaving a small vial with black swirling ink inside marked H.T. Snappy knew it stood for something, and he was going to find out what.”

Mom yawned. “My that was an exciting story wasn’t it kids? Kids?” She looked and found that they were both sound asleep. She smiled. There was just nothing like a good bedtime story.

She got up, tucked the blankets around them, and gave them each a kiss on the head and whispered, “I love you. Sweet dreams.”
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Chapter 1

The throne room of the castle in the kingdom village was full. The Smiths were there, along with Rara the Queen, and Bubba and Lala, the blacksmiths. Judah and Delilah were also present, along with Devon, the head of the junior ninjas, and Birgitta the librarian.

“So you see,” Dad told Rara, “we invited the piglins to stay in the palace on the other side. With the piglin brutes taking over their bastion, it just seemed like the best way to keep them safe.”

Rara nodded. “I agree.” She sighed. “It seems like no matter what we do or where we go, there are enemies. It’s exhausting. Why can’t we just get to live our lives?” She threw her hands in the air and turned around.

“Because it’s not on peaceful mode,” Jack mumbled. Kate elbowed him in the ribs.

Rara was quiet. She looked out the window over the kingdom village and everyone allowed her the space she needed to give the matter some thought. After some time, she turned back towards her audience.

“In the library, I read our kingdom and the piglins had an alliance at one time. They would help us navigate the Nether, and we helped them with food and goods from the overworld. I think it's time to rekindle that alliance.”

Mom nodded, a motherly smile on her face. “That seems like a brave and kind idea. Those poor piglins could use our help, and frankly, we could use supplies from the Nether”—she shuddered—“without having to go there. But how would you mend the relationship?”

“With the wall around our kingdom finished, I know many of the villagers have been itching for another big project. Once you respawners taught them how to mine and craft, they developed a liking for it.” She smiled at the thought; even people from her own island village were doing things she’d never thought possible.

Lala and Bubba, especially. They rebuilt their houses to make a two-level blacksmith studio, complete with a pool of lava.

“Being productive feels good,” Mom said. “People tend to feel their best when they're helping and making a difference.”

Rara nodded at Mom, then looked at Dad. “I think we should send in a team to build a small village for the piglins around the nether castle.”

“I don’t know...” Dad said, rubbing his chin. “It’s pretty dangerous in there.”

“That’s where we come in.” Devon stepped forward, standing tall. “We can protect the crafters as they build. It’ll be a good way for us ninjas to get better.”

“Yes, but we can respawn, you can’t,” Dad replied.

“Sure, but we’ve been trained well,” Devon said. “What’s the point if we hide from danger instead of facing it to help others?”

“That’s not just facing danger,” Dad said, “that’s looking for it. I’m not—”

Delilah cut him off. It surprised Dad what she, of all people, had to say. “With all due respect, Mr. Smith, and I mean that honestly—we really do respect you—we did dangerous things all the time before you arrived. Our lives are in danger in this world—that’s just how it is. Sure, if we hid away and kept our heads down, we might be safer, but what kind of life is that? You can’t protect us all the time.”

Dad's mouth snapped shut, and he frowned. “I know...I know. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt. Or worse.” Dad hung his head. Everyone knew he was thinking about Evoker Hudson.

Delilah smiled and put her hand on Dad’s arm. “We know that, and we love that about you. But we still have to walk our paths.”

Dad nodded and patted her hand. “My most important job is to protect my family, and you all have become family to me. But you’re right. I’m sorry if my protectiveness is a little too much sometimes.”

Mom wrapped her arms around him. “It’s alright dear, it’s one of the reasons I fell in love with you.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“Mom! We’re in a war council, no kissing!” Jack shouted with his hand over his eyes.


Chapter 2

“Okay,” Dad said, “I understand your decision. But I think we should at least wait until we fight off the piglin brute horde that’s coming.”

Rara shook her head. “There’s always something. An army, or a witch, or mutants. If you respawners want to go fight them, then that's fine. But I won't let people go hungry or homeless any longer than necessary.”

A tear dropped down Mom’s face and Dad looked at her. “Are you okay?”

Mom nodded, a shaky smile appearing. “Rara is just so grown up. My heart is so happy.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “I think you mean your heart is so sappy.”

“Hey!” Mom scowled at her daughter. “I’ll cry when you’re all grown up and making good, but hard choices, too.” She snatched Kate up in a fierce hug.

Rara grinned. “I think I should go into the Nether to meet the piglins and help them settle in.”

Dad shifted on his feet. “Who will take care of the kingdom while you're gone? And defend it if the ninjas are in the Nether?”

Rara pointed to Delilah. “Delilah and Birgitta will keep things running smoothly here. With Delilah’s new Evoker skills, she’d probably be helpful in the Nether, but I’d prefer her here in case anything happens.”

“I’m still training,” Delilah added. “I have a lot to learn before I’m ready for a piglin brute fight, I think.”

Rara smiled at her. “With you, and the help of the Screaming Wolves, plus our super strong walls, there shouldn’t be too much to worry about.” Delilah stood up a little taller and Birgitta pulled her nose away from the book she was reading to nod.

“It sounds like you’ve given this some thought,” Dad said.

Rara nodded. “I’ve read through the all the history books in the library, and it sounds like this kingdom was once great. I want it to be great again.”

Mom shed a tear, and Dad and Kate smiled at the girl. Even Jack felt a little tickle of emotion in his throat. Watching a villager rise to her call of duty made them all feel so proud. They, too, wanted nothing more than for the kingdom village to be great—a thriving, safe place for all their friends to live their lives in peace.

“So, uh...why are we here?” Bubba asked.

“Yeah,” Lala chimed in. “I don’t want to go to the Nether.”

Rara shrugged. “Mr. Smith asked for you to be here.”

Dad pulled out the netherite scraps and the ancient debris Jack had collected from the piglin bastion. “We got these out of the nether. Do you think you could figure out how we can use them?”

“OOOOH!” Lala said, snatching up the ancient debris and eyeing it like it was a freshly baked cookie.

“WOW!” Bubba said, grabbing the netherite scraps. The two smiths looked up at each other, their eyebrows high on their heads. “This stuff is amazing,” Bubba crowed. “It feels so tough.”

Lala nodded her head so fast Jack thought it might fall off. “Yeah! I can’t wait to play with it...er, I mean...figure out its secrets.”

“Jack, could you help them?” Dad asked. “Take the Codex of Seeds with you and look through it. I know netherite’s been mentioned there.”

Jack nodded. “Sure. I’m super curious, anyway.”

Rara looked at Mom. “Would you please gather a lot of food? I’d like to make sure we keep those piglins happy and not hungry.”

“We do have one issue,” Dad said, interrupting. “Everyone’s going to need to wear some gold. The piglins go a little crazy if you aren't and I haven't quite figured out why that is. Even when they already knew me, they attacked.”

Concern glanced over Rara’s face before she shook it off. “Well then, we’ll have to mine as much as we can. Would you talk to the Double-Es?”

Dad nodded. “Sure thing, Queeny-o.”

Rara eyed him. “Just Rara is fine, Mr. Smith.”

“Right.” Dad smiled sheepishly.

Mom rubbed her hands together. “Oh, I can’t wait to cook up a bunch of food for them! There’s nothing better than cooking for hungry guests! Let’s see...they’d probably want lots of meat—so I’ll need to make plenty of cooked beef, cooked chicken. Ooh, I wonder if I have any more cod? Of course, I’ll bake fresh bread and pumpkin pies and bring them lots of veggies from the garden. I can’t stand the thought of them being hungry! I’ll bring enough so they can have leftovers for days. I wonder if I should send some tables, too, so they can eat a proper meal...”

Mom paced back and forth, talking to herself, while everyone else watched her with amused looks on their faces.


Chapter 3

Jack walked with Bubba and Lala back to their place.

“I hope that stuff is useful.” Jack pointed to the netherite scraps Bubba was holding. Bubba set them on his anvil, poking and prodding them.

“I bet we can figure it out,” Lala said as she set down the ancient debris and started poking at it, too.

“You two are really great smiths. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I’ll look through the Codex of Seeds to see if I can find anything.” Jack pulled out the book to show them. They ignored him, completely engrossed in their new materials. Jack rolled his eyes and began reading.

As he went through all the stories, his frown got frownier and frownier. Netherite was mentioned a lot, but never how to do anything with it. There were plenty of stories about people with netherite weapons and armor, so he knew it could be made into that, and from the sound of it, it was pretty powerful stuff.

Jack closed the book. “Well, it looks like you can turn that stuff into weapons, armor, and tools, but I don’t know how. Just that you can. I also read there are netherite ingots, like other ores, but it seems like you have to do something different than usual to make them.”

“Woo!” Lala shouted. “I made netherite scraps!”

Bubba jumped up from his work to look at her blast furnace. “Nice! Good job, Lala.”

Jack eyed her furnace as well. “Okay, so that's one thing we figured out.”

Lala nodded. “It was pretty easy. I just smelted ancient debris like any other ore, but it only turns it into scraps, not ingots.”

Bubba frowned. “That is different than most ore. Hmm. I wonder what you do next?”

They experimented the day away, trying everything they could think of, from smelting with different fuel to mining it with a diamond pickaxe, but came up short.

“This is super annoying!” Jack said, frustrated. “Back home I could just Google how to do this.”

“Goooogle? What’s Gooooogle?” Lala looked at him funny.

“It’s where you search on the internet.”

“What’s an internet?” Bubba cocked his head.

“Yeah? And why is it missing?”

“Um, nevermind,” Jack said.

Bubba put his hands on his hips as he stared at the netherite scraps. “There's got to be something we’re missing here.” He tapped his foot impatiently.

Lala snapped her fingers. “What if you have to combine it with something?”

Jack's eyes went wide. “You know what? That makes sense. And I bet I know what the ‘something’ is. The only other metal ore that's in the nether.”

Bubba and Lala looked at him as realization settled on their faces. They shouted “Gold!” at the same time, and Jack grinned wildly.

“It’s worth a try.” Bubba pulled out a gold ingot from a chest nearby. He held it up before putting it in the crafting table, but nothing happened. “Hmm. I can tell we’re onto something here. My blacksmith senses are tingling.”

“Blacksmith senses?” Jack asked. “Is that really a thing?”

Bubba and Lala nodded. “Oh yeah,” Lala said. “When you’ve been crafting things long enough, you just get a feel for what does and doesn’t work. I don’t really know how to explain it.”

Jack shrugged. “That's cool. I have ninja senses, but it’s probably not the same thing.”

“What do ninja senses do?” Lala asked.

Jack karate chopped the air. “They help me avoid attacks.”

Bubba smirked. “They didn’t help you very much in the dodge-egg tournament at Thanksgiving.”

“Hey! It took an entire team of junior ninjas to take me down!” He stuck his tongue out at Bubba. “Come on; we gotta figure this out.” He gestured to the crafting table. “Do you want me to do it? Maybe my ninja senses will help.”

Bubba laughed. “Hah! If you think your ninja sense is better than my years of blacksmithing, you’re welcome to try. I’ll even bet you a pie that you won't be able to do it.”

Jack gave it some thought. Since Mom had gained her new power to make just about any kind of food, she’d been swamped with requests. She finally instituted a system to get people to leave her alone. If you wanted something special, you had to do all her chores for an entire day. This was basically a bet of a day full of chores, but he was never one to back down from a challenge. “You’re on.”

Lala chuckled. “Bubba, I wouldn’t bet against a respawner.”

“Whose side are you on?” Bubba asked as he stepped aside to let Jack have a turn with the crafting table.

Jack concentrated, eyeing the gold and netherite. He focused so hard, making sure not to blink or even think about anything else but the two ores in front of him. He activated his power, using his entire hunger bar to make it work.

He watched in awe as the netherite scraps arranged themselves in the table, followed by the gold. For a fraction of a second, he saw four more ghostly images of gold ingots in the crafting table before the image flashed away.

“Oooh cool,” Jack muttered and opened his inventory.

“What’s that?” Bubba asked. “Can’t figure it out? It’s okay. I mean, you’re just a kid and I’m an experienced blacksmith who’s been working with ore for years. I understand completely how you wouldn’t be able to do it. Don’t feel bad. Now, for the pie I want, I’m thinking something...chocolatey. Can your mom make—”

“GOT IT!” Jack shouted, holding up a netherite ingot. Bubba's jaw dropped.

Lala laughed at him. “I hope you like doing chores!”


Chapter 4

Mom ran to her kitchen, eagerly rubbing her hands together. Nothing was better than feeding a group of empty bellies. She needed to make more food than ever before! Sure, she could pull infinite amounts of food out of her inventory, but only one at a time, which would be an extra-special annoyance to give those piglins the amount of food they’d need. Plus, then she’d have to keep feeding herself, too.

She danced over to her refrigerator, which was really just a double chest on the floor next to the wall of furnaces she used as her kitchen. Inside was a ton of uncooked food. Kate stocked it with every kind of meat from her breeding pens. Mom was grateful that Kate just did it without talking about it. She knew that meat came from animals, but she didn’t like to think about it too much. She also hated to think about the fact that it wasn’t actually refrigerated at all, but Minecraft magic was just that: magic.

There were several full stacks of beef, chicken, pork, and mutton, in addition to stacks of different fish. She shivered at the thought of eating fish; she never could get past the idea of it squirming down her throat. But the people here loved it, so she’d happily cook it for them.

She pulled everything out, then froze. “Oh no.” She eyed the pork in her hand. “I can’t serve piglins pork...can I?” She hemmed and hawed, but ultimately put the pork back in the box. Then she got to work.

They had more potatoes than you could shake a stick at thanks to the bees that pollinated everything and the diligent work of the farmers. The first thing she did was fill up all the furnaces with potatoes to get them going. She went down the list, cooking all the food she had, and the smells wafted out the windows into the village. It didn’t take long before she had a crowd of people—and Bruce—wandering around outside her house, their noses twitching. She rolled her eyes.

One thing Mom had done since they moved to this kingdom village was to make her very own industrial kitchen. She built it adjoining their house, but it was its own area. After she learned about her new power—the ability to create food from the real world, food the villagers had never had—she had become very popular. Not that she wasn’t already, but it’d gotten a little ridiculous. When she made the rule about doing chores for special food requests, her popularity had died down a bit.

It didn’t take long for her to miss the special requests. She truly enjoyed cooking and feeding people food they loved was one of her greatest joys. Eventually she mined some blocks in her kitchen and made a drive-thru window of sorts. A walk-thru. She’d whip up delicious dishes from back home and place them on the window for people to try. After the first full-on fight, she realized what a dangerous idea it’d been, so she threatened everyone in her best mom voice, that if they didn’t learn proper etiquette and only take their fair share, she’d stop giving out free treats. Things got much nicer in the village after that.

It did cause many people to wander by whenever she started cooking, though. As soon as smells wafted through the village, it was like a parade outside her window. She sighed but smiled and used her power to whip up something she knew hadn’t been tried yet: several plates of donuts. She pulled out a few dozen of the sweet treats; old-fashioned glazed, chocolate raised, and even some with sprinkles. She had to admit, they looked delicious and smelled even better.

She looked around and snuck a sprinkle donut off the plate, chomping it down.

Food she made this way didn’t refill the hunger bar, but it seemed like whenever she ate it, her hunger bar took longer to deplete than usual. She couldn’t tell if it was true or not without more testing, which she didn’t have the desire—or time—to do. She’d have to save that experiment for another day.

She licked her lips and set the donut plates down. Like a horde of zombies, villagers and illagers came out of the woodwork, snatching donuts and chomping them down. They smiled and thanked her from donut-filled mouths.

“Meow?” Bruce asked from behind her, startling her.

“Oh goodness! Bruce, you crazy cat.”

“Meow purr.” Bruce weaved around her legs, rubbing up against her shins.

Mom looked over and saw the plates of donuts were empty, not even a single crumb or stray sprinkle left.

“Did you miss the donuts?” she asked the cat.

“Meow purr, purr purr purr,” Bruce said as he continued to rub against her. Mom bent down and scratched him on the head, and he leaned into her hand. “Meow.”

“Oh kitty. I have just the thing for you. Even better than donuts!” She held out her hand and pulled a bag of diet cat food from her world and poured some of the kibble on the floor.

Bruce immediately stopped rubbing against her. He sniffed the diet cat food and stuck his nose in the air. “MEOW HISS!”

“Oh, sorry, Bruce. That was rude of me. Hang on.”

“Meow,” Bruce said, and licked his paw.

Mom moved to the crafting table in the corner. She put in three wood planks, pulled out a bowl, set it on the floor, and filled it with the diet cat food. “There. Is that better, Brucey boy?”

Mom didn’t know cats could growl, but Bruce did just that.

“GROWL! HISS! GROWL GROWL!” he yelled.

“Bruce Lee! Don’t you take that tone with me. I told you, you need to be on a diet. This food is better for your tummy and it’s better for everyone else, because you don’t get stinky.”

“Hiss hiss hiss!” Bruce said and smacked the bowl, sending the food flying across the room.

“Naughty kitty!” Mom pointed her finger at him and gave him ‘The Look.’

“Hiss meow!” Bruce said back and hopped out the window into the village.

Mom chuckled to herself. That was one way to keep the cat away from her cooking projects. Speaking of which—she looked up and saw her first furnace was done cooking.

“Perfect timing, and no naughty kitties to steal my fresh baked food.” She hummed as she pulled out the stack of baked potatoes, taking in their delicious scent. “Mmm, wonderful!”

As she pulled them from the furnace, she heard a soft chime and cocked her head. “I feel like I keep hearing that sound every time I cook.” The soft chime happened again as she took out another stack of potatoes. “Does that happen every time I cook something? Am I going crazy?”

She tried to think back to other times she’d been cooking, and she could vaguely remember hearing it as well. But another furnace finished, and her attention went back to the potatoes.


Chapter 5

“Alright boys, show me what you got!” Dad shouted as he climbed down into the mine. No one responded. “Boys?”

He looked around, but the section of the mine was empty. “Huh, they must be deeper in.” He went down the stairs to the next level. He had to admit, the Double-Es had done an amazing job with this mine.

Every time he came into the mine, it was bigger and better than before. Even though it was deep underground, it was still very well-lit with torches placed everywhere. There were finely crafted stairs leading down and each level of the mine was huge; about a hundred blocks wide and a hundred blocks long.

Each level also had all the basic commodities needed to survive. There were furnaces and crafting tables and chests, and even a few trees surrounded by lights. Dad cocked his head. “This world sure is weird. But I gotta admit, it’s nice to have a little green to break things up.”

The third layer down was very interesting. The mining floor had broken into a cave and the boys had built a door to seal it off while still allowing exploration. Dad peaked through and saw a small stream of lava and another small stream of water in the vast cavern, but no Double-Es.

He went down to what he remembered as the last floor, only to find there was another set of stairs down. “Wow, these guys have been busy.” It was on the last floor that he finally saw the Double-Es, mining away with iron picks.

“Hey boys!” Dad shouted across the large room.

They both stopped mining and ran up to Dad. “Mr. Smith! Did you bring us treats?” Elijah asked.

Ethan rolled his eyes. “They don’t have to bring treats every time they come down here.”

Elijah rolled HIS eyes. “I know, but they DO bring treats a lot of time, so I thought I’d ask.”

Ethen rolled his eyes harder, making a face at Elijah. “That’s selfish.”

“Is not!”

“Is too!”

“Is not!”

“Is too!”

Dad decided to just let them go to see how long they’d keep arguing before they remembered he was there. He shrugged and plopped down a dirt block, taking a seat to watch. The boys carried on. And on. And on.

After who knows how long, Elijah finally noticed Dad. “Hey, weren’t you going to stop us?”

Dad chuckled. “Nah, I wanted to see how long you’d go. I think it’s night up top now.”

Ethan and Elijah looked shocked. “Oh no! Did we miss dinner?” Elijah asked. “Do you think Mrs. Smith saved us some food?”

It was Dad's turn to roll his eyes. “Why, are you getting hungry? I think Mrs. Smith might be making gold soup.” 

“Gold soup?” Ethan asked. “What’s that?”

Dad got a big grin on his face. “It’s delicious. You make it with 14 CARATS...” Dad slapped his leg. “Get it? Gold... carats...” Dad chuckled to himself, and the Double-Es looked at him like he was sick, then Ethan laughed.

“Carats! Like 14-carat gold! Hah!” Ethan slapped his thigh.

Dad was emboldened by a laughing audience, and nobody telling him to stop. “What do you call a piece of gold that’s afraid of spiders? A chicken nugget!”

This time, both Ethan and Elijah laughed. 

“What fish is the most expensive? A GOLDfish!” The Double-Es laughed again, and Dad was thrilled to have such an attentive audience.

“What kind of music does gold listen to? ROCK!” The Double-Es only chuckled at that one, and Dad figured it was probably a type of music they weren’t familiar with, so he quickly moved on.

“Why was the miner depressed? Because he couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel!” That got another laugh out of them, and Dad held his head up proudly. He took an exaggerated bow.

“Anyway, a couple of things. Number one: I’m really impressed with your mining operation here. It’s well planned and well executed and beautifully laid out.”

The boys beamed with pride, their shoulders squaring. “And number two: we need a lot of gold. Like, a whole lot of gold. We’re going to have an expedition into the Nether.”

Elijah clapped. “OOOhhh can I go? I love it there; it’s so warm and toasty.”

Dad’s lips pressed together in thought. “I don’t know, you guys are doing such a good job here...”

“PLEASE? Elijah shouted.

Dad chuckled. “I’ll tell you what. Give me a report on how much gold you have, and I’ll bring it up with Mrs. Smith.”

“Well, I’d like to stay here,” Ethan said. “The village needs someone who’s good at being in charge. I was the mayor...”

“CO-MAYOR!” Elijah shouted. “And besides, they have Rara. They don’t need you.”

Ethan narrowed his eyes. “Well, If Rara needs help, I’ll be here to help her.”

“She isn’t going to need help,” Elijah snapped.

“You don—”

“Actually,” Dad said, cutting them off. “Rara is going, too.”

Ethan’s eyes went huge. “Does that mean...does that mean I can be in charge?”

Dad smirked. “Well, Birgitta will be here acting as regent.”

“What’s a regent?” Ethan asked.

“Someone who’s in charge when the royalty’s away,” Dad said. “I’m sure you could assist her, though.”

Ethan fist pumped. “Alright! I’ll be the assistant regent!”

Dad cleared his throat. “Assistant TO THE regent.”

“That’s what I said,” Ethan replied. “Assistant regent.”

Dad sighed.


Chapter 6

The village was a hub of activity as people were working hither and thither to prepare for the expedition into the Nether. Kate had finished her rounds, checking on all the animals, and maybe breeding a few before she popped in to check on Mom.

“BOO!” she said, slamming the door open.

“Oh goodness!” Mom shouted, almost dropping an arm full of steak.

“Gotcha!” Kate yelled, laughing.

“Kate! That’s not nice.” Mom said, giving her ‘The Look.’ It wasn’t a real ‘The Look’ so it had little effect.

“Rara asked me to see if you were ready to go yet.”

Mom nodded. “I am, it’s just...” She trailed off, looking at the furnaces.

“What is it?” Kate asked.

“Well, it’s weird. Every time I pull food from the furnace, I hear a weird chiming noise. Listen—tell me if you can hear it.” She opened a furnace and pulled out the salmon that was cooking.

Kate looked at her mom funny. “I didn’t hear anything.”

Mom crossed her arms. “Okay, that’s it. I’m going crazy. This world has broken me, my mind is gone.”

Kate chuckled and shook her head. “Let me try.” She opened a furnace and pulled out cooked mutton. Then she laughed. “Do you mean that, ‘boo-do-dink’ noise?”

“YES! I’m not crazy!” Mom threw her hands in the air then brought them down around Kate in a fierce hug.

“UGH! Mom...can’t...breathe...”

Mom let her go. “So, what’s the noise then?”

Kate chuckled again. “It's the sound of getting XP.”

Mom paused. “Oh. Yes, that would explain why I hear it every time I cook something. How nice to get credit for doing something so fun! XP is used for enchanting, right? And that green bar underneath your hearts is how much you have?”

“Eh... kinda. That’s just your bar that shows how far ‘til your next level. The green number in it is your level.” She puffed up her chest. “I’m level 27, what’s yours?”

“Hmm, 233. I’ve been doing a lot of cooking.” Mom turned to look at Kate and saw her frozen, her eyes and mouth wide open.

“What, Kate? Is that a lot?”


Chapter 7

Kate dragged Mom into the throne room where everyone was meeting. “You have GOT to hear this!” She ushered Mom in front of the gathering.

“Kate,” Mom said, dislodging herself from her daughter. “Please.”

“What’s going on?” Dad asked.

“Mom has 233 levels!” Kate shouted, unable to contain herself.

“WHAT?” Jack shouted. “That can’t be right.”

“What’s the big deal?” Mom asked with her hands up.

Dad looked confused, too. “Yeah, isn’t that a good thing?”

“Good thing?” Kate yelled.

“It’s AWESOME! She could enchant all our gear! Remember how cool our enchanted armor was?” Jack exclaimed.

Dad's eyes went wide. “Oooh yeah, I loved my enchanted shield. It’d be nice to have more of those.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah! Enchanted EVERYTHING.”

Kate rolled her eyes. her enthusiasm had been contagious, but Jack had over done it. As usual. “We still need lots of lapis, Jack.”

“Lapis?” Dad asked. “I think we have that covered. In fact, I was just about to give a report. I talked to the Double-Es, and they said we have seventeen lapis, twenty-three gold, and eleven diamonds. They’re deep enough now and think they’ll get more diamonds. I guess we have a ridiculous amount of coal and iron and so much stone they ended up building an entire room just for chests of stone. Though we did end up using a lot of that for the wall.”

Jack's grin got wider. “So, we CAN enchant everything?”

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know how much enchanting costs.”

“Should we try it?” Mom asked.

“Well, we don’t want to waste anything,” Kate said.

Dad nodded. “I agree. But it’d be nice if we could enchant some picks. I get the feeling we’re going to have to do some serious mining.”

Rara pointed down the hallway towards the library where the enchanting table was. “Let’s give it a shot.”

They followed her to the room and Dad handed Mom an iron pick. She put it on the enchanting table and smiled. “This doesn’t seem too bad; it’s only three XP and three lapis.”

Jack rubbed his hands together greedily. “I want enchanted everything!”

“Alright” Mom said, “here we go!” She selected the enchant button and a blue light filled the room, then was absorbed into the pickaxe, leaving it with the glow of enchantment. “Well, I don’t really know what it means, but it seems like it’ll be helpful. Efficiency and Mending.”

Kate nodded her head. “I’ll say, what levels are those?”

“Efficiency IV. That’s good, right?”

“That’s amazing!” Jack did a floss dance. “That pick will blast through the rock!”

“Should I do another?” Mom asked.

“Yeah!” Jack and Kate said together.

Mom smiled. “I have to say, this enchanting is fun.” She placed another pickaxe in the enchanting table, and after another flash of blue, pulled it out. “This one says Mending and Fortune II.”

“Oooh,” Kate said. “Fortune is nice; if you mine an ore block with it, it’ll drop more.”

Dad cleared his throat. “Sounds like we have the perfect picks for the Double-Es then. We should give them these and hopefully they’ll collect stuff faster.”

Rara nodded. “Yes, and we should take the stone they’ve collected and bring it into the Nether so we can build a village for our new friends.”


Chapter 8

“Hey, Dad?” Jack said as they walked to the mine. “I think we should go scout out the piglin brute bastion.”

Dad paused in their walk. “Don’t you think that’s dangerous?”

Jack shrugged. “It might be, but not if just you and I go. Well, and Bruce. Ever since Mom started making him eat diet cat food, he’s been cranky. Maybe chasing around some piglins would let him burn that negative energy.”

“He really has been cranky. A lot more hissing and a lot less purring.”

“But less farting, too.” Jack added.

Dad chuckled. “I suppose you and Bruce could go, but I’m going to help Rara with the new village and we’ll need the ninjas, too. So, you can go, but scouting mission only. If you see trouble, get out of there.”

Jack nodded. “That’s fair.”

Lala ran up just before they stepped into the mine. “Jack! We need help. We can’t figure out how to use it no matter what we try. Is there anything else in that book of yours?”

“It’s alright, Jack, you can go. I’ll deliver these.” Dad patted him on the head.

Jack followed Lala back to the smiths’ house, where Bubba was sitting on the ground pouting.

“I just don’t get it,” he told Jack. “I’m a good smith; we both are.” He motioned towards Lala. “But we can’t for the life of us figure out how to use this stuff.” He held up the netherite ingot.

“Let me see,” Jack said, pulling out the Codex of Seeds. He flipped through looking for any mention of netherite, spending several minutes looking. “Hey, I found something. This guy combined it with diamond,” he said, with a finger dragging across the page.

Jack put the book down, grabbed the netherite ingot, and activated a smithing table. There were two slots. He placed the netherite into one but frowned when he didn’t have any diamonds.

“Hang on, I’ll be back.” He was getting excited at the prospect of discovering something new and ran off towards the mine.

“Dad said there were some diamonds...” He looked through all the chests and finally found them on the third floor. Grabbing some of the shiny blue ore, he quickly crafted a diamond sword. “Oh yeah, this is going to be EPIC!”

He ran back to the smithing table and threw in the diamond sword. His whole body tingled with anticipation. He gulped when the netherite combined with it, and pulled out a dark, almost black, metal sword.

It felt perfectly weighted and balanced; he gazed at it lovingly. The perfect sword for a ninja. “It’s so beautiful.” He held it high in the air, and the smiths gasped when they saw it. “This is the ultimate shlinger!” Jack yelled.

Bubba and Lala gazed at it with wonder. Jack let them each play with it for a bit but took it back when Bubba started biting it. “What?” the smith asked. “I was just testing to see how hard it was.”

Lala rolled her eyes. “You know you don’t have to do it like that.”

Bubba shrugged. “It’s cool looking though.”

“It really isn’t.” Lala shook her head.

“It reminds me of Bruce,” Jack said with a chuckle.

“You know,” Bubba said, “it’s not the ultimate shlinger yet. You really need to get it enchanted.”

“Ooooh yeah!” Jack said, thoughts of wielding the ultimate blade of destruction dancing through his head.

Bubba ran back into his house, surprising Jack. He came back holding a glowing book. “I’ve been saving this one for a special occasion, and I think it doesn’t get much more special than a new type of metal to use it on.”

He showed it to Jack, who gasped.

The book said ‘Knockback II.’

“Oh yeah,” Jack said, a grin spreading across his face. “That is gonna be awesome!”


Chapter 9

Jack called Bruce. It was no surprise when the cat didn’t come, so he ran through the village looking for him. He finally found him curled up in the kitchen at home. Mom had learned crafting a block over the top of the chests would keep them from opening, effectively locking them shut from the naughty cat.

Bruce laid on the ground looking pitiful. He didn’t even poke his head up to look at Jack as he came in.

Jack paused, looking at the sad cat. “Hey buddy, you okay?”

Bruce blinked, looking over at Jack. “Meow me...ow,” he said, his whiskers and tail drooping. Jack knelt down by him and stroked his fur. “Purr,” Bruce said quietly, laying his head back down on the ground.

“Are you sick?” Jack asked, still petting him. Bruce just sighed. “This can’t be good,” Jack mumbled. “You stay right here, buddy. I’ll go get Mom. She can help.” Bruce ignored him, lying still.

All excitement over his new weapon was forgotten as he ran back to the castle. He dashed through the halls, ignoring everyone until he burst into the library. “Mom! MOM! Something’s wrong with Bruce.”

“What dear?” Mom asked, poking her head up from the book on enchantments she was leafing through.

“Oh no,” Birgitta said. “I hope he’s okay.”

Mom pulled herself away from the book, and Jack led her out. Rara stopped them as they tried to leave. “What’s going on?”

“Something’s wrong with Bruce,” Birgitta said.

Rara gasped and followed them. Everyone they passed found out from someone that something was wrong with Bruce and the crowd of worried people got larger and larger.

“Sensei Bruce?” junior ninja Imani gasped, and soon all the ninjas were running with them as well. Mom was so worried she didn’t even make anyone wipe their feet when they ran into the house.

The house was jam-packed with worried people, and Bruce didn’t even notice. Mom knelt beside the poor forlorn kitty.

“Bruce? Brucey kitty? Are you okay?” Bruce popped his head up, his whiskers and tail still drooping. He looked at Mom, then looked away, lying his head back down. A tear formed in Mom’s eye. “You poor little thing. What can I do? How can I help you?”

She pulled out some diet cat food and poured it in a little pile next to Bruce. Bruce didn’t even acknowledge it. Mom pinched one of the little brown pieces between her fingers and brought it right to his mouth. Bruce didn’t budge. Mom gasped. “Oh my! He’s not even eating!”

“What’s going on here?” came Dad’s deep voice from the door. “Why’s everyone in our house?”

Mom bolted up, and the crowd made room for Dad to enter. She ran into his arms, tears streaming down her face. “Oh honey, something’s wrong with Bruce! There aren’t vets here, what are we going to do?”

Dad hugged Mom to his chest. “Something's wrong with him?” He looked at the cat, lying there so sadly on the ground. Dad’s eyes narrowed when he saw the diet cat food. He rolled his eyes and pulled out some fresh barbecue from his inventory, waving it in the air.

Bruce popped up like a Jack-in-the-box.

“MEOW! PURR!” he said, his eyes following the waving barbecue while his tail twitched. Dad held it still, and Bruce leapt into the air, as ninja-like as usual, bouncing from one person’s head to another as he shot at the barbecue like a missile. He snatched it out of Dad’s hand and gobbled it up.

“Meow purr, meow purr.” He rubbed his head on Dad’s leg.

Mom pulled away from Dad to look at the cat. She had on the meanest, most angry ‘The Look’ Dad had ever seen.

“Ya darn cat!” she yelled as Bruce ignored her, hopping over everyone’s head and out the window.


Chapter 10

“BYE DAD!” Jack shouted running past him. “Gonna go scout the bastion!”

“Meow meow!” Bruce said right on Jack’s heels.

“You better get that cat outta here,” Dad shouted after them. “Mom might make him for dinner!”

Jack chuckled and didn’t stop sprinting until he’d dashed into the castle and through the portal.

“Intruder!” Bruiser shouted. “Intr—oh, it’s you.”

“Hi Bruiser,” Jack waved. “I’m off to scout out the piglin brute bastion. Check this out!” He pulled out his new netherite sword.

Bruiser shrugged. “Meh.”

“MEH?” Jack shouted. “This is like, the coolest sword ever. It’s made of a super strong metal that’s really rare.” He crossed his arms.

Bruiser shrugged again. “I guess that’s cool. But have you seen a gold sword?” He pulled out his shiny yellow sword, waving it in the air. “Shiiiiiiiiiinyyy.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Gold is lame.”

Bruiser’s eyes got wide and he actually growled. “You take that back!” The piglin pointed the gold sword at him.

Jack gulped and raised his arms. “Sorry, sorry. Gold isn’t lame. What I meant to say is it’s just not the best for combat. It breaks too easy.”

Bruiser looked calmed. “Yes, but it's shiny.”

Jack rolled his eyes again. “Yeah, yeah. Shiny, shiny. No wonder you and my Dad were fast friends. Anyway, I have to go find those brutes.” He wrapped Bruce around his neck and took off across the bridge over the lake of lava. He chomped down an apple any time his hunger bar got too low as he sprinted. He finally arrived at the first bastion, but it was still empty.

He set Bruce down. “It looks like they haven’t come back yet. Should we go look for them or wait? Jazz said their bastion was that way”—he pointed—“through a basalt delta and in a warped forest.”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said licking his paw.

“Alright, I guess we’ll keep going.” The cat and his boy cautiously left towards the basalt delta.


Chapter 11

“Are we ready?” Mom asked eagerly.

“Why are you so eager to go into the Nether?” Dad asked. “I thought you hated it there.”

Mom gasped and held her hand to her chest like she’d been injured. “Honey, there are hungry people there!”

Dad smirked. “Well, Bruce was hungry, but you let him stay that way.”

Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ “We aren’t talking about Bruce right now. That diet cat food is perfectly fine. It’s specifically formulated for his body type. Says so right on the bag.” She crossed her arms.

“Well, I’m ready,” Rara said, clicking her gold boots together.

“Me too,” Elijah said. “Ready to finally be warm.”

“Ugh,” Ethan said. “I’m not looking forward to that part. He’d let himself be talked into joining Elijah to mine in the nether, at least until they got enough gold to make sure everyone who wanted could visit.

“Alright then,” Dad said, lifting his chin, “let’s go.”

“INTRUDERS!” Bruiser shouted. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Hello Bruiser,” Dad said with a wave. “I have my wife, the queen, and a few other coming with us, so please don’t attack them.

Bruiser crossed his arms. “What’s a wife?”

Dad smiled. “The queen of my heart.”

Bruiser eyed him. “There are two queens?”

“No, no. Just one queen. My wife is who I’m married to.”

“What’s a married?”

“She’s my...special person.”

“She has gold on, right?”

Dad nodded.

“Then it shouldn’t be a problem.”

Mom came behind Dad, followed by the Double-Es and finally Rara. Each one of them had been given a pair of gold boots, and Bruiser double-checked everyone when they came in.

He offered a sweeping bow to Rara.

“Queen Rara, it’s good to finally meet you.” He straightened up and shouted, “KSIZZLE! JAZZ! The queen is here!”

Ksizzle poked her head in the doorway. “The queen?” Her eyes went wide when she saw the party of visitors. “Bruiser. You can’t just introduce us like that! Everyone! Everyone!” She ran off clapping her hands. “Come out, come out, the queen is here!”

Rara was blushing. “This is a weird experience.”

Dad smiled. “Yeah, I bet being royalty would be annoying like that.”

The party strode out of the portal and into the duplicate throne room. All the rescued piglins came in, each one both nervous and excited.

“Hello everyone,” Rara said, “I’m so glad to meet you all.” Her voice was soft and warm and the piglins watched her with awe. “I’m so sorry to hear about your home being invaded, but I would like to invite you all to live here on this island and to help us make a safe village for you.”

There were a lot of heads turning to look at each other and gasps, when finally, someone cheered. “You mean it?” Jazz asked. “We can live here?”

Rara smiled. “We’re going to have builders come and create a village here so every family can have a home. And to celebrate, we brought a feast.”

Mom stepped forward and pulled steaks from her inventory. The piglins were so excited they were at a loss for words.

“This is for us?” one of them finally asked. “We haven't eaten anything delicious like this in so long.” That was the last of the speaking, as all the piglin’s mouths were chock-full of food.

Dad led the Double-Es out of the castle while Mom and Rara mingled with the locals. He took them across the bridge into the nether wastes.

“Okay boys, it’s important the piglins don’t catch you mining. They’re really weird about gold. But this is where you can get started. I’ll be on guard duty for now.”

Ethan surveyed the area, smiling at the blocks of gold just lying out in the open, begging to be mined.

Elijah had his hands over the edge, letting the heat from the lava warm them. “Ahhh, finally warm.”


Chapter 12

Jack entered the basalt delta with a frown. “This place is a mess.”

It was made of basalt and blackstone, and a light fog hung low. Ash floated through the air like snowflakes and Bruce sneezed. Jack wasn’t wrong—the place was a mess. The land was choppy and broken, like a giant had come in, thrown a big tantrum, and smashed up everything.

Jack scanned the horizon, spying the green warped forest all the way on the other side. Thankfully the basalt delta wasn’t too big. He began the perilous journey, walking carefully, so he didn’t trip and fall. As careful as he was, he missed the magma cube that bounced out of nowhere, smacking him on the head and knocking him down. “Ow! Hey!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, arching his back and preparing to launch an attack.

Jack held his hand up. “Hold on buddy, let me handle this.” He pulled himself off the ground. “Well, me and my new SHLING!” He yanked out his netherite sword and stalked at the bouncing magma cube.

The cube bounced high in the air and Jack stood his ground. He only kept out the single sword, wanting to put it to the test. In a furious overhead swing, he hit the magma cube, flashing it red and sending it flying back.

“Hah!” he shouted. The magma cube wasted no time bouncing back at Jack who casually hit it again. “Too easy!” He charged in, smacking it two more times in rapid succession and poofing it away.

The magma cube exploded into four medium cubes that all jumped at Jack, but he nimbly dodged them without even using his power. With a chop, chop, chop, chop, he poofed the four cubes, each of them exploding into even smaller cubes.

Jack sighed. “Alright Bruce, get in here.” He expected his furry ninja friend to leap in right away, but he didn’t. Jack looked over at the cat. Bruce had curled up and fallen asleep.

“Seriously?” Jack said as he sliced at a magma cube. “Ya darn cat!” Jack yanked an egg from his inventory, chucking it at the sleeping ninja kitty. It hit the cat with a POP and woke him up.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce shouted and began cleaning himself.

“This isn’t bath time! Attack the, ah—!” One of the tiny magma cubes bounced into Jack, taking some of his hearts. The small ones didn’t hit hard, but there were so many it was impossible to dodge.

Jack looked back at his feline friend, who was still cleaning himself, and ran straight for Bruce, the bouncing cubes following. Jack jumped over the cat, and the cubes landed right on Bruce.

“MEOW!” Bruce yelled at the bouncing cubes, then popped his claws out and began the dance of doom. He twirled and bounced and sailed from cube to cube, popping one after another while Jack stood back and watched. When the cubes were gone, the cat looked over at Jack, who pretended to clean his sword.

“Hiss.” Bruce flattened his square ears against his square head.

Jack chuckled. “Yeah, you don’t like it when I do it, do you?” Bruce stuck his nose in the air and Jack let out a genuine laugh. “Maybe next time I’ll take a nap while you fight.”

He picked the cat up and they continued their trek through the basalt delta. They were almost to the end, when the green trees of the warped forest came into view.

But it wasn’t the only thing that came into view. In front of them, they could make out a line of piglin brutes, with hoglins running at their sides.


Chapter 13

The piglins feasted, courtesy of Mom and her delicious food. They ate and ate and ate until Mom worried she hadn’t made enough food. All in all, the meet and greet with the piglins and Rara and Mom had turned into quite the party. There was a lot of eating and a lot of socializing, and Mom was happy to have so many new friends.

“This food is so delicious,” a piglin said around a mouthful of...something. “We usually just have cooked pork chops and mushrooms, but these...what do you call them again? Veg-tables? They are tasty!”

Mom grinned, and mentally checked the box that piglins COULD eat pork chops for the next batch of food she made. She had brought a ton of food, but still had vastly underestimated how much they’d eat. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Rara handled the conversations beautifully, inviting everyone into the Nether kingdom. She learned a lot about piglin culture, but neither she nor Mom could make heads or tails of the weird obsession with gold. Either the piglins couldn’t explain it well, or they just didn’t get it either.

Hours went by and the party began winding down. The piglins gathered in a large room and Jazz asked Rara if they could use it to sleep. “You sure can, but soon we’ll have homes for each of you and your families,” Rara said.

“Thank you for taking care of us,” Jazz said. “It reminds me of the old days when the king was here. If only we had never left, we wouldn’t be in the crises we are in now.” She looked down, sadly. “I hope we can get our family members back from the brutes.”

Mom was about to say something, but Rara stood up straighter and nodded, confidently. “We’ll do our best to make it happen. Nobody should have to live in fear.”

Mom smiled; she was so proud of how much Rara had grown. How much all the villagers had grown. From scared and helpless to brave and able. Like watching a butterfly emerge from its cacoon and learn to fly.

The piglins moved into the room to relax and spend time together. Ksizzle and Bruiser asked for permission to join them, which surprised Rara. “Of course! You don’t even need to ask.”

“But who will guard the palace?” Bruiser asked.

“And take care of everything?” Ksizzle asked.

“Don’t worry about anything,” Rara said, with a gentle voice. “Mrs. Smith and I can. Plus Mr. Smith is here, too.” No sooner had she spoken than the doors opened; the Double-Es and Dad walked in with huge smiles on their faces.

“We did it!” Elijah shouted.

“We got so much gold!” Ethan agreed.

Dad nodded. “We didn’t get enough for full suits of gold armor like mine, but enough for anyone that wants to come to work to have gold boots. They just won’t be as...shiny as me.”

Rara and Mom rolled their eyes.

“What?” Dad asked. “It’s true, look at me!” He flexed and posed, the light gleaming off his shininess.

“Yes dear, you are truly magnificent,” Mom said in a deadpan voice.

“I know!” Dad agreed, not hearing—or perhaps ignoring—the sarcasm.

“Well, on that note, I think it’s time to gather our building crew,” Rara said eagerly.


Chapter 14

Jack frowned at the piglin brutes as they walked through the basalt delta. He counted four of them, and two hoglins by each one.

“This is way too many enemies for us to handle alone,” Jack whispered to Bruce. “Those brutes are tough.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, not whispering.

“Shhh!” Jack hushed the cat. Bruce licked his paw. “What to do, what to do,” Jack wondered out loud. “Should we warn everyone they’re coming, or keep on our route to find their bastion?” He snapped his fingers. “I know! Why not both?”

Jack picked up the cat, looking into his feline face. “Bruce buddy, I need you to warn Dad there’re enemies coming. I’ll keep going to get an idea of what's happening in their base.”

Bruce cocked his head, his tail twitching. “Meow.”

“Is that a yes meow, or a no meow?” Jack sighed. “Sometimes I don’t know if you understand me or not.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

Jack set him down. “Okay, nevermind. That was a bad idea. Let’s both—” He cut off as Bruce darted back the way they’d come. “Oh. Alright then. I guess it was a yes meow.” He shrugged and continued through the basalt delta.

He wiped the ash off his clothes as he made it to the far side of the biome. “Mom would hate that biome. Dirt literally coming down from the sky.” He shook his head as he entered the warped forest, marveling at all the surrounding green. “Well, this sure is a different feel than the rest of the Nether.”

He walked, trying to be as sneaky as possible, until he saw it in the distance: a bastion remnant.

It was huge! Easily several times larger than the bastion remnant they’d rescued the piglins from. The first thing he noticed was a large bridge that led into the mouth of a truly massive piglin face carved in the stone.

“Where are all the brutes?” he wondered. “Was that all of them in the basalt delta?”

He snuck over. Even though he didn’t see any piglin brutes, he still tried to be as quiet as possible, going so far as to plop out dirt blocks over holes so he didn’t have to jump. He snuck his way through the carving and over several walkways. The walkways opened to an area that stank. Jack held his nose. “This is almost worse than Bruce.”

It didn’t take long to find out why. Moving deeper into the fortress he found a hoglin stable, filled to the brim with rooting, snorting, and STINKING hoglins. His eyes went wide as he tried to count them all—he had to stop at twenty because it was such a confused mess.

He finally noticed some piglins—several of them were tending to the hoglins, while a piglin brute was wandering around shouting demands.

Jack shook his head. Those must be some of the missing piglins from the other bastion. He kept sneaking through the bastion and figured the only reason he wasn’t seen was because the brutes weren’t expecting anyone to infiltrate their base. They were very unobservant.

He saw several other piglin brutes lounging around a housing unit while regular piglins brought them food. There were still fewer brutes than he thought there would be, which gave him some relief. Several of the rooms in the housing unit had doors on them that he had to guess were locked as they contained regular piglins as prisoners.

Jack was about to turn around and sneak back out when something caught his eye through a doorway. A flash of yellow. His curiosity won over his common sense and he snuck through the doorway. A huge grin spread across his face. He’d stumbled into a treasure room filled with gold and chests. “Oh yeah!”

He wandered along the wall and into the room, hoping he could loot a chest before he was noticed. That hope was dashed when a voice broke the silence.

“Well now, if I knew we were to have guests, I would have made some food.”

Jack spun to see a piglin brute, in full gold armor just like Dad’s, staring at him.

Jack gasped when he saw the brute had glowing red eyes.


Chapter 15

The assortment of people lined up to go into the nether warmed Mom's heart. They had more volunteers wanting to help than there were sets of gold boots. It’d be an easy fix at some point, but for now they’d have to settle on who could go. In the end they picked half the ninjas as guards, and eight other villagers to build houses.

Elijah joined, but Ethan was happy to give up his boots to someone else who wanted to go. Mom and Rara stayed behind, too, and waved to everyone as they disappeared through the portal.

The castle was quiet on the other side, as the piglins were still resting, and Dad was grateful no one was there to yell about intruders when they all came in.

They got to work quickly; leveling out the island and marking where roads and houses would go. The ninjas easily fought off the occasional skeleton and were excited to get target practice at the crying ghasts that floated by shooting fireballs. Using a bow was something they hadn’t practiced much with their senseis, since Jack and Bruce mostly focused on melee attacks.

Kate was happy to teach the ninjas, feeling proud of her archery abilities. She even ran back through the portal to craft some target blocks for practice. They shot at them in-between fights with hostile mobs, making a competition out of it. Kate won, of course, since she had the most experience shooting.

With the team working together and no worry of being attacked, the houses popped up quickly. They had a lot of experience building and rebuilding in the kingdom village, and the eight villagers they sent were the villages best builders. It was quite odd, however, to see houses made of birch, oak, and cobblestone in contrast to the typical dark and red blocks of the Nether.

It was also strange that all the homes were bedless, but nobody wanted to accidentally explode like Dad had. He’d gotten more laughs telling that story than any of his jokes usually gave.

Eventually the piglins came out, yawning and stretching. Their eyes went wide at the site before them, and after some training, they got to help. Things were moving along at a good pace when Bruce came running across the bridge, like an arrow fired from a crossbow.

“Meow!” he yelled when he got close to Dad. “Meow, meow meow, purr!”

Dad stopped what he was doing to look at the cat. He didn’t normally act like that. Several of the others around him also stopped, curious. Bruce stood on his hind legs, frantically pawing at the air and meowing with everything in him.

“What is it, Bruce? Are you hungry?” He pulled out some barbecue and offered it to the cat, who ignored it. “Whoa, something must be really wrong. Did Timmy fall down a well?”

“What’s a timmy?” a piglin asked.

“What’s a well?” asked another.

Dad shook his head. “Nevermind, it's an earth thing.”

“What’s an earth?”

Dad ignored the questions, focusing on Bruce. “Wait a minute. Where’s Jack? Did Jack fall down a well?”

“Meow!” Bruce exclaimed.

Dad’s stomach lurched. “Everyone get in the palace. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Ninjas, half of you go with them, and half stay with me. Something weird’s going on.”

The piglins listened and were herded into the palace by Jazz and Ksizzle. They closed the big castle doors behind them.

Bruiser hadn’t followed, instead he stood by Dad. “I’m a warrior, I’m not afraid of anything.” Dad nodded at him.

“Alright then, I think the brutes might be on their way. Let’s go meet them.” Dad equipped a shield.


Chapter 16

Jack looked for an exit, but the only way out was past the red-eyed piglin brute. He pulled his sword out, ready to fight.

The red-eyed brute stared him down. “That’s an awfully nice-looking sword you’ve got there. It looks to be made of the same material we've been tasked with mining. Netherite, right?”

Jack nodded, nervous but not afraid. “That’s right. If you don’t let me out, I'll let you see it up close and personal.”

The piglin brute roared out a laugh. “You’re a funny one! What makes you think you can stop me, the mighty Agrojag?”

Jack was not intimidated. “I’ve fought worse.”

“Come on then, let’s see how brave you really are.” Agrojag growled and swung his golden axe. Jack dodged it easily, not even bothering to use his power. He rolled across the ground and swung his netherite sword at the brute, scoring a hit on his legs, flashing him red. The knockback on the sword kicked in and pushed the brute back.

Agrojag showed surprise on his face for a moment, then grinned wildly. “Interesting. Is your sword enchanted? I’ll enjoy using it even more when I get it from you.”

“Come try it!” Jack shouted, but he was still scanning for a way past the brute. His hopes were dashed when several more piglin brutes stepped in the doorway, blocking off any chance he had. They watched with evil grins as Jack wondered if maybe he’d fallen into a trap. Lured into this closed off, shiny room.

Agrojag pointed his finger at Jack, a dark smile on his face. “You don’t stand a chance against me.” A red light built up on his finger and Jack prepared to defend against whatever mutant attack the brute was about to unleash. What he was NOT prepared for was the red light to turn into a flying hoglin, shooting across the empty distance at him.

“Yikes!” Jack shouted, using his power to dodge out of the way. The hoglin swung its head though and left a scratch on Jack's leg. Jack looked up to see Agrojag creating another red light out of his finger. “Hey! That’s not fair!” he shouted.

Agrojag laughed, deep and hearty. “Who said anything about fighting fair? I fight to WIN!” he shouted the last word as another hoglin launched at Jack.

Jack dodged now that he knew what to expect, but the number of enemies in the room made him nervous. He slashed at a hoglin, flashing it red and knocking it back. He was about to attack the next when Agrojag slammed into him, knocking him to the ground.

Jack wasted no time, and immediately rolled out of the way, just in time, too, as Agrojag’s axe crashed into the ground where he had been, forming cracks in the blackstone block. He used his power, flipping off the ground to avoid the attack of a hoglin, and scoring a critical hit as he came back down. He was frustrated at how tough these things were though, requiring multiple hits—even with his awesome sword—to poof.

He used his power at a tremendous rate, dodging and flipping through the air to avoid the attacks of the hoglins and Agrojag. But with six hoglins in the room, it was getting harder and harder to avoid them, and Jack still hadn’t landed another blow on Agrojag, who summoned a hoglin every time Jack got close.

“I can keep on summoning them,” the brute bellowed, “and soon you’ll have no room to dodge!” He laughed as he swung his Axe at Jack, hitting him.

“Oooof!” Jack pulled a golden apple out to chomp down. He’d waited too long though, his food bar too empty for him to dodge or run and he was hit on both sides by hoglins, the golden apple knocked out of his hand.

Agrojag caught it, taking a huge bite, juice dripping out of his mouth. “Thanks for the snack. And the sword.”

He fired another hoglin missile at Jack, hitting him square in the chest, poofing him and leaving his new weapon in the hands of the brute.


Chapter 17

Dad held his hand out to stop everyone. They’d crossed the bridge over the lava pool, the ninjas only having to shoot down a single ghast. Kate stayed behind to help defend the piglins, along with half the ninjas. Together, Dad, Bruiser, Bruce, Devon, and Hakeem stood vigilant.

The ninjas went into sneak mode, threading off to explore for threats. They came back only a few moments later. “All clear,” Devon said, a note of excitement in his voice. Dad couldn’t look down on him, this was the kind of thing they’d been training for after all.

“This furry creature is why you’re all so nervous?” Bruiser asked, pointing at Bruce.

“Meow hiss,” Bruce said.

Dad nodded. “Bruce wouldn’t be here without Jack unless they ran into something big. My bet is the brutes are making their way this direction.”

Bruiser shrugged. “We will crush them.”

Dad scoffed. “They’re pretty tough. We need to be smart about this. We can’t just go in fists blazing, without thinking it through. Let’s go check out your bastion; we know they were going there to get more food and ancient debris.”

Bruiser nodded and led the way. When they arrived at the bastion, Dad was proven right. A herd of hoglins was rampaging around outside, while shouts came from inside.

“Want us to go in and...shkkkkk...?” Devon asked, drawing a line across his neck.

Dad blanched. “No. No thank you. That’s not how I like to do things.”

Devon nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Sensei Bruce taught us to be silent and attack when we have the element of surprise.”

Dad cocked his head. “Wait, Bruce? Bruce the CAT?” He pointed to Bruce who was licking his paw.

“Oh yes. He’s very wise in the ways of the ninja.”

“We’re still talking about a cat, right?” Dad asked, thoroughly confused.

“Meow meow,” Bruce said and jumped onto Dad's head.

Dad sighed. “Anyway, I’d like to give them a chance to talk and have a fair fight.” He looked at all the hoglins running around. “But maybe you should hide anyway, just in case.”

Devon smirked and motioned for Hakeem to follow his lead and they disappeared behind a huge, crimson fungi. Dad crafted a platform in the air, only a couple blocks high, but tall enough to avoid the hoglins.

The hoglins noticed and went crazy wandering under the platform trying to get at Dad and Bruiser.

Dad took in a deep breath and activated his taunt power for maximum effect. “Hey! You piglin brutes in there! Come face me.”

They hoglins went berserk, ramming into each other and sometimes even flashing each other red with their hits. A piglin brute came out of the bastion, his head turning left and right to find the commotion. When he saw Dad and bruiser standing on a floating platform, his eyes went wide, and he yelled behind him.

“Over here! There's a weird floating guy!”

The rest of the piglin brutes came out, standing with their arms crossed as they looked at the two trespassers. “Who in the overworld are you supposed to be?” one of them asked.

The first brute just stood there, staring, “Boss, how’d they get up there?”

“Shush!” The brute said.

“I am Bruiser! And I am here to crush—” Dad put his hand up, cutting off Bruiser.

Dad leaned over the edge of the platform, to get a good look at the brutes. “You can call me Mr. Smith. We just wanted to talk. We’ve moved all the piglins that were in there. They’re safe from you now, and we’d like the return of their friends and family.”

The lead piglin brute laughed. “Hah! HAHAHAH! You are a funny little man. Don’t you see us? We are strong! We have many hoglins. You are nothing to us! Now, return what you have stolen, and we may consider letting you live.”

Another brute in the party pointed up. “Uhm, how would we get them down?”

“Quiet you,” the leader hissed.

Dad rolled his eyes; these types always acted the same. “You can’t steal people. They have lives of their own.”

“BAH! You still don’t understand, little man. We’re the strongest piglin brute tribe that has ever lived! Our leader, Agrojag, has powers that will destroy you.”

Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Powers?” Dad scratched at his chin. “He doesn’t happen to have red glowing eyes, does he?”

The brute’s own non-glowing eyes went wide. “How did you—? No, his fame must be spreading. That's how you knew.”

Dad rarely had a chance to speak to anyone who knew about the red-eyed mutants. “How did your...what did you say his name was? Agriculture? Get his powers?”

“Agrojag!” the brute shouted. “Our fearless leader! He was gifted his powers by the fates!”

“Well, and the red light from that strange glass cube thing the witch had,” another piglin brute offered.

The leader put his finger over his mouth. “SHHHHH!”

“Glass cube thing?” Dad asked. “A beacon?”

The brute nodded excitedly. “Yeah! That’s what she—” The leader brute smashed his hand over the speaker’s mouth.

“Silence you fool!” He sighed, turning to look at Dad. “Oh well, we weren’t going to let you live, anyway. I just wanted to see if you’d tell us where you took our miners.”

Dad put his hands on his hips. “Well, for one thing, no. I’m not going to tell you. For another, you can’t even get me up here, so your threat is pointless. ACK!” He screamed a little too high-pitched to maintain his dignity as a golden axe came streaking through the air, hitting him in the chest and knocking him off the platform.

“CHAAAARGE!” Bruiser screamed and leapt at the brutes.


Chapter 18

“Rats and phooey!” Jack shouted from his bed. He dashed to his chest and pulled out an old set of iron armor, a couple iron swords, and a small stack of golden apples. He ran off as fast as he could, ignoring everyone as he dashed through the portal.

“INTRUDERS!” several voices shouted at once, and Jack was taken aback as he saw Ksizzle and a handful of other piglins charging at him.

“Wait!” Jack shouted. “It’s me! Jack!”

They did not wait. They attacked him mercilessly, surrounding him on all sides, his hearts plummeting as he was struck.

“Wait!” he begged, trying to push past them to get back to the portal. Just as his foot was nearly through, he was struck by another sword, and poofed again.

As he was poofing, he heard Ksizzle. “Hrmp, that’s how we stop intruders.”

He opened his eyes on his bed again. “Rats and phooey! Phooey and rats!” He punched his bed, then took a deep breath. “Okay, that was dumb. I forgot to wear gold. But come on! They KNOW me!” He sighed and went back to his chest. He only had a chainmail chest piece left that he’d found off a random mob. He had iron pants, at least, and a few more iron swords. With another sigh he left his house, walking at a much more normal pace now.

He arrived at the mine and sauntered down to where Ethan was working.

“Hi Jack!” Ethan waved.

Jack waved back, though not as enthusiastically. “Do you have any gold left?”

Ethan nodded, pointing to a chest. “Yep, just mined some today as a matter of fact.”

“Great,” Jack said, and pulled out the raw gold and brought it to the furnace to smelt. He practiced his whistling while he waited, and Ethan continued mining. When the process was complete, he pulled out the ingots—enough for another pair of boots—and popped them in the crafting table.

He ran through the mine, and the town, ignoring everyone until he got to the portal and dashed through it again.

“INTRUDERS!” Ksizzle shouted. “Oh, it’s only you. Hi Jack.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Hi Ksizzle. You know I was just here, right?”

Ksizzle looked confused for a moment. “No, you weren’t. The only ones here were us piglins and some crazy intruder. He wasn’t wearing any gold, so we knew he wasn’t real. Don’t worry; we sent him back to wherever fake people go.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “That was me.”

Ksizzle looked him up and down. “It couldn’t be. He wasn’t wearing any gold.”

Jack sighed again and went to the doors leading outside.


Chapter 19

Before Dad hit the ground, he activated his shield charge ability, which sent him flying towards the lead brute. The hoglins that had been under him were in a feeding frenzy like a shark, and they all slammed into each other trying to get at Dad, but he was streaking towards the brute. The brute’s eyes were wide as saucers and he held his hands up to block the attack.

Dad slammed into him, flashing him red and sending him flying. At the same time, Bruiser’s attack hit the poor brute, scoring a critical hit. Before the brute even landed, Devon and Hakeem appeared as if by magic, both their swords streaking through the air to score critical hits. The lead brute poofed before he even registered what was happening.

The other brutes’ mouths dropped so far, a hoglin could’ve climbed in and made a home. They looked at each other. “RUN AWAY!” one screamed, then all of them screamed and they turned and ran.

The hoglins on the other hand, were not afraid. They charged in, their slavering mouths dripping drool as they chomped at the air. Dad spun and planted his shield, the lead hoglin slamming into it and bouncing off. It looked a little dizzy as it tried to gain its footing. In no time, the other hoglins were on top of Dad.

Dad grunted as he took hits, but pulled out a second shield, holding it in his off hand so he could pretend to be a turtle. The hoglins chomped and slammed into his shields, their frenzy so high they didn’t even register the other people nearby. That was unfortunate for them.

Bruce bolted into action, bouncing from hoglin head to hoglin head, his sharp claws out. He moved so fast the hoglins didn’t even realize what was happening, other than they flashed red after his blurry streak passed.

Devon and Hakeem had been trained well, and they both launched ninja attacks at the closest hoglin, scoring critical hits and poofing it. Bruiser was no slouch either, swinging his sword with abandon like a berserker. The hoglin he attacked turned to face him, scoring a hit, but the zombified piglin ignored it, trading the hoglin for a hit of his own. He blocked the hoglin’s tusks with his sword and kicked it, disorienting it for long enough that he could get in another slash, poofing it away. Bruiser picked up the raw pork and chomped it down with a roar.

Dad continued to hold on, simply letting his warrior friends do the work for him. The group of hoglins stopped attacking for a moment, sniffing the air, and turned to face the other threats, but Dad smirked. He activated his taunt.

“Here piggy, piggy!” he shouted, and the hoglins snapped towards him, trying like crazy to get to him again.

The fight lasted several minutes longer, Dad taunting the hoglins so they’d focus on him, while he took minimal damage behind his shields. The ninjas, ninja cat, and berserking Bruiser poofed the final hoglin, and Dad popped out of his turtle shield shell.

“Whew. That was a lot of hoglins. Good job, everyone.”

Bruiser roared and chomped down another raw pork. Bruce raced to another piece of pork and gobbled it down, then ran to the next and the next and chomped down every last piece of pork left behind by the hoglins.


Chapter 20

“Dad! Dad!” Jack called as he saw his dad in the distance, coming back from the bastion.

Dad jogged to his son. “Hey buddy, what happened?” he asked, looking the boy up and down. “Did you respawn?”

Jack looked at the ground. “Yeah, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Let me guess. A group of piglin brutes with a ton of hoglins were coming to the bastion?” Dad winked at Jack, thinking he got it right.

“No, not that,” Jack said. “I sent Bruce to warn you about them. No, what I saw at the piglin brute bastion was terrible. A red-eyed mutant piglin brute that shoots hoglins out of his finger!”

Dad looked confused. “He shoots what at you?”

“Hoglins! He points his finger and BOOM-OINK! A hoglin flies at you. Then attacks.” Jack pointed his finger like a gun. “It’s crazy. OH! And he might have gotten my new super sword that I made.” He grimaced.

“Wait, what now? Super sword?” Dad tilted his head and looked down at his son. Jack sighed and told him what he’d discovered about netherite and the awesome sword he made and promptly lost. Dad frowned.

“So you mean to tell me that not only did you use some of our precious diamonds, you used our even more precious netherite, to make a sword, had it enchanted, and THEN lost it in a fight? And you didn’t think to ask about using all those resources first?”

Jack looked down, his shoulders slumped. “I know it wasn’t a smart decision. I’m sorry.”

Dad shook his head. “I’m pretty disappointed Jack. I thought you knew better.”

Jack looked up at his Dad. “Can’t you just be angry? Disappointed is so much worse.”

Dad just looked at him.

A tear formed in Jack’s eye and his voice got all wobbly. “I’m sorry, Dad. I was just so excited.”

Dad blew out a breath. “Well, what's done is done. Do you think the piglin brute is coming here?”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. He seemed surprised to see me, like they weren't expecting any intruders. But they had just sent out a group of piglin brutes to the bastion here.”

“The brutes we just sent packing?” Hakeem asked.

“Yeah, I bet those are the ones. Rats and phooey,” Dad said.

“What's wrong?” Bruiser asked.

Dad sighed. “Well, if we let them go back, they’ll warn the boss. So, we have to decide if we want to deal with that, or if we want to move forward and bring the fight to him.”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said.

“Sensai Bruce is right,” Devon said. “We should attack.”

Dad looked at Bruce, then at Devon, then back at Bruce. “That’s what he said?”

Jack looked back and forth between the two of them as well. “You got that from ‘meow?’”

Devon shrugged. “Well...maybe not. It’s not like I understand his words. But you know, cats are always attacking.”

Jack chuckled. “It’s true. Bruce used to attack me all the time when he was a tiny, fuzzy kitten. I’d be toddling around the house and right as I rounded a corner, BOOM kitten to the head.”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said.

“I think we should take a vote,” Dad said. “Who thinks we need to rush over and fight the boss?” All hands went up. Bruce licked his paw.

“Well, that settles that then.”


Chapter 21

The group ran as fast as they could. Luckily, Dad had a stack of golden apples and he handed them out whenever anyone got too tired to run. Bruce, of course, didn’t get tired at all since he took turns riding on someone's head the whole time.

Except for Bruiser.

Bruce sniffed the zombified piglin and turned his nose up before hopping on Imani’s head.

Bruiser frowned. “Do I stink?”

“Well, you ARE a zombie,” Jack said.

“Hrmph.” Bruiser crossed his arms. “How rude.”

“Cats aren't really known for being polite,” Dad said.

They made it into the basalt delta, and Jack pointed. “Look! It’s the brutes.” Across the broken, ash-covered landscape, walking around a column of basalt, were three piglin brutes.

“Should we attack?” Devon asked.

“Yes!” Bruiser said, raising his sword high.

“Wait,” Jack said. “I think we should run past them and fight the boss. Maybe he’s forcing them all to be mean. Remember the Great Gourd?”

Devon and Hakeem—both illagers that had been under the control of the Great Gourd Gordon—paused.

“That’s a good point,” Hakeem said. “We don’t need to fight them all. Maybe we can get some to work with us.”

“Jack, that’s a good mindset to have,” Dad said. “I’m proud of you. You may be onto something too; these three never attacked me.”

Jack beamed. “Thanks, Dad. Being here, I’ve realized not everything is good and evil. Sometimes people do those things because they have no other choice.”

Dad nodded. “That’s very true. I wish your mom was here to hear you say that.”

“She’d probably crush me in a hug and cry or something.”

Dad laughed. “Yeah, you're right. Anyway, I think we need to do something about these guys. Slow them down somehow. Hakeem, Devon, Bruce, Bruiser, you go distract them. Keep them in one place and keep their attention. I have a plan.”

The ninjas bowed and took off, Bruiser trailing after, bellowing.

“Come on, Jack. While those guys distract them, we’ll build walls around them. If we work quickly, we can trap them all.”

Jack nodded. “Good idea. We can’t leave them there for long though, it’s dangerous here.”

“Just until we deal with the boss.”

They followed the ninjas. Jack typically would have sneaked for a mission like this one, but sneaking was impossible when you’re with a giant golden mirror. Jack pulled out a stack of cobblestone and started piling up a wall behind the piglin brutes, while Dad worked on the sides.

“What’s pumpkin pie?” they heard one brute ask. “We can’t be tempted with your witchy tricks!”

“I dunno...it sure smells good,” another said. It wasn’t long before they heard chewing.

Dad made eye contact with Devon and nodded. The ninjas pulled out their weapons at once, shouting war cries. The piglin brutes freaked out and turned to run, slamming face-first into a wall of stone. Dad and Jack worked quickly, fencing the fourth and final side in with a two-block high stack of stone until the brutes were completely enclosed.

“Hey!” a brute yelled, pounding his fist on the wall. “Let us out of here!”

Dad stood next to the makeshift prison. “Sorry, but this is for your own good. We’ll be back after we’ve dealt with your boss.” He tossed some extra barbecue he had in his inventory into the prison and waited. He heard scuffling and mumbling, and soon the sound of chewing drowned out everything else. Dad smiled and turned to go.

“Hey,” a voice came from the prison. “Do you have any more of that? It was really good.”

Dad smirked. “Barbecue for the win.”

He tossed the rest of his barbecue into the prison.


Chapter 22

They ran, a sense of urgency pushing their legs as fast as they could go. Except for Bruce, who continued to ride on someone's head, sound asleep.

They got to the bastion just in time. The red-eyed piglin brute was leading a horde of hoglins and a train of other brutes across the bridge.

The piglin brutes stood on one end of the bridge, Dad and his team stood on the other.

Ash from the basalt deltas hung in the air, while heat shimmered from the lava beneath them.

“Well, well, well,” Agrojag said, clicking his tongue. “You returned, and you brought back up.” He pointed Jack’s netherite sword right at Jack, then waved it at the rest of them.

Jack stood with his hands on his hips. “You didn’t think I’d let you get away with turning piglins into slaves, did you?”

Agrojag cocked his head. “Well, yeah. I did. You poofed right in front of my eyes. I’ve never met anyone that can poof and come back.”

“I’m a respawner. It’s what I do. Every time I poof, I come right back.” Jack stood a little taller.

Agrojag lifted an eyebrow, then lowered them both. “Well doesn’t that make you special?” he spat. “Now I get to beat you twice.” He sliced his sword through the air. “ATTACK!”

The hoglins ran like an ocean of snouts and tusks, straight for Jack’s group. There was an overwhelming number of them and Jack and the rest of the team took several steps back, uncertain of what to do.

Except for Dad. He snorted contemptuously and aimed his shield straight at the oncoming horde.

“Fight ME!” he boomed and on command, their beady eyes focused on him and him alone, the swarm tightening together as they ran towards their single target. Dad leapt into the air and activated his shield charge, willing it to use his entire hunger bar. He shot like a comet, streaking light behind him, and slammed into the oncoming parade of doom like a bowling ball made of TNT.

He hit so hard, the first few hoglins instantly poofed into clouds, while the rest were blown back or to the side by the shockwave of his collision. Most of the hoglins were blown off the bridge into the lava below where they turned into nothing but puffs of smoke. Dad collapsed to one knee, breathing hard.

This time, it was the piglin brutes and Agrojag’s turn to take a step back in fear.

“Impressive,” Agrojag said, with a nod of his head. “It looks like the witch has granted you powers as well. Tell me, why don’t you have red eyes? Do you hear the voices?”

Dad looked up. “Voices?”

Agrojag shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. You won’t be around long enough to explain it.”

He pointed at Dad, and the red light appeared on his finger, a hoglin shooting from it like from a cannon. Dad was low on hunger, and couldn’t raise his shield high enough to block. He took the hit on the chest and flew backwards. The hoglin stomped and chomped at him.

“DAD!” Jack shouted then turned his attention to the piglin brutes. “Get them!”

“ATTACK!” Agrojag screamed, waving towards Jack and team.


Chapter 23

Dad chomped down a golden apple as fast as he could. He’d taken some serious hits from the hoglin and was a little worried. Of course, he’d respawn, but he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving all his friends behind that couldn’t.

The hoglin bit him again, his hearts plummeting dangerously low. But the golden apple kicked in and he started to regen and got a few temporary hearts. His hunger bar filled up a bit, which was what he really wanted. Now he could use his shield, and his sword.

Agrojag ran to the middle of the Bridge, Jack meeting him head on. Their swords clashed with an ear-piercing clang, and they held them together, pushing to get an edge over the other.

Agrojag smirked. “I defeated you easily last time we fought, like a helpless little strider. What makes you think this time will be any different?” He pointed the finger of his off hand at Jack, a glowing red light appearing.

“Because this time, I have a surprise of my own.” He shoved his head forward violently, and the black hat it looked like he’d been wearing suddenly came to life, flipping off Jack’s head right at Agrojag’s face.

“MEOW!” Bruce screamed, his iron claws out and ready for action. Agrojag was an experienced warrior, though, and while surprised, he recovered quickly, stepping back and ducking just in time for Bruce to miss his attack. He fired off his hoglin cannon, a hoglin colliding with Bruce mid-air, and they flew off in another direction.

“Hah! That was a good move, little boy, but not good enough.” Agrojag leveled his sword at Jack again. “Now, prepare to meet your end on my blade.”

“Actually, that’s my blade. Either way, I’ll see it and raise you another,” Jack said, pulling out his second iron sword. “It’s shling shling time!”

Behind them, Bruiser was having the time of his life. It’d been SO boring for SO long back in the palace just waiting for something to happen. He was finally getting some action. The best part was, now that he was a zombified piglin, he didn’t feel the pain of getting hit. He charged into the fray, taking on two piglin brutes at once.

He slashed and parried, taking a glancing blow here or there that he easily ignored while he put his sword skills to the test. The two brutes flanked him, and he shrugged, putting all his efforts into attacking the one in front of him. He leapt into the air, scoring a critical hit on his downward momentum, then slashed again, poofing the brute. He took a powerful blow to the back from the other brute, and slowly turned, the axe still sticking out of him.

“Hahaha! You thought that would hurt me?”

The fear in the brute’s eyes was almost a physical force as it looked at its empty hands. It jumped at Bruiser, prepared to pummel him with his fists. Bruiser was faster though, his sword coming in low, and knocking the brute to the ground, where Bruiser kicked him off the edge into the lava.

“WHO'S NEXT?” he shouted with his sword lifted high above him.

More hoglins poured from the entrance to the bastion, causing chaos with their tusks and squeals. Bruce finished off his hoglin, taking time to gobble up the pork. He licked his lips and took in the scene of the oncoming horde of hoglins. He licked his lips again, his tummy rumbling. He had a lot of missed meals to make up for.

“MEOW! he shouted and bolted at the oncoming wave, landing on one and bouncing to the next, leaving behind a shower of critical stars.

Devon and Hakeem watched their sensei as he leapt into the fray of hoglins, looked at each other, and nodded. They followed Bruce the cat, jumping in and landing on hoglin heads, their swords pointing down like pogo sticks. The hoglins were utterly confused, and poofing left and right as the trio of ninjas bounced through them.

Dad stood up, reading himself to get back into the fight, a pair of brutes stalking towards him. The brutes were intercept by Bruiser, however, as the zombified piglin dashed past them, striking each a savage blow.

“Bruiser! Catch!” Dad shouted and tossed him a golden apple. Bruiser caught it in his mouth, munching it down in one bite.

Dad surveyed the battlefield. It was chaos, but a controlled kind of chaos, all of it divided into pools of combat. He jump-stacked up a few blocks, then used his taunt ability. Everyone stopped, looking at him.

“Let me tell you something; you will not force people to work for you ever again. We won’t allow it. The piglins are under our protection now. You can stop this fighting right now though if you choose to live peacefully with us. Just lay down your weapons!”

The remaining piglin brutes sneered at him, and Agrojag fired his hoglin cannon, the spinning hoglin flying through the air at the speed of an arrow, hitting Dad right in the butt, and flipping him end over end off the pedestal.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Jack said. He charged in, his two swords flashing and swung them both in a sideways strike. Agrojag defended, blocking both the swords with his single weapon, and fired his hoglin cannon at Jack. Jack jerked to the side, and the hoglin flew past him, plummeting into the lava.

But that was just a distraction. The next attack came as a kick from Agrojag that stopped Jack’s advance. Agrojag hit him with the netherite sword, the knockback shoving Jack backwards, his arms windmilling. Agrojag fired his hoglin cannon again, the hoglin flying true towards Jack’s chest. At the last moment, Jack did a backflip. He watched in what felt like slow motion as the hoglin flew underneath him.

“How?” Agrojag asked with a growl.

Jack shrugged. “I’m a ninja, what can I say?”


Chapter 24

Agrojag changed tactics. Instead of launching another attack towards Jack, he jumped backwards, chuckled, and ran towards Bruiser. Jack was confused. “What?”

Then he understood what the pillager brute was doing and ran after him.

Agrojag hit Bruiser, sending him stumbling with the knockback from his blade, and paid him no further mind. He charged at Devon and Khameel, swinging wildly. He connected with Devon, sending him flying and stumbling into the swarm of hoglins.

“Hey! That’s not fair. Fight me!” Jack yelled.

Agrojag laughed. “Haven’t you learned anything from our last fight?”

Jack tried to follow him, but the press of the hoglins was too much and he had to spend his energy fighting off the warty tuskers.

Dad watched all this out of the corner of his eye, as he kicked a hoglin off the edge.

He snorted. “Hey piglin, I like your sense of style, but you have a bad attitude!”

Dad activated his taunt, and all the other enemies turned to face him. The hoglins nearest him charged and Dad laughed as he threw himself off the edge of the bridge, the hoglins following like lemmings.

“Dad!” Jack shouted, but he didn’t need to be worried. Dad activated his shield charge in midair and it sent him flying to the edge of the bridge which he caught with his hand. He heaved himself up, laughing.

The scene before him was a bad one, though. Devon and Bruiser were both lying on the ground, too winded and injured to move. Bruce was too busy eating pork to be of any help and there were still two piglin brutes and Agrojag left. “Jack, go help the others. I’ll handle Goldilocks over here.”

“Uhm, dad, you’re kind of Goldilocks, too,” Jack said.

Dad sighed and made eye contact with Agrojag. “What do you say to a duel? You and me.”

Agrojag snorted. “That sounds like a fair matchup.” He leveled his sword at Dad and Dad nodded, pulling out his own sword. “But I don’t do fair!” Agrojag shouted, firing his hoglin cannon at Dad.

Dad was ready for it though, and instead of blocking, he sidestepped, the hoglin shooting past him. Agrojag slashed at Dad, hitting him with the netherite sword of knockback, exactly what Dad was waiting for. He let it push him back, and as he was flung away, he activated his shield charge, rocketing at Agrojag who hastily attempted to put his sword up in defense.

Dad catapulted right into his sword arm, crushing it, and knocking the netherite sword to the ground, and sending Agrojag backwards further than the knockback from the sword. That was when Agrojag realized this man hadn’t been playing fair either; he had lined up the red-eyed brute perfectly to be knocked off the edge.

“Nooooo!!!” he shouted as he plummeted into the Lava.

Dad picked up the netherite sword and swung it a few times, testing its weight. Then he looked up ominously at the remaining brutes.

“Well, should we keep going?” The brutes' eyes went wide with fright, and they threw down their axes.

“Wow Dad, you can be scary sometimes,” Jack said.


Chapter 25

With the epic bridge fight over, the remaining piglin brutes were all too eager to help free their captives, and to show Jack around to the treasure rooms. Jack smiled gleefully at every chest, activating his power over and over, coming away with a massive haul of gold, netherite scraps, and ancient debris among other things.

Dad gave the piglin brutes the option of staying in the bastion or joining Rara’s kingdom and swearing loyalty. When they realized they’d be fending for themselves out in the dangerous nether, they joined.

They gave the same choice to the trio of piglin brutes in the basalt delta. After they woke them up, anyway. It was so peaceful and quiet in their prison, and their bellies were so well fed, they all took a nap. At first Jack thought there was a strange new monster nearby, but soon realized it was just the snoring of the three brutes.

They made it back to the nether palace, the village around it coming along nicely. There was a bit of animosity between the two groups of piglins at first, but once Mom threw a feast, full of all their favorite foods and even a few new ones from back home, they ended up getting along. It may have helped that Mom threatened to take all the food back if they couldn’t be polite and kind. Either way, Bruiser and Ksizzle swore to keep a close watch, just in case.

It had been a big day. The Smith family relaxed in their house before bed, flipping through the Codex of Seeds and snuggling on Mom’s makeshift couch.

Dad cleared his throat. “Hey guys? I know we’ve been having fun hanging around the village with our friends, but I think it’s about time we get back to our own quest. We need to find that nether portal in the jungle. After what we learned today, about a witch carrying a beacon and making red-eyed mobs...”

“What about the village?” Kate asked, looking up from the Codex.

“The village is doing well. We have smart and resourceful people here now. We won’t be leaving behind a bunch of helpless villagers. They have strong walls, a strong army, a strong leader. I feel like we can leave them safely.”

Mom nodded but said nothing. Dad grabbed her hand.

“It’s time to find Baba Yaga.”

The End!
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Codex of Seeds

Before bedtime, the family decided to look through the Codex for any information about witches or mutants or respawners they could find. Dad was especially interested in hearing about respawners, but Jack, of course, simply wanted to find fun stories. Preferably about ninjas. 

“Oh look!” Kate said, pointing to a story. “It’s another one of those journal style ones. Those always feel mysterious and interesting. The first entry is by RespawnerLink_405. Date:8/25/2032 

I was walking around in the nothingness until a strange block appeared with a lever attached. I flipped the lever with curiosity and everything flashed before my eyes. I saw all kinds of strange stuff from brown pillars poking up from the ground with green things on the top. I later learned that they were called trees.

RespawnerLink_405

Date: 9/30/32

I have now learned a lot about this world. I know it's physics and I know the dangers. I think I am the only human that can actually do things. There are villagers, but they just follow a set of strange rules. Anyway, I have decided that I will leave this book here for someone else to find.

Ultimateguy567

Date:12/24/33

I just spawned into this world and I have found this book. This book seems strange and someone named RespawerLink_405 has already written in it. I will keep it for the time being. This book has a strange aura to it.

Ultimateguy567

2/15/35

HEROBRINE IS COMING HELP HELP HEL—” Kate shook her head. “There's that Herobrine guy again. Is he some kind of respawner? Everyone’s so scared of him.” 

Dad shrugged and found the next story. “Ah, here’s one about respawners by OtterOfBadOmen. Felz was spawned as a pillager in an outpost. He had two good pillager friends there: Flint, who dreamed of becoming one of the axe-wielding vindicators instead of a crossbow-shooting pillager, and Avery, a sharpshooter who often tended to his baby ravager. The three often chatted about what it would be like living in one of the large, grand woodland mansions instead of their dinky outpost.

Although this was a decent lifestyle—talking with friends and the occasional raid—Felz did not enjoy terrorizing villages and being evil, but wanted to be a hero like the humans. One day, the pillager outpost got invaded by said humans. TNT explosions and the burning smell of fire spread throughout the tower.

Every pillager was just trying to escape, perhaps report this to the nearby woodland mansion. Felz told Avery and Flint to go on without him, as he was searching for his crossbow. A few minutes after, he was met with the sharp point of a blade from one of the adventurers. Felz felt that this was his chance to finally become a hero like them!

He shakily told the human his dream, and she allowed him to join her group. After leaving the smoking outpost with them and noticing the many drop piles of frightened pillagers, Felz wondered if this was truly the best decision.

Months passed, and Felz's skill with the crossbow gradually increased. The group stopped many raids and burned many structures, but the pleas of mercy from the illagers Felz poofed still haunted him for many days after. His morale was tested in the very last raid he fought.

That day, almost all of the raiders had been taken care of, and there was only one extremely weakened vindicator left. The leader of the humans offered the final blow to Felz, and he slowly loaded his crossbow. Felz gazed at the vindicator's pleading eyes, and knew instantly this was Flint.

Felz's knees began shaking as the humans pressured him to poof Flint. He couldn't kill a close friend, could he? And at that time, all of the illager deaths, from an evoker being burned to death while trying to enjoy a book, to a vindicator trying so hard to avenge his fallen friends. Felz realized that these people were merciless and barbaric, and could not be considered good.

By now, Flint had passed out. Felz dropped the crossbow, picked up Flint, and ran. Ran to the nearest outpost and dropped Flint there. Then ran away from the building, running to nowhere and blinded by the tears of regret.”

“Goodness!” Mom said, covering her mouth. “What a horrible situation to be in. Respawners have great power and that comes with great responsibility, it’s so sad to see that be abused.” 

Kate had a tear in her eye. “That poor pillager.” 

Jack chuckled, and Kate and Mom both gasped. “Jack!” Mom exclaimed. 

Jack's eyes widened. “Oh sorry! I wasn’t laughing at that, I was laughing at this story I’m reading by Aditya. There once was a village. The village had a Nitwit, named Nigel. Nigel was a true nitwit, he loved to ring the bell over and over again, just for fun. His trades were even weirder than his mind. He bought 6 dirt for 14 emeralds, and sold a diamond sword for an oak sapling.” He laughed at the last line. “Wasn’t that funny? Man, I want to meet Nigel the Nitwit.” 

“As long as you weren’t laughing at that sad story,” Mom said. She took the book and looked for another. One thing about being stuck in Minecraft that she enjoyed was the fact that they read stories together all the time. There weren’t any screens to play on, so the evenings were the perfect time for reading. It was a good bonding experience.

“Oh!” she pointed to a story, “this one’s interesting. It talks about some people called the Smiths! It’s by kitty gamer.”

“It's been so many days... I've been stuck on this island with only coconuts and fish to eat trying so hard to build a raft to escape. I couldn't swim, but there was an island nearby that I could just see. There seemed to be four people building some sandcastle thing and I realised it was the Smith family! They didn't know who I was but I used to be in the village before I got taken away by that spook moon attack! I called out for them but they didn't seem to hear me. That's when I decided to swim. I kicked and pushed as hard as I could, but I couldn't do it. I sunk deep into the water wondering when it was going to end. Then I felt a burst of energy and I realised there was a dolphin nearby! I had the dolphins' grace! I swam towards the Smiths but by that time they were already gone. Luckily I had made friends with an axolotl which I named Bernie and I lived beside the sea the rest of my life :D”

Dad took the book, looking carefully at it. “Is that talking about us?” 

“It could be!” Kate said. 

“We should go back to that beach and see if we can find that villager!” Jack exclaimed. 

Dad sighed. “We can’t stop our quest for that, but maybe we’ll find them on our adventures.” He was flipping through the pages of the Codex as he spoke.

“Here’s another one that talks about people called the Smiths! Could it be us? This is getting kind of strange.” He pointed at the page. “It’s by Dat Finn. Date: 18 October 2021, Location: Unknown end city. We've been hit by a TNT missile that decimated the town hall, barely missing the church. We are in a constant struggle against the nether mobs. All we know is we won't stand a chance without people like the Smiths. Our legends say the Smiths hold a great power, one that would save us all. If this message reaches the Smiths in another Codex of Seeds as they all seem to be connected. So Smiths, Send help.

-the Endian city guards.”

“WHAT?!” Jack yelled. “The end? That’s so weird, I wonder if it’s related to what's going on here. Why haven’t we seen any ender people?”

“Yeah,” Kate said. “That is strange. Maybe whatever is attacking those end people is why we haven’t seen any here in our seed.” 

Dad was frowning as he read through it. “Well, that thing that surprises me is how many people seem to know who we are...” 

“Okay kids, it’s late. We can think more about this tomorrow.” Mom kissed them both goodnight and sent them off. She wrapped her arms around Dad, who was still studying the Codex. “Are you alright, dear?” 

Dad sighed, closing the book. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just... this all feels so big and connected.” He held the book up to her. “It’s just more than I ever thought possible. But it’s like you said, it’s late. We should go to bed too.”
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Chapter 1

“You’re leaving so soon?” Delilah asked. “I’m going to miss you so much. Please don’t go...” A shiny tear formed in her eye.

“Oh dear,” Mom said, putting her arm around Delilah and pulling her in close. “Please don’t cry. I’m a contact crier and if you cry, well...” Mom sniffed and wiped at her nose before taking a big, deep breath. “We’re going to miss you, too. All of you. But we have to find a way back to our world—there are people there that miss us, too. They must be so worried.”

Delilah wiped at her eyes. There was a whole sea of sad faces in the village. Frowns and tears, furrowed eyebrows and trembling chins. The villagers weren’t just friends anymore, they’d become like family. And everyone was fully aware they may never meet again.

Mom and Dad had put together a big family-style meal—spaghetti and meatballs with garlic bread and grilled asparagus. They’d gathered to spread the news they’d be leaving in a few days. Dad made one long table for everyone to sit together in front of the massive fireplace Jack had crafted for Christmas. A fire crackled within it.

“We’ll visit if we can,” Kate said, her voice trembling as she hugged Rara. “Besides, we don’t know where our quest is going to take us. Maybe we’ll end up back here, anyway.” She forced a smile.

Dad nodded. “We still have a lot to do. We need to make sure we’re prepared for whatever might come out there.” He waved his hand towards the kingdom village walls. “We need to make sure we have plenty of food and supplies and good armor and weapons.”

“And we want to make sure you’re prepared here,” Mom said. “We know you’re smart and capable, but if there’s anything you need to feel more ready, we want to help anyway we can.”

Ethan raised his hand. “Uhm, will you take that goat?” He gestured to Waffles, way over on his platform up above the village. Screaming as usual. At least the distance muted it a little. They’d all become accustomed to it, like music playing in a store. They knew it was there but didn’t pay it much attention anymore.

Dad looked over at the goat and grimaced. “Probably not...but he can be helpful! Remember when he fought the giant pumpkin?”

Ethan looked over at Waffles and shook his head. “I’d rather fight a giant pumpkin without him.”

Charlotte put her hands on her hips. “Ethan! Don’t be mean to Waffles.”

Ethan shrugged. “Have you met him?”

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “He’d be a good defender of our village. He loves it here.”

Ethan threw his hands in the air. “Fine! The goat can stay.”

Dad smirked. “Anyway, over the next day or two we’ll be meeting with everyone to find out if there's anything you need before we go.”

Elijah raised his hand. “We definitely need a lifetime supply of those sugar cookies from Christmas. You know...just to keep our energy up for all the defending.”


Chapter 2

Dad followed the paths down to the mine to meet with the Double-Es. They were happily mining away, and he was glad they found something they could do together where they didn’t argue. Well, didn’t argue all the time.

The mine was truly massive. The two boys took a lot of pride in their accomplishment and spent most of their time there. They’d dug all the way down to bedrock, and with the help of some other villagers, built stairs to the very bottom.

The mine was broken into layers, and while each layer wasn’t necessarily that long or wide, the sheer depth of the entire system had given them access to a ton of different resources. One of the deeper layers had been expanded very far and very wide—the size of multiple football fields—and that's where he found the boys.

“Hey there!” Dad shouted down the long mineshaft. His voice echoed as it bounced off the blocks. The boys stopped swinging their picks and walked over.

“Hi, Mr. Smith,” Ethan said.

“Boys, you sure have turned this mine into something amazing.” The Double-Es beamed with pride. “Why’s this layer so big?”

“This is where we found the most diamonds, so we just kinda...kept going,” Elijah said.

“Nice. Have you found any more?”

The Double-Es nodded excitedly. “Yeah! We were going to bring them to you. We figured you’d need them on your quest,” Ethan said. He gestured to a chest by the stairs.

“Are you sure you guys don’t want them?” Dad asked.

Elijah shook his head. “No way! After how much you’ve done to help us, it’s the least we could do. Besides, we’re pretty much expert miners now and can always get more. You won’t have an amazing mine like this one wherever you go.”

“Very true,” Dad grinned. “You boys sure have grown since we first met you.”

Ethan looked at Elijah, and Elijah looked at Ethan. Ethan moved his hand from the top of his head to the top of Elijah’s. “No...no, I don’t think so. Two blocks high, same as always.”

Dad threw his head back and his whole body shook with laughter. “No—” He shook his head, trying to catch his breath. “No, I mean...you’ve matured. You aren’t as crazy and impulsive and nervous.”

Elijah shrugged. “Well, fighting untold legions of enemies, and a harrowing journey across the land, then building an epic kingdom village will do that to you.”

“I suppose so,” Dad said, chuckling again. “So, you guys aren't mad we’re leaving?”

They both shook their heads, then Ethan spoke. “Mad? No. A little sad, but you showed us we can take care of ourselves and the people we love. If it weren’t for you guys, we wouldn’t have been able to protect Charlotte and Marigold, and we likely would have poofed long ago.”

“Besides,” Elijah said. “You’ll probably be back. You came back once already.”

Dad nodded and his lips pressed into a flat line. They weren’t wrong, and the truth was, he had no idea where their quest to get home would take them.


Chapter 3

Kate, Marigold, Lola, and Layla were checking the animal pens to make sure everything was safe, secure, and in good working condition. There was a pen for horses, wolves, pigs, sheep, cows, rabbits, and chickens. Of course, Tiny, the giant, red-eyed mutant chicken, took up most of the room in the chicken pen, but Kate had extended the pen to make sure it was big enough.

Tiny had become friends with everyone in the village and rarely attacked anymore. The most dangerous thing about him was that he didn’t seem to realize he was a massive monster chicken and acted like a regular-size one. Which meant they could be in for a world of hurt if he ran at them for seeds or tried to run by them to get out the gate. Getting run over by a car-sized chicken hadn’t poofed anyone yet, but it sure hurt like the dickens.

The girls spent the whole day together, asking Kate all the questions they could think of as they took care of the animals—feeding, breeding, and tending to them. It wasn’t the first time Kate had wished for the chat feature in this world, but she knew Marigold, Lola, and Layla had become experts at animal care, almost as good as Kate. Except for the fact that Kate understood the animals far better and could calm them down almost instantly.

“Is there anything else you can think of?” Kate asked as they finished up their tour.

Layla cleared her throat. She was wearing her customary cheetah-ear headband. “What are you planning to do with Stompy? Is he going to stay here?”

“Hmm. That's a good question,” Kate said. “Let’s go see him.”

The ravager bleated out happily when it saw Kate, rushing over to see her. Unfortunately, things like fences didn’t really keep an excited ravager in, and he blasted through the barrier—destroying a chunk of it—as it ran to snort and snuff at Kate.

Kate laughed but grimaced at the broken fence. Stompy was so strong he didn’t understand how easily he could break through things. She rubbed his snout, giving him lots of love.

“Hey Stompy, how are you boy?” The ravager snorted and wiggled his nose under her nose scratches.

“None of us can take care of him like you, Kate,” Layla said. She scratched the ravager's head, but he kept his attention on Kate. “He just doesn’t listen very well to us.”

Kate waved at the broken fence. “He doesn’t listen all that well for me either,” she said with a snort.

Layla opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “I’m...well, I’m worried he could become dangerous.”

Kate looked into the beast’s eyes. “Hey buddy, my family and I have to leave soon. Will you be good for the girls?” Stompy snorted and bellowed, shaking his head. “Now, now, none of that. Be nice.” Stompy stomped the ground with his hind leg.

Kate scratched his neck. “Alright, we’ll talk more later. Can you go back to your pen?”

She tossed a raw beef into the pen and Stompy snorted again, rubbing his head against her and accidentally knocking her to the ground. He turned to go back into the pen and chomped on the meat.

Kate pointed to the fence. “Would one of you girls fix that, please?”

Marigold mined the damaged fencing and replaced it with two new fence pieces. Kate had given them all quite a few pre-made fences to be prepared, but they also knew how to build more themselves.

Kate sighed, watching the ravager munching his food. “I don’t know what to do about him. He might throw a fit when I leave, but he’ll probably calm down after a while.”

Lola frowned. “Sure, but how much damage will he cause in his fit?”

“And what if he doesn’t calm down?” Marigold asked. “Maybe you should bring him with you?”

Kate shook her head. “I don’t know if we can. With all the crazy places we’ve gone and things we’ve had to do...I just don’t know.”

She looked on with worry at the huge beast in the pen, wondering what to do.


Chapter 4

Mom, Rara, and Finny were in the castle library working on the enchanting table. Mom had converted a section of the room into a potion-making station, too, and the whole place had become a valuable workshop for the village.

Mom was bustling about back and forth enchanting as many things as possible, not only to be prepared for their unknown journey, but also to leave the village with a good supply of powerful items.

She’d spent the day enchanting armor and weapons, enough that everyone had some decent iron armor, except the ninjas, of course, who preferred leather armor to be nimbler. Everyone in the village had some kind of armor that would protect them well.

Besides swords and bows and crossbows, she also enchanted crafting tools. She wanted to make sure the village could prosper for a long time to come. Mom had a horrible habit of staying up all night worrying about things, and she knew if she didn’t leave them as many helpful supplies as she possibly could, she’d spend a lot of nights awake.

There was a huge surplus of iron and stone from the mining, so the tools were plentiful. When Mom made more things than she could keep in her inventory, she realized she needed a place to put them all and the pile of stuff floating in the corner wouldn’t cut it. She thought about how medieval castles used to have armory rooms, and it gave her a plan.

It didn’t take long to find an empty room by wandering the halls. The castle was enormous and extremely underutilized. The room wasn’t overly small or large and had long wooden beams running the length of it. She smiled as she crafted chest after chest, lining the length of the longest wall, then building a shelf above them, and covering that in chests, too.

When she was done, she had twenty-four double chests. She knew it was probably overkill, but Mom didn’t believe there was such a thing as too much organized storage.

She emptied all the enchanted gear from her inventory into the chests, then made a trip back to the enchanting room to gather the rest of it. When she’d sorted it by type into different chests, she placed a sign above each one, labeling it with what was inside. Iron armor, iron weapons, iron tools... When she was done, she stood back and admired her handiwork. Organization made her so happy.

Building an organization system in Minecraft was easy. When they’d remodeled her craft room back home, it’d taken weeks of planning, a few trips to Ikea, lots of money, and a solid week of Dad somehow turning a million different pieces into beautiful shelves—though not without lots, and lots, and LOTS of grumbling.

She walked back to the enchanting room with a spring in her step. “Rara, Finny, come see what I’ve added to the castle!”

Rara turned to Mom with a questioning look and followed her out of the room.

“Tada!” Mom said, opening her hands towards the many chests. “It’s an armory! Basically, all the tools, armor, and weapons you need are in here. They’re labeled, too, so you shouldn’t have to search.”

“Wow,” Rara said, wide-eyed. “This is wonderful. How’d you do it so fast?”

Mom beamed. “I’ve had a little experience with organization. It will make life easier, that’s for sure. Plus, you can add other things, too. Whatever you need to store for the village. Just make sure you add a label, so it doesn’t get...disorganized.” Mom shuddered.

Rara chuckled. “Okay, Mrs. Smith. Thank you.”

“Well, that was a bit of a rabbit trail, but let’s get back to the other room.” Rara and Finny followed her into the hallway. “Let me show you what I know of brewing.”

Finny clapped. “Yay! Finally!”

Rara smiled. “It will be good to pass along your skills. If there’s anything I’ve learned from you and your family, it’s that knowledge is powerful. And it’s power you can share—you lose nothing by passing it on, and it can continue to be passed along forever.”

Mom smiled at the girl. “You’re wiser than you know,” she said, her voice cracking a little. She cleared her throat. “I am so proud of you.”

“I couldn’t have done any of it without you,” Rara said with a shrug.

Mom beamed with pride.

“Anyway, back to brewing,” Rara said. “I know with all the ingredients we’ve been collecting, between us and the Netherese—”

“Netherese?” Mom asked, cocking her head. “Is that an ingredient?”

Rara chuckled. “That’s what I read the piglins used to be called in one of my books. Anyway, with all the ingredients that’ve been coming in from the Nether, we should be able to make just about any potion.”

Mom nodded eagerly. “Yes! I’ve been wanting to make some potions for a long time, but it seems like there's always something more pressing to do.”

“Well, we have been celebrating a lot of holidays,” Finny said.

Mom smirked. “Holidays are important. They bring communities closer together and help us remember everything we’re thankful for. But I was mostly talking about all the exploring and building and fighting and stuff.” She took ingredients out of her inventory and laid them on the counter. “Alright then, let’s see what we’ve got.”

They worked together to arrange the items into the order needed for potions. They had an abundance of nether wart now, so they brewed up a ton of awkward potions. When Mom sorted through all the ingredients, she was able to brew potions of Swiftness, Leaping, Strength, Regeneration, Fire Resistance, Night Vision, and Invisibility.

“So many potions!” Finny shouted, dancing around the collection. “I wish we could make the rest of them.”

Mom frowned. “Me too. I’d really like to have the complete the set. Let’s see...what do we need?... MELON? There’s melons here and we don’t have any yet? This is a travesty! I could’ve been growing melons with the pumpkins! Oh, what a waste.”
 

“I guess no one ever told you about melons?” Rara asked. “We had some on the island until that witch turned all our fertile lands into swamps.”

“Well, I wonder...” Mom held her hand out, activating her power. A large green sphere appeared in her hand.

Finny licked her lips. “What’s that? Something tasty from your world?”

Mom smirked. “Yes, it’s a watermelon. I want to see if I can use it in the recipe.” She pulled out a sword and cut it into lots of pieces, handing the pieces out and putting some in the brewing stand. It didn’t work. “Rats and phooey,” Mom said.

The girls didn’t seem to mind too much as they chomped on the leftover melon. It reminded Mom of the first-time baby Kate had tasted watermelon—she ate it so quickly, she even tried to eat the green rind. When Mom had taken it away, she screamed and screamed until she gave her another piece. Kate had completely ruined her outfit that day, and even her highchair was stained pink forevermore. Mom smiled at the memory.

The girls weren’t even paying attention, they were so focused on their delicious fruit.

“Why do you get all the best stuff?” Finny asked, her mouth full of juicy watermelon. “I wish we could visit your world.”

Mom laughed. “I wish you could, too. Doesn’t seem like it works for potions, but I’m glad you’re enjoying it so much. I guess I’ll have to find some Minecraft melon sometime. In the meantime, I’m going to bring these potions to the chest room.”

She spent the rest of the day making potions and filling chests to ensure the village had plenty for when they left.


Chapter 5

Jack walked up and down the line of his ninja patrol, Bruce riding on his shoulders like a neck pillow.

“Well, junior ninjas, I think it's about time. You’ve proven yourselves strong and capable and smart, plus you fought Santa, so you’ve shown you’re also brave.”

“We had no idea how powerful he was,” Devon said.

Jack chuckled. “Me neither. I’ve read a lot of Christmas books and not one mentioned Santa’s ninja skills. Anyway, I think you guys are ready to graduate from junior ninjas to full ninjas.”

“Meow,” Bruce said, his tail swishing.

“Do you mean it, Sensei?” Imani asked.

Bruce nodded his head, and a moment later, so did Jack. “Honestly, you guys are going to be great for the village. No one will get past you, and I’m really proud.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

The ninjas stood a little straighter and Jack continued. “You are all ninjas in my eyes.”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said.

The ninjas turned to each other, high-fiving. “Now,” Jack said, “tell me what happened on your training mission.”

“It was awesome!” Reggie said. “We fought tons of zombunnies! ”

Tiana nodded. “You should’ve seen us. We were all like, Hooyah! Hi-yeee!” She performed a backflip, landing perfectly.

Aliyah pulled out a sword. “Hiiiii-yaaaaah!” She front-flipped and fought an imaginary zombunny.

“Then we saw a beam of red light shoot out from the ground into the sky,” Hakeem said. “Naturally, we had to check it out. When we got to where we thought it came from, we saw something crazy—”

“A red-eyed mutant tree! Just like the one you guys fought!” Tarrell broke in.

Jack's eyes went wide. “Wait, really? No way!”

Devon shrugged. “Well, it wasn’t as big as the one you told us about. Ours was only a normal sized tree. And with all of us fighting it, we defeated it pretty easily.” He pulled something from his inventory. “We also got these.” He handed Jack a seedling and two huge red apples, each the size of a pumpkin pie.

Jack gasped. “Are you serious? This is amazing! Great job guys, you really have become full-on ninjas.”

He took the items, putting the seedling in his inventory, and inspecting the apple. Bruce leaned in to sniff it, opening his mouth.

“Knock it off!” Jack said, putting the apple in his inventory before the naughty cat could eat it. “Darn cat.”


Chapter 6

When the family was all together eating dinner that night, there was a note of melancholy in the air.

“Come on, guys,” Mom said. “We don’t have to be sad. We always knew this day was coming.”

Kate blew out a breath. “I know, but it just...it feels like when we moved, you know? We had all these friends we saw all the time, but then we moved and rarely ever saw them again.”

“It’s not that bad,” Dad said. “We still don’t know what’s going to happen. We might end up back here.”

Jack sighed. “Yeah, but we might not. And what happens when we get back home, anyway? What if we can never come back?”

Mom frowned. “Kids, that's a very valid question. I never want you to think you have to hide your feelings. It’s good to talk about them. The truth is, we don’t know if we’ll be able to come back and see anyone again. We don’t even know how we got here in the first place.”

The kids continued to frown, feeling dejected. “When are we leaving, anyway?” Kate asked.

Mom looked at Dad. “Unless you have anything to finish up here, the sooner the better.”

Dad nodded. “I know time works differently here, but people back home are bound to have realized we’re missing. I’ve honestly lost track of how long we’ve been here.”

“I have one more thing to do,” Kate said. “I want to find another goat for Waffles.”

Dad snorted. “I thought you liked the villagers.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “He’s not that bad.”

Dad laughed so hard the milk he was drinking shot out of his nose, spraying everyone.

“Gross, Dad!”

“Dear!” Mom said, scowling. “Contain yourself!”

Jack laughed at Dad as he coughed himself back to normal. Dad held up a hand. “Sorry, sorry.”

Kate folded her arms over her chest. “He’s not that bad. Anyway, I want to get them another goat because they could be really useful if they’re ever attacked by pillagers again.”

“When they’re attacked by pillagers,” Jack corrected. “That’s like...a major part of the game. Villagers village and pillagers attack.”

“What, are they going to scream the pillagers to death?” Dad asked.

“Not all goats scream, Dad,” Kate said.

“Oh, so we just got lucky then.”

Kate ignored him. “That’s not the only thing I have to do, though.” She tried hard not to let her voice sound strained.

“What else is there?” Mom asked, giving Dad ‘The Look.’

Kate sighed and took in a deep breath. “I think I have to let Stompy go in the wild.”

Mom’s eyes got big. “What? Why?”

“He’s just too strong. No fences can hold him, and he doesn’t listen to anyone very well. He’ll destroy the village if we leave him here, and I’m afraid he’ll accidentally hurt a villager...or worse.”

“I’m sorry, Kate,” Dad said, rubbing his daughter’s shoulder. “That's terrible. Maybe we can bring him with us?”

Kate shrugged. “Maybe, but he’s so big, and we go to so many dangerous places. I already feel bad about bringing our horses and Dirtymud. And if we’re going into a jungle, he’ll get caught on all the trees. And the Nether?” Kate cracked a smile. “Can you even picture a ravager in the Nether?”

“Oh!” Jack said. “That reminds me. The ninjas found another weird tree on their mission.” He pulled out the giant red apples and everyone gasped. They gasped again when he pulled out a sapling, with two tiny red apples for eyes.

“OH MY GOODNESS!” Mom shouted. “We have to plant that right now! Do you know how useful those apples would be?”

Kate jumped out of her seat and crushed Jack in a hug.

“Ew!” Jack said. “Stop!”

“Jack, do not turn down hugs from your sister,” Mom said with her hands on her hips. “Oh, I wish I had my camera.”

“We can give our other horses and Dirtymud one of those apples and they won't poof!” Kate yelled, excitement exploding off her.

“Why didn’t you tell us about this earlier?” Dad asked.

“I just found out. With Christmas and the whole Santa ordeal, and us getting ready to leave...I think they forgot. I asked them how their mission went after telling them they graduated from junior ninjas to full ninjas.”

“Wait a minute.” Mom’s eyebrow raised at Jack. “They graduated and you didn’t give them a ceremony or a party or anything?”

“Uhh, no?”

“Jack Murphy Smith!”


Chapter 7

The next day came, and Mom rushed out to the tree that had been planted. The bees were out already, buzzing about doing their thing, and the tree had grown huge. As she approached, it shook like it was angry, its red apple eyes staring at her menacingly.

“Oh dear, I forgot these things can attack.” She backed away slowly until it stopped shaking.

She was smiling though; there was a way to get more of those weird apples, and that made her very happy.

“I hope you drop another seedling if we attack you,” she said out loud to the tree, but it was a tree, so it probably wasn’t listening.

“Oh my.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “Listen to how violent I’ve become living in this video game.” She shuddered and made her way back home to start breakfast.

Dad came out yawning, and she handed him a cup of coffee and a kiss. “Good morning, dear.”

“Mmmmm coffee,” Dad said.

“Big day ahead of us, better drink up.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “What's that now?”

“We have to have a graduation ceremony and party for the ninjas!”

Dad grinned and set his coffee down. “If you keep planning parties, we’re never going to get home.”

“It’s important!” Mom said, bustling around the kitchen. “If it weren’t, I wouldn’t insist on it.”

“So just to be clear, you are insisting on it?”

“Of course! What kind of role models would we be if we didn’t celebrate accomplishments?”

“The kind that have their own world to get back to,” Dad mumbled under his breath.

“Don’t tell me...” Mom started.

“Tell you what?”

“Don’t tell me you’re a party pooper.”

Dad laughed. “Okay, dear. We can have a graduation party. But we need to hurry before it’s New Year’s Eve or something.”

“New Year’s! I almost forgot about New Year’s!”

Dad eyed her.

“Just kidding!” Mom kissed him on the cheek.

“Kate’s going out to help find another”—he snorted—“goat for the village. We can prepare something while she’s gone. The party could double as a goodbye party, too.”

Mom smiled at her husband. “See, you’re not a party pooper after all. That’s a great idea.”

“Of course I’m not a party pooper—there’s no poop in Minecraft.”

Mom gave him a small smile.

“So why do you look so sad?” Dad asked.

“It really is going to be hard to say goodbye.”

“We don’t know if it’s for good,” Dad said.

“We don’t know that it’s not,” Mom said.

Dad frowned. “It’s true.” He looked at her cautiously. “Would you rather stay here?”

“Oh goodness,” Mom said. “We have too many people back home who must be so worried. To just disappear without a trace...that isn’t fair to them.”

“It’s not like we had a choice.”

“Well, sure, but we have to try to get back. Why do we have to have friends in two different universes?”

Dad chuckled. “I don’t think many people have to deal with that, dear.”

Mom smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Anyway,” Dad said, “any news on the tree?”

“Oh, yes. I need you to go mine it.”

Dad’s brow furrowed. “Wait. You want me to mine the giant, mutant, people-eating tree?”

Mom nodded. “Yes, please. And do make it quick; I want to grow another if it gives you a sapling.”

Dad goggled at her, but she looked just as sweet as ever, so he sighed, put on his armor, got out his shield, and left the house.

“Meow,” Bruce said from right behind him. Dad turned just in time to get a face full of cat.

“Ack!” Dad spat out fur, and Bruce—who had been trying to jump on his head—licked his paw. “Do you want to come?” Dad asked the cat.

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

Dad nodded. “Fine then, make yourself useful.” He pulled out an iron axe and tossed it to the cat. Bruce gobbled it up, his claws morphing into iron spikes of terror.

The tree shuddered as they got close. “Come on, Bruce,” Dad shouted, and the cat leapt at him. Dad used his shield to create a springboard and sent the cat hurtling towards the tree, claws first, Dad charging in right after.

Bruce made it into the leaves and began slicing away, while the tree swung a heavy branch at Dad. He blocked it, standing in place and taking the hit directly on his shield. Leaves were popping and flying everywhere from the living chainsaw that was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop.)

The tree continued to pummel Dad who stood his ground like it was no effort at all.

“Kate made fighting these things seem hard,” Dad scoffed.

Bruce popped a branch and climbed towards the main trunk. The tree was having none of it and lashed out with another branch, hitting the kitty and sending him flying.

Bruce landed on his feet many blocks away and ran to get back into the fight. The tree shot an apple at the cat and Bruce—remembering what happened last time they fought one of these trees—dodged out of the way and kept running as fast as he could away from the apple.

BOOM! The apple exploded when it hit the ground like TNT, taking a chunk of the ground with it.

“Oh,” Dad said, “I forgot about those things.”

He pulled out another iron axe and stalked in to do some damage. The tree was fast and launched another apple, straight at Dad. He ducked behind his shield and the apple hit it, bouncing to the ground and flashing white.

“Yikes!” Dad shouted and pointed his shield down on top of the apple.

The apple exploded, the force of it slamming into Dad's shield and sending him flying straight into the air. He was dizzy from the flight and the tree swung a mighty branch down to thwomp Dad on the head. He barely had enough time to cover his head with his shield and he screamed—a manly scream, of course—as it came crashing down at him…

…Only to stop mere inches from landing on his head.

Dad blinked, looking at the tree. The branch had stopped in midair. Then he saw Bruce, standing there licking his paw by the trunk of the tree that he had chopped clean through.

“Good kitty.”

The tree collapsed into a cloud of dust and left behind two giant red apples and a sapling.

“Oh man,” Dad said, wiping his brow. “We’re going to have to do this again, aren't we?”

“Meow hiss,” Bruce said.


Chapter 8

Kate, Delilah, and Bella, from the Screaming Wolves, left together first thing in the morning. Mom had made them all a warm cup of English Breakfast tea with a splash of cream and a dash of sugar. Hot drinks were a real treat, and they thoroughly enjoyed it. They drank the tea and ate some delicious Jaffa Cakes for their breakfast, then headed out past the walls towards the mountains in the distance.

Kate rode Lady, while Stompy followed along with both Delilah and Bella on him. The day went well, with the girls talking and laughing and enjoying each other's company. They finally got to the mountains and dismounted.

“Okay, if we’re going to find another goat, this is going to be the place,” Kate said, eyeing the craggy mountain. She placed a fence and tied Lady to it, then found the biggest, strongest looking tree she could and tied up the ravager. “You be a good boy, Stompy.” The beast snorted at her.

They began their trek to the top of the mountain, huffing and puffing shortly into the journey. Kate brought out golden apples to snack on to refill their hunger bars. Delilah summoned vexes to fly around and give reports on what was around them. It took a long time, but eventually they came across a lone goat happily jumping about the mountain.

“There’s one!” Bella pointed to it.

“Finally!” Kate said, pulling some wheat out of her inventory. The goat noticed it right away, and its beady goat eyes went big. Thankfully it didn’t scream at her as it got close.

“Oh, thank goodness; it’s not another Waffles.”

Bella chuckled. “That goat is something else. He’s so loud.”

Kate grinned. “Yeah, I’d say he grows on you, but there’s a reason we aren't bringing him with us when we leave.” She laughed.

The goat came closer, and Kate lowered the wheat to it. “Here you go, that's a good goat. Would you like to come home with us and start a goat squad?”

The goat bleated quietly and took a step back.

“It’s okay,” Kate said, her voice calming and sweet. “There’s plenty of food there, and lots of people to look after you. There’s even a goat friend.” The goat hesitated a moment, bleated quietly once again and took a bite of the wheat.

Kate smiled. “Good goat! You’re such a sweety. Hmmm, I think I’m going to name you Maple.” The goat rubbed its neck against her, and she pulled out a lead, attaching it to Maple. She stood up, blowing out a breath. “Alright girls, good work. We should get back down the mountain now.”

“Why did you name it Maple?” Bella asked.

“Because back home, we have this stuff called maple syrup. You eat it with waffles.”

“We’re going to eat the goats?” Delilah asked, her voice full of shock.

Kate laughed. “No! Of course not. The names just go together is all. Now let’s get going.”

“Yes, let’s,” Bella said. “All this being in the wilderness is bringing back bad memories. I’m ready to get back to civilization.”

Kate chuckled. “And here I thought the Screaming Wolves could handle anything. Right, Delilah?”

Delilah didn’t answer and Kate looked over at her. “Delilah?”

Delilah’s face was white as a ghost and lined with terror. She said nothing, only pointed. Kate and Bella looked where she was pointing.

“What is that?” Bella asked, squinting.

Kate squinted, too, straining her eyes to see better. It looked like the entire horizon was covered in little crawling bugs. Then it clicked.

“Is that...animals? There are so many...”

Sure enough, she could just barely make out a horde of animals so enormous that it covered the entire landscape. Behind them, as they moved, the ground was churned up, turning from grass blocks to dirt as they stomped and ran and took bites out of it.

“It’s headed right towards the village,” Delilah whispered.


Chapter 9

“Everyone ready?” Dad asked. Jack, Bruce, and the ninjas nodded as they surrounded the small, planted sapling. Dad had moved it outside the walls of the village. He didn’t want it throwing explosive apples and potentially destroying some of the town. If his plan worked, it wouldn’t get a chance, anyway.

“Alright, here we go.” Dad activated the bonemeal, and the tree exploded in growth to a full-grown tree in an instant. Its apple eyes were red and wicked, and it immediately attacked, swinging a branch out at Dad, and sending him flying back.

“Ninjas, ATTACK!” Jack shouted, and the ninjas leapt in at once, swords flashing, while Jack threw Bruce at the tree. Faster than Dad had hoped, the ninjas destroyed a block of the trunk, the tree falling to the ground in a poof of clouds. Once again, it dropped the two big apples and a sapling. A handful of other apples dropped as well, though with a white band around the center, and TNT written across them.

Jack held one up, curiously inspecting it. He threw it and it began flashing white, exploding as soon as it hit the ground, dirt flying everywhere.

“Wow! Did we get some of these when Kate fought the tree? Why didn’t we use them? They’re FUN!”

Dad shrugged. “Maybe. But we’ve died and lost all our stuff so many times, who knows where they ended up.”

Jack threw another one, blowing up a chunk of the ground. “That's so fun!”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Okay, pyromaniac. Don’t use them all up; they could be useful.”

“Do you think those drop like regular apples?” Devon asked. “If we broke all the leaf blocks, would we get more?”

“It’s worth a try,” Jack said. “Plant the sapling Dad, let’s give it another go.”

Dad nodded, planted the sapling into the ground, and applied the bonemeal. The tree burst forth, knocking Dad back a step.

Jack pointed. “Ninjas! Get the leaves!”

This time the fight was much harder. Trying to pop all the leaves instead of simply chopping down the tree was no easy task. The tree swung about wildly, smashing ninjas aside like a baseball player hitting balls at a batting cage. Ninjas flew off, then would get up, dust themselves off and charge back in.

Bruce was the best at this style of attack, where he could go crazy with his axe claws, making short work of every leaf block that came close. He was also small enough that he could run around on the branches, and no matter how hard the tree shook, the cat couldn’t be dislodged.

They popped block after block of leaves, and finally one of them dropped an apple. The problem was the apple was flashing as it dropped. Imani stood there, shocked, as the apple plummeted towards her.

“Look out!” Dad shouted, and activated his power, soaring through the air at an incredible speed to slam into Imani and send her flying away from the blast.

Dad wasn’t so lucky though, and the explosion from the apple was enough to send him to respawn.

“Forget the leaves!” Jack shouted. “Just take it down!”

He launched an attack at a branch as it swung towards him, popping a wood block and leaving the branch floating in the air.

Imani’s brows furrowed in anger, and she charged in, ducked under a swinging branch and leaped over another, her sword thrashing wildly as the light from the sun glinted off it. The attack connected, critical stars flying up, and she reversed the direction of the blade to score another hit, poofing a block of the trunk and causing the entire tree to poof away in a cloud.

Jack collected the sapling and apples, and a couple more of the TNT apples. “Well. I don’t know if that's worth it. You could’ve died,” he said to Imani. “Too close.”

Imani frowned, a tear forming in her eye. “If that had been one of my teammates...”

Jada put her hand on Imani’s shoulder. “It’s okay, it wasn’t one of us.”

“I never should have been taken off guard like that,” Imani said. “Maybe I don’t deserve to be a ninja.”

Jack scowled at her. “Hey! You do deserve to be a ninja. Mistakes happen, you’ll never be perfect, nobody is. Besides, I bet you’ll never make that mistake again.”

Imani took a deep breath. “You bet I won’t.”

Dad came running out of the gates. “Well, that was fun. It was a real blast.” He smirked.

Jack and the ninjas groaned.


Chapter 10

“I love that we’re going to have a stage,” Birgitta said, “but I still don’t understand this whole graduation ceremony thing. It’s not a play or a dance? No one’s singing?” They were working on building a stage at Mom's direction.

Mom shook her head. “No dear. We’ll call their name and they’ll come up one by one, then we’ll shake their hand and give them a diploma. Or, in this case, a book.”

“Does the book have secret ninja skills in it or something?” Rara asked as she placed another wood block.

Mom chuckled. “No, nothing like that. It’s just a nice way to acknowledge they worked hard and achieved something.”

Rara shrugged. “I guess. I just don’t see how giving them a book makes up for the days and weeks they’ve put into training their skills. Just seems kind of weird.”

Birgitta nodded. “I agree. A stage should be used for shows and dances.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “You can use it for that after. Don’t you want the ninjas to feel good for working so hard?”

Rara sighed. “Yes, you do have a point there. They’re going to be great protectors of the realm.”

Mom grinned. “See now you're getting in the spirit. You can have a ceremony any time someone accomplishes something big. Then you get to have a party!”

“I love that part,” Birgitta said.

They continued working on the stage, occasionally taking a break to snack on something yummy that Mom brought from home. They had just finished, when Mom caught Dad leaving the house, with no armor.

“Honey!” Mom called over to him.

Dad sauntered over. “This is looking pretty good.” He gestured at the stage.

Mom smiled and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, dear. What happened to you?”

Dad put his hands on his hips. “That darn tree and I had an explosive disagreement.”

Mom snorted out a breath and rolled her eyes. “Okay, go take your jokes back to the ninjas. Can you bring them all back in? I don’t want anyone exploding before the ceremony.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “This was your idea, remember?”

Mom gave him another peck on the cheek. “I remember. You're doing a good job.”

“Alright, I’ll go get them. I have another joke for them, anyway.” He ran off to the entrance of the village.

“Does he ever get sick of those jokes?” Rara asked.

Mom laughed. “No. No, he doesn’t. At least not in the 15 years we’ve been married. Don’t tell him, but I secretly love them. Mostly because they make the kids groan.”

They finished placing the stairs, and Mom laid out a red carpet across the stage. They’d built it in a section of the town with fewer houses, since Mom didn’t want to tear down the big, beautiful fireplace Jack had made in the village square for Christmas.

“Let’s build some benches now, facing the stage so people can sit and watch,” Mom said. She pulled a block from her inventory when a commotion from the entrance to the village caught her attention. There was a lot of yelling going on over there.

“What’s going on?”

The three of them jogged to the entrance to find the ninjas back inside, with Kate, Delilah, and Bella charging in through the opening. They quickly filled the portal with stone blocks, effectively shutting the village up tight.

“What’s happening?” Mom asked as she got closer.

“A beast horde is coming,” Kate said. “It’s an army of animals as far as the eye can see.”


Chapter 11

“What do you mean?” Mom asked, stunned.

Delilah pointed towards the walls. “There are more animals than I even knew existed, all coming this way, right towards the village. They’re destroying everything in their path—uprooting trees, tearing the grass into dirt. It's pure destruction.”

“Are they mean? What do they want?” Mom’s hands were over her mouth in shock.

“We don’t know,” Kate said. “Hopefully they’ll just pass by us.”

“Is this something that normally happens in the game?” Mom asked.

“I’ve never heard of it,” Kate said.

“It’s never happened before,” Delilah added.

Mom ran over and rang the bell above the entrance to the town, and the villagers approached, stopping whatever tasks they were working on.

“Is it a party?” Elijah asked, licking his lips.

“I can’t wait to see what kind of food we get!” Bode said, rubbing his hands together.

Dad raised his hands, quieting them all down. “It’s not a party. This is serious, and it’s not a drill. There is an army of animals charging this way.”

The crowd was quiet for a moment, but Dad was surprised to see there was not a lot of fear in their faces, only fierce determination.

“How can we help?” Ethan asked.

Dad shrugged. “We don’t know what they want yet, maybe nothing. Maybe they’ll pass by. But I think we should be ready just in case.”

Rara nodded and stood next to Dad. “I’m opening up the armory. Everyone, go to the castle and we’ll get the crossbows out. Marigold and Layla, get the wolves ready. Ethan, Elijah, gather pumpkins in case we need to make more golems. Delilah, you and the ninjas go up on the wall and keep watch. Let us know when they get close.”

Dad's eyebrows rose in surprise and Mom grinned widely. She took Dad's arm. “This might be good. Look at her taking charge like a skilled leader.”

Dad nodded. “Yeah, you're right. They need to be able to handle things on their own. Hopefully whatever this is will just pass us by, but the preparation will be good practice.”

They climbed the stairs onto the wall, and both frowned when they looked down. Off in the distance, coming straight towards them at a ground eating pace, was the horde. Kate wasn’t wrong. It was massive. Ginormous. Impossibly big. It looked like an ocean eating the land.

Nerves were high as many of the villagers climbed the walls to wait and watch. The horde grew closer, dust kicking up like a giant cloud behind them. The aftereffect of their passage was worrying; the entire landscape ravaged to the point of being bare earth.

“Here they come!” Stanley shouted.

The horde was right on them, and all hopes they had of it passing by were dashed when the entire collection came to a stop in front of the walls of the village. The air was filled with hazy dust and the sounds of snorting, snuffling, and stomping as the hundreds of cows, sheep, and pigs wandered together in a sea of enraged animals.

Thousands of chickens dotted the crowd, and as the villagers inspected the horde, they saw nearly every kind of passive Minecraft creature in the ranks. Rabbits, foxes, donkeys, horses, llamas, and...creepers? There were even some animals with bee nests resting on their backs, swarms of angry bees buzzing around.

The sea of animals parted in the middle like a well-practiced flash mob, to allow for a huge zoglin to walk through. Behind the zoglin, a pig followed, carrying, in its mouth, a banner of solid green with a skull.

The zoglin had glowing red eyes, and as it walked between the animals, they bowed low. It reminded Kate of that scene in the Lion King movie.

The villagers were shocked when the zoglin looked up at them and spoke. His voice was high-pitched and whiny, and made the hair on the back of Kate’s neck stand up.

“I am Bonaparte, and this village is now mine. You will surrender it to my control, or we will grind you into dust like we have many before you.”


Chapter 12

“We’re all gunna die!” Elijah screamed.

The wave of nervousness that swept through the villagers on top of the wall was tangible. Dad stood tall, looking down on the zoglin, opening his mouth to speak. Rara put her hand up though, stopping him.

“Pardon me Mr. Smith. I think I should handle this.”

Dad paused, took a deep breath, and nodded. “You're right. You are the ruler after all.” He stood aside and Rara looked down at the zoglin, her brow furrowed in anger.

“That’s no way to introduce yourself, Bonaparte.” Rara shouted down to the army, the zoglin’s name like a bad taste on her lips.

The zoglin snorted. “I care nothing for introductions. You two-legs have ruled for too long and now is the time for us four-legs to take over. We are claiming all this land for our own. You can either serve us willingly or join the other villagers in becoming a memory.”

Rara did not look impressed. “You’ve destroyed other villages?”

Bonaparte stamped a hoof into the ground. “Many! You two-legs hold animals captive, turning them into slaves and we will not stand for it!”

Rara put her hands on her hips. “If you’ve destroyed other villages, then we have nothing to talk about. You are our enemy, and I will never surrender to you!”

Bonaparte laughed, a squealing sound that felt like nails on a chalkboard. “Have you not seen my army? We are thousands strong. You don’t stand a chance!”

Rara laughed. “Have you seen my village? Our walls are strong, and our villagers are stronger. You don’t stand a chance.”

“We’ll see about that,” Bonaparte said. “You have made your decision. We will free your animal slaves and grind you into dust! Two-legs bad! Four-legs good! Two-legs bad! Four-legs good!”

The army behind him took up the shout, and while none of the other animals could talk, they all mooed or baaed or neighed or clucked in agreement with Bonaparte. The walls rumbled with the noise.

Rara stepped away, frowning. “It looks like we have a war on our hands. That escalated quickly.”

Dad sighed. “I don’t think there was ever another kind of choice. That zombie-hoglin thing never intended to be peaceful.”

Mom frowned. “So much violence. Why can’t people—”

“Technically it’s not a people, it’s a zoglin,” Kate said.

Mom rolled her eyes. “If it talks and makes decisions, it’s a people.”

Kate shrugged.

“It’s not like they could even get to us in here,” Jack said. “What can they do? You guys could just stay here behind the walls and be fine.”

As if to prove Jack wrong, a swarm of bees buzzed their way up from the army below, carrying a creeper. They flew right towards the villagers, many of them screaming in surprise.

“What the Nether?” Dad shouted, and he activated his power, taunting the bees to him. “Can they even do that? Is that allowed in game play? Cheaters!”

Their flight path changed, homing in right on him. “Everyone get back!” Dad planted his feet and held his shield straight up in the air.

The bees dropped the flashing creeper while the villagers scattered down the wall.

“Jump off!” Mom shouted. “I’ll give you food to heal!”

She led by example, leaping off the wall to the ground below, losing several hearts. The villagers nearest Dad leapt also, crying out in pain as they landed forcefully from many blocks above.

The creeper landed, exploding in a flash of white and grey, Dad's shield absorbing the blast, but the force of the explosion ripped a chunk out of the wall and sent Dad cartwheeling to the ground.

Dad groaned. “They have bombers? That’s not very fair.”


Chapter 13

“Incoming!” a villager shouted from on top of the wall. Everyone on the ground turned to see two more creepers flying through the air, held aloft by bees.

Rara pointed at them. “Arrows! Shoot them out of the sky!”

Every villager with a bow aimed at the flying creepers and fired. Many arrows missed, but enough hit to poof one creeper, the other falling right towards the mess of villagers on the ground while it flashed ominously.

“Look out!” Dad shouted.

Bruce leapt off the ground, used Dad's head for a springboard, and sailed through the air, claws out. He hit the creeper in midair and it poofed just as it was about to explode. Bruce landed gracefully and licked his paw.

“Good job, Bruce,” Jack said as he picked the cat up and put him on his shoulders.

“Send out the golems!” Rara yelled, and Ethan and Elijah went to work. They set up the formation for the golems. Several villagers with pickaxes went to work mining the stone where the entrance to the village had been, while several others with blocks of stone stood to the side, ready to replace the mined blocks as soon as the golems went through.

“Now!” Ethan shouted, and the villagers blasted away the final stones while Ethan and Elijah sheared the pumpkins, turning them into Iron Golems.

“Go get em!” Ethan shouted.

The iron golems wandered around as if there were no enemies.

“What the what?” Ethan asked as several of the closest animals made their way towards the opening. “What’d we do wrong?”

“Seal the hole!” Rara shouted, and the villagers quickly replaced the mined stone. “What happened?”

Elijah shrugged. “I guess since they’re just animals, the iron golems don’t see them as a threat. They’re pretty dumb...”

“More creepers incoming!” a villager on the wall shouted. This time three creepers flew over. Two were poofed right away, along with several of the enemy bees, but the last creeper landed, blowing a chunk out of the ground. Villagers rushed to repair it with stone blocks.

“Rocket arrows! Everyone fire rocket arrows at the army,” Rara shouted.

The walls were filled again with villagers and pillagers alike, all of them holding crossbows loaded with a rocket arrow, pointed at the massive horde.

“Ready, aim, FIRE!” Rara shouted, slashing her hand through the air, and a dozen crossbows fired, exploding into the army. Huge sections of the army were poofed away, but instantly filled in by the sheer numbers of enemies.

“There’s so many of them,” Rara whispered to herself. She took a deep breath and furrowed her brow in determination. “Aim for the bee nests. If they can’t fly creepers over anymore, they are much less dangerous.” The order was passed down the line, and the archers fired at the mobs holding bee nests.

It was just in time, too, as more bees took off with creepers. They were shot down though, and the creepers exploded into their own ranks.

Rara looked down on the army with a satisfied smirk. “They don’t stand a chance now that we can stop their bombing.”


Chapter 14

The war was at a stalemate—the animals outside couldn’t get in, and the villagers couldn’t get out. They had everything they needed within the walls of the village, but it was still risky to be surrounded by so many angry animals.

“Kate?” Jack asked. “Do you think you could talk to Bonaparte? You have a way with animals; maybe you could smooth things over and make them go away.”

Kate frowned. “I could try, but I don’t know if he’s an animal, really; he’s more of a zombie, I think. And I definitely don’t have any zombie powers.”

“He was looking a little past his due date,” Mom said.

Dad grinned. “Yeah, he was a little green around the edges.”

“We can’t have them out there like this,” Rara said. “What if more villagers want to come—or wandering traders? Besides, it’s our duty to put an end to this. If they really destroyed other villages, they need to be stopped.”

Dad stopped grinning. The thought of other villages being in danger or already destroyed made him frown.

“You’re right, Rara. Absolutely right. It’s the whole reason we fought so many pillagers before; because they put peace-loving people in danger.”

“What I don’t get is how all the animals listen to Bonaparte, anyway. It’s like he just tells them what to do and they obey,” Rara said. “He’s not holding seeds or wheat or...anything. He must have a power like Kate’s.”

“It’s gotta be the mutantitis,” Jack said.

“We aren’t calling it that,” Mom said. “It sounds gross.” She wrinkled up her nose.

Jack threw his hands in the air. “Well, we never settled on a name.”

Mom shook her head.

“If Jack’s right,” Rara continued, “then if we poofed Bonaparte, would the animals just become regular animals again?”

There was silence as they all considered it.

“You know, I think you might be onto something,” Dad said. “The problem is, how would we get to him? He went all the way back to the back of the army. There has to be hundreds of barbecue, er, animals between us and him.”

“We could build some of those sky roads you guys are so fond of,” Rara suggested. “It’s easy.”

Mom looked at Rara, a grin on her face. “You know Rara, you sure have changed a lot. You have a good grasp on how to handle things here. You’re a wonderful leader and these villagers are lucky to have you.”

“In fact, the way you roused everybody up, and they all listened, really showed me how much more self-reliant this entire village has gotten. I’m very proud of you, and after this—” Dad waved at the walls, “is all over, I think the village will be well protected in your hands.”

Mom pulled Rara into a hug. “I’m proud of you too, dear. Of the entire village.” Mom had to wipe her eyes to keep a few tears from falling.

Rara smiled hugely. “Well, we had good teachers. Now, let’s go find that pig and make some bacon!”

Dad laughed out loud.


Chapter 15

They ran up the stairs to the top of the wall. “How’s it looking out there?” Rara asked Judah, who was in command of the guard.

He sighed, gesturing towards the horde. “It still looks hopeless. Although they’ve tried over and over to get through the walls and haven't had any success. Head-butting stone surprisingly causes more damage to their heads than the stone. We’re lucky they can't use picks, but there sure are a lot of them. They’ve completely surrounded the village. I commissioned more bells to be made so we could have alarms in every section of the wall, but our guards are spread thin. We just don’t have enough people.”

Rara nodded. “We’ll grow, we just need to get through this first.”

“Oh! They’re doing something,” Dad said, pointing.

Everyone looked down to see what was going on. Several creepers were walking close to the wall, while the horde formed up behind them, ready to breach through after the explosion.

“Hrm, this will be a great test of our wall,” Jasper, the stonemason, said with some interest.

The creepers got close and flashed, their hissing carrying up to the top of the wall, then exploded, ripping huge chunks out of the ground, and destroying a portion of the first layer of stone in the wall. The end stone in the middle of the wall didn’t have a scratch.

The horde didn’t seem to notice the wall was still intact, and charged directly into where they assumed a hole would appear, many falling into ripped up earth, and others slamming into the wall and flashing red.

“Lava buckets in that hole!” Rara shouted, and a couple villagers pulled lava buckets from their inventory and poured them over the edge, filling in the hole with the orange, bubbly liquid and instantly poofing the enemies that were in there.

“Hrrrrm,” Jasper said, “I see where we could improve a bit. Maybe if we built a stronger floor around the wall, it wouldn’t be so prone to destruction.”

Jack nodded. “Or you could build a lava moat, then cover it with stone or dirt so if it got blown up enemies would fall right into the lava without even knowing it.”

Jasper nodded. “Oh. That’s a good idea, too.”

Rara shook her head. “That’s a little dangerous. What if one of us villagers dug a hole and fell in?”

“Hrmmmm,” Jasper said, rubbing his chin in thought.

“They’re coming in again!” Mom shouted.

Sure enough, there was another set of creepers coming towards an undamaged section of the wall. One creeper came forward, flashing, while the other stayed behind.

“This ought to be interesting,” Jasper said.

The first creeper exploded, and before the explosion had even settled, the other creeper closed in on the wall and exploded, taking out a chunk of the end stone with it.

There was a shout of victory from the horde, and many charged forward, only for the lava contained within the center of the wall to fill in the broken portion, poofing them and leaving the village protected.

“Lava walls!” Jack shouted as he did the floss dance.

“Lava walls!” Jasper agreed, copying Jack—not very well—then fist bumping him.

Rara smirked. “Alright, lava walls are a big win. We seem to have an amazing defense. Now, we need to go on the offense.”


Chapter 16

“Do you have any ideas for that?” Dad asked.

Rara nodded. “Builders. I want a stone road built from the ground over the wall. We’re going to give ourselves a way out there to attack.”

She started directing people and Dad stood by to watch. The villagers listened quickly and acted efficiently. He was impressed.

“Are you going to offer any suggestions?” Mom asked.

Dad shook his head. “No, I think they’ve got this. I’m letting her take charge to see how well they get it done. If she gives me a job to do, I’ll do it, but otherwise this is going to be their show.”

Mom crossed her arms. “It’s not a show.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “I didn’t mean that, just that they’ve got this. Look!” He gestured at the villagers.

They already had a massive stairwell built from the ground to a spot high in the air above the wall. Rara continued to gesture and speak kind commands, and the sky-road grew longer.

“Alright! Start building stairs down.” Rara turned to Kate. “Do you think you could use this ramp to get Stompy over there and break through to Bonaparte?”

Kate's eyes went wide. “Oh, I didn’t know that's what you were doing...I mean, he could do it for sure. But even though he’s really tough, even he’ll poof with that many mobs. Not to mention the creepers.”

Rara nodded. “I know, that’s why my plan is to have a few builders on the ramp. Stompy charges off and rams his way through to Bonaparte, then the ninjas riding on Stompy will fight Bonaparte. If our guess is correct, taking him out will turn the animals back to normal.”

“Unless he has other powers,” Jack said.

Rara frowned. “That’s a good point...”

“I have an idea,” Kate said. “Instead of Stompy, I’ll go out there on Lady. With her new diamond horse armor I got for Christmas, she’ll be super tough. I’ll ride out there and jump over as many animals as possible to make my way to Bonaparte, then I’ll shoot an explosive arrow at him. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”

“Difficult difficult lemon difficult,” Mom said. “What if Lady gets poofed?”

“Did you forget, Mom?” Kate asked. “Lady can respawn.”

“I did forget!” Mom crossed her arms. “Still, it’s a dangerous plan. You could get hurt!”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Mom, we’ve been doing dangerous stuff this whole time. But also, don’t forget my power of being able to tame animals. I might even be able to use it on Boneparte.”

Rara’s eyes went big. “That’s true! Well, if you’d like to help, I think it’d be a great idea. But I’ll keep Stompy and the ninjas as backup.”

Kate nodded. “Good plan. I’ll go get Lady.” She loaded an explosive arrow in her crossbow and ran off.

Rara turned to Dad. “What do you think of this plan?”

Dad grinned. “I think it’s a good one. I was curious to see how you’d handle it with just the village’s resources, but in reality, us respawners are resources, too. Plus, I kinda doubt you’ll face many giant animal hordes.”

“I sure hope not.”

Kate showed back up with Lady Starbeam the Magnificent covered in diamond horse armor that nearly blinded everyone with its sparkly shine. Kate wore iron armor, her crossbow at the ready.

“Let’s do this.”


Chapter 17

Rara saluted Kate. “May your mission be successful.”

Kate nodded, took a deep breath, and kicked her heels, spurring Lady on. The powerful horse leapt off the line like a supercharged sports car, racing up the ramp and over the sky bridge. Kate had her eyes focused on the enemy lines, seeking out the green banner with the skull on it where Boneparte would be, her mouth a line of determination.

A tear formed in Mom’s eye and Dad stood up a little straighter as he watched her shoot across the sky bridge. He held Mom close. “Wow she is fierce! Look at her go.”

Jack fist-punched the air as he watched. “Go Kate! Get that stinky porker!”

Kate flew across the sky bridge, and leapt off from high up, Lady sailing through the air like a pegasus. She landed on the ground with a powerful stomp, shoving animals away in a wave. Lady snorted and Kate launched her into action. Stunned animals shook off the shock and charged in, biting and head-butting to cause whatever kind of damage they could.

Lady’s horse armor was strong, though, and she took no damage before Kate launched her into a mighty jump over a group of animals. She landed and charged again, shoving animals to the side. Kate grinned wildly as she rode, her knees guiding the horse in a perfect flow of leaps, lopes, and charges through the horde.

Rara ordered villagers to continue building the stairs down on the sky bridge, getting them just low enough that no animals could jump on them. Stompy stood in the courtyard, snorting and snuffing, sensing something was going on. Jada and Reggie were standing next to him, ready to leap on at a moment’s notice.

Kate charged through with wild abandon. She tried her best not to hurt the animals. They were being controlled by Bonaparte and didn’t consider them enemies but wanted to do everything she could to help them. Lady took the occasional hit, a bite or a scratch making its way through the horse armor, but she had only lost a heart and a half.

Kate didn’t have an easy time trying to find Bonaparte in the thick of the animals, but she kept pushing until she saw a hint of green and homed in on it. She leapt Lady over a cow, landing forcefully and charging towards the banner.

“Boneparte!” she shouted. She leapt again, landing in a small clearing around the zombified hoglin. “End this now!”

Bonaparte stood in front of her, a sneer on his face. He was bigger than a normal hoglin, his red eyes flashing with power.

“Hahaha! You play a dangerous game coming out here, girl. I admire your bravery, but you have to know you don’t stand a chance.”

Kate frowned. “Can we talk about this? Why are you so violent? We can work together; it doesn’t have to be like this.”

Rara watched from the wall—her spyglass extended—a look of confusion on her face. “What is she doing? Why isn’t she attacking?”

Mom sighed, also watching with a spyglass, but a smile tugged at her lips. “I think...I think she’s talking to him to convince him to stop. That’s my girl.”


Chapter 18

Kate spoke in her soothing voice that she used when trying to tame animals. “Come on Bonaparte, let’s talk. We don’t have to be enemies; we can help you.”

Bonaparte looked at her, his beady eyes flashing. “Hrmph, you are a two-legs, I have nothing to say to two-legs.” He looked up in the air but did not attack. “Two-legs bad! Four-legs good!” The animals all around whinnied and mooed and made noises of agreement.

Kate took the fact that he wasn’t attacking as a good sign. “Come on, I’m not a bad person. I love animals. They’re my friends.”

Bonaparte snorted. “Two-legs can only see us four-legs as slaves. You use us for meat and work!”

Kate continued talking in her soothing voice, trying her best to use her power on him. “No, look at me and Lady.” She patted the horse’s neck. “We're best friends. I’d never hurt her or ask her to do something she didn’t want to.”

Bonaparte paused, looking at the two of them. “Well, maybe you're right. Even so, you ride on top of her. Why shouldn’t she ride on top of you?”

Kate felt like she was getting somewhere with Bonaparte, so she slowly dismounted from Lady, and walked towards him, her hand outstretched. “It’s okay Bonaparte, I want to be your friend.” She put out a feeling of calmness, and Bonaparte’s head lowered a bit.

Rara studied the scene with her spyglass. “Is she...is she going to tame him?”

“Let me see!” Jack said, poking his mom. Mom handed him the spyglass, and he extended it, looking at the scene. “Oh wow! It looks like she’s going to. Awesome!”

Kate took hesitant step after hesitant step towards Bonaparte, her hand out to show she meant peace, as she calmly repeated, “We can be friends; wouldn’t you like that?”

Bonaparte looked more and more subdued as she came close enough to touch him.

“Be...friends...” he mumbled under his breath.

“That’s right,” Kate said as she was finally able to touch him, rubbing his snout in a kind way. “Let’s be friends.”

Bonaparte bolted upright with a snort, and slammed his horny snout into Kate, sending her flying.

“HAH! I’ll never be friends with a two-legs! Foolish girl! You fell right into my trap.”

Kate landed on the ground, skidding across the dirt. In the blink of an eye, four creepers surrounded her. They were not flashing, but they kept her locked in place.

“How’d you do that?” Kate asked. “My power to tame animals has never failed so badly!”

“Foolish girl,” Bonaparte repeated. “You can’t use a power I possess on me! Observe!”

The mutant zoglin approached Lady, his eyes glowing. “Bow to me horse; obey my commands.” Lady bucked wildly, as Kate stared with wide eyes.

“Kneel!” Bonaparte yelled, his eyes glowing brighter.

Lady bucked again, but finally black hearts floated above her, and she kneeled down on her two front legs.

Kate screamed as she felt like something was torn from somewhere inside her.

“Noooooo!”


Chapter 19

“Oh no!” Jack yelled. “They captured Kate!”

Mom gasped. “Let me see that.” She took the spyglass from Jack to look at the scene. “Oh my goodness!”

Rara sighed. “It’s okay. She’s a respawner so she’ll be fine. But I think it’s time to launch plan B.”

Dad frowned. “We may be respawners, but it still hurts to get respawned. We should try to save her.”

Rara nodded. “Yeah, that’s what’s going to happen right now.” She snapped her head around. “NINJAS! You’re up! Kate needs help, get out there and save her!”

Jada and Reggie saluted at her and mounted up on Stompy, who charged up the ramp.

Mom gasped again. “NO! What’s going on?”

“What is it?” Dad asked.

“That zombie pig did something to Lady, Kate is crying. Get out there and help her!”

“What happened to Lady?” Rara asked.

Mom gestured out there. “He brainwashed her or something; she isn’t listening to Kate.”

Jack frowned, his mouth in an angry line. “I’m going out there, too. Nobody gets to hurt my sister. Come on, Bruce.”

He didn’t hesitate and simply pulled a bucket of water from his inventory and launched himself off the side of the wall. He activated his power to help with the timing of his maneuver and dumped the water bucket on the block he was about to land on, water coming out just in time to prevent fall damage. He leapt out of the water, pulling out his two netherite swords—one with sweeping edge III and the other with knockback II.

“It’s shling shling time!”

Jada and Reggie pulled their swords out, too, as Stompy plummeted from the sky bridge onto the ground. The ravager bellowed, making the animals in the area back off with fear in their eyes. That didn’t last long, though, as they were pressed into action by the horde.

They swarmed onto Stompy, biting and head-butting. Jada and Reggie swung out with their blades on either side, striking the closest animals and flashing them red while Stompy bellowed again and stomped the ground hard. He pushed through the horde like an unstoppable juggernaut, stomping rogue animals and shoving them out of the way with his massive head and powerful horns.

Dad also launched himself off the side of the wall, pulling his shield out. Just as he was about to land, he activated his power, shooting him in a straight line, hovering just above the ground in a powerful charge. He collided with a chicken that was jumping in to attack, instantly poofing it into raw chicken. Bruce leapt off Jack and gobbled it up.

***

Kate reached out towards Lady. “Noooo! Lady!” Tears streamed down her face.

Bonaparte gave a piggy smile. “This horse is powerful. Here, let's see how well she fights against our new visitors. Horse! Go attack those fools!”

Lady knickered and stomped her hoof heading towards the front line where the Smith family had appeared. She stopped a moment, shaking her head. Kate saw that moment of hesitation and knew Bonaparte’s control wasn’t perfect.

She got herself together, a mask of determination coming over her face. “Lady! You don’t have to listen to him. Stay here by my side.”

Lady turned to Kate, confusion and fear in her eyes.

Bonaparte snorted, his eyes flashing red. “Please, my power is absolute! Horse, go forth and do my bidding!” Lady turned away, facing the front lines again, taking a slow step.

“Lady, I love you. You’re strong enough!” Kate yelled. Lady paused again, turning.

Bonaparte’s eyes glowed bright red, glowing for a long time. “Horse, obey me!”

Lady turned completely away from Kate and charged towards the front lines, the horde parting to let her through.

Kate growled, but she knew Bonaparte's power wasn’t absolute. She WOULD get her horse back.


Chapter 20

The horde lunged in, surrounding Jack on all sides with angry looking cows. Jack grinned darkly as they charged in to crush him. He swung out with his sweeping edge blade, flashing several cows red at once. He lashed out with his other hand, knockback sending the closest cow flying back. He swung again with his sweeping edge and poofed four cows at once.

Dad activated his power again, executing a charge attack and hitting an oncoming horde of sheep like a bowling ball hitting pins, slamming into them and sending them flying off in all directions, poofing a couple.

Bruce pinballed from mob to mob, bouncing off heads with his claws flashing. He made his way through with purpose towards his target—the floating uncooked beef—with drool dripping from his mouth. A dozen more bounces and flashing red enemies later, he landed, gobbling up the beef.

Stompy was an unstoppable force; no matter how many mobs got in his way he simply plodded on, his powerful legs pushing him forward through the crowd.

Jada and Reggie were executing perfect attacks on the sides of the ravager, doing their best to keep mobs from hurting him.

Rara watched all this through the spyglass while chewing her bottom lip in worry. Her head spun as the alarm bell on the opposite end of town rang. Looking through the spyglass she saw one of her villagers furiously ringing the bell from on top of the wall.

While she’d been so focused on the battle in front of her, an explosion had torn chunks out of the wall, but not far enough in to let the lava flow. Angry animals were pouring in under the walls and Rara gasped.

“Judah! Stay here and offer whatever support you can to the Smiths. Delilah, come with me.”

She rushed down the steps towards the commotion. “Villagers, on me! Crossbows ready!”

She sprinted through the village. “Layla, get the wolves out!” Layla nodded, running to the wolf pen.

Rara and a group of villagers ran into the fray. She pointed at the swarm of pigs and chickens and sheep pouring in through the hole.

“Fire!”

The villagers fired their crossbows, poofing some animals and flashing others red, but it was like trying to stop a river with a single bucket.

“Everybody up on a roof and keep firing,” Rara shouted. “Delilah, get out some vexes—slow them down.”

Delilah nodded, firing off a teeth spell at a line of chickens that were getting close, turning them into raw chicken. She concentrated, several vexes popping into existence and flying in to harry the enraged animals.

Lola came ripping around a corner, riding Tiny the giant mutant chicken. She pointed at the horde. “Get them!” Tiny bawked, turned and POOM POOM POOM fired eggs into the horde, pushing them back.

They were at an impasse now, animals poofing almost as fast as they came in, but the villagers unable to let up on the attack for even a split second.

Finally, Layla showed up, a pack of wolves at her heels. She pointed at the horde and the wolves waded in, teeth flashing. The animals saw their natural enemy and slowed their advance, giving the villagers some breathing room.

“Builders, get that hole patched!” Rara said, pointing.

Villagers holding stone blocks rushed in, placing them carefully, closing up the hole.

Rara finally took a deep breath when the last block was placed, the ground looking like it had a patch of stone in it.

Another bell started ringing in the village and she sighed.

“It’s going to be a long day.”


Chapter 21

“You two-legs were foolish to concentrate all your attacks in a single area. My horde has surrounded your village and, as we speak, are breaking in to destroy everything.” Bonaparte laughed.

“I don’t know what your problem is, pig, but you’ll never get away with this. You have no idea how strong my friends are,” Kate said.

Bonaparte snorted. “Hah! You are just like every other two-legs; thinking you’re better than us. Two-legs bad! Four-legs good!”

Kate rolled her eyes. “You're crazy. We could all get along if you’d let us.”

“I hope you're watching, female two-legs. Your friends are about to meet.” He gestured with his snout. Sure enough, Lady had made it all the way to the front where Jack and Dad were fighting and Bruce...well, Bruce was eating.

Dad paused in his attack, holding a hand out to Lady as she approached, which proved to be a mistake. Lady didn’t even break stride, her powerful armored form slammed into him and trampled him into dust, poofing him instantly.

“DAD!” Kate yelled. “Lady! No!”

Lady snorted, rearing up into the air, her powerful front hooves kicking out towards Jack. Jack was a nimble ninja, though, and easily rolled out of the way. He swung his blades around viciously, poofing animals and sending others flying back, but he would not attack Lady.

Kate watched in horror as Lady continued to attack Jack. He dodged out of the way each time, but it was getting harder and harder to avoid the horse’s attacks while surrounded.

Stompy continued his plodding through the horde, poofing anything that got in his way.

“Oooh, what’s this?” Bonaparte said. “Another four-legs to bring to my side.” His eyes flashed “Bees! Take out those two-legs!”

A swarm of bees flew up and towards the ninjas riding on Stompy. Jada and Reggie swung and attacked, poofing bees but getting stung and poisoned in the process.

“Jada! Reggie! Get out of there!” Kate shouted.

The ninjas were desperately trying to fight off the bees, but the bees dive-bombed them, sending them flying off Stompy and onto the ground. Jada finally poofed the last one, but the horde of animals were closing in.

Jada and Reggie were smart ninjas, though, and jump-stacked their way onto columns, taking them out of harm's way.

Bonaparte laughed his piggy laugh. “More witnesses to my rise in power!” His eyes flashed and Stompy halted, shaking his head in confusion. “Obey me ravager! Two-legs bad, four-legs good!”

Stompy snorted, shaking his head violently. Bonaparte laughed in victory. “Simple beast! Go forth and crush my enemies! Destroy their wall!”

Stompy turned and shook his head again, stomping hard into the ground.

“Bwahaha!” Bonaparte laughed and leapt onto Stompy’s back, riding the great beast towards the wall.

The evil pig turned his head towards Kate, talking to the creepers. “Destroy her. She is of no use to me.”

The creepers began to flash.


Chapter 22

Jada and Reggie watched in horror from their jump-stacked columns as the creepers surrounding Kate all flashed and exploded, leaving a giant hole in the ground, and lots of floating items where Kate had been.

Reggie shouted in anger. “Nooo! Kate!”

Jada frowned. “Well, this plan didn’t work at all.”

“Who could’ve known that zoglin could mind control Stompy like that?” Reggie asked.

Jada sighed. “We should have planned better.”

“What do we do now?” Reggie asked, gesturing to the mob covered ground.

“We need to complete our mission. We have to poof that zoglin.”

“How’re we going to do that? There’s a bajillion angry mobs down there.”

Jada pointed over to Bruce, who was easily ninja-pinballing from enemy to enemy, using their heads as springboards. “We have to copy Sensei Bruce. Look at him go.”

Bruce bounced from sheep to cow to pig to chicken, each time his claws slashing out and causing them to flash red or even poof. The ninja cat seemed to be having the time of his life as he bounced from animal to animal. The animals, for their part, couldn’t react as fast and it was like watching a weird ballet as Bruce went around.

Reggie scanned the area and saw Jack, who was also bouncing through the angry mob like the ultimate ninja, evading attack after attack. All while Kate's horse, Lady, chased after him, trying to bite, kick, and run him down. Jack was leading her towards the village walls, shouting something.

“Are you sure we can do this?” he asked Jada. “I don’t want to poof.”

“Reggie, look at me,” she said. Reggie turned to her, noticing the fierce look in her eyes. “We can do this; this is what we trained for. We are ninjas and we are going to complete our mission.”

Reggie smiled at her and nodded fiercely. “You’re right, forgive my nervousness.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. Now, let's GO!”

She leapt off the top of her column and plummeted towards the ground, her sword pointed straight down. She landed, sword first, on a rampaging pig, the force of her landing poofing it instantly. She popped off the ground and, using a cow for a trampoline, bounced down the mobs towards her prey: Bonaparte.

Reggie smirked and copied her, making his own slashing and jumping path towards the target.

***

Jack was going through golden apples quickly. He was burning through his power so fast, his hunger bar looked like it was doing a dance of its own. He bounced and slashed and chopped and hopped, all while avoiding the attacks of Kate's horse and trying his best not to hit the horse with his attacks. He knew Kate would not be happy if he poofed Lady.

“Make a hole!” Jack shouted at the wall. “Make a hole so we can get in!”

Nobody responded to him, though, and he wondered what the heck was going on. A quick glance showed there wasn’t even anyone on the wall above him. Where did everyone go?

“Come on Kate, get back here already,” he grumbled as he continued his wild attacks.

***

Kate was madder than she’d ever been before. She could handle getting poofed, or losing her stuff, or anything like that, but what she could not handle was some horrible, evil creature stealing her horse! Not to mention Stompy! She growled as she got off her bed and stomped to her shulker box. She yanked out another set of armor and a crossbow.

She ran towards the wall, oblivious to the chaos within the village. Rogue animals were wandering around everywhere, fighting villagers and ninjas. None of that registered though as she sprinted up the stairs of the wall. Her horse! The nerve!

She got to the top of the wall and scanned the area.

There! She saw Lady trying to crush Jack under her hooves. Jack was backed up against several creepers that were getting close enough to flash. They were going to explode and take Jack and Lady out with them!

“LADY!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. Lady paused, turning to the voice she knew and loved. Kate concentrated on the almost magical connection she had with the horse.

“Lady Starbeam the Magnificent, you are stronger than that pig!” She leapt off the wall. “We belong together!”

Kate had a weird feeling then, like she could reach something within her. She gritted her teeth as she plummeted towards the ground and then something clicked within her, and a third of her hunger bar disappeared in a flash of purple light.

Lady was suddenly enveloped in that same purple light.

Lady shook her head and whinnied as the connection between Kate and her was reforged, stronger than ever. Lady, glowing purple with magic, blasted away from Jack, shooting across the ground twice as fast as she had ever gone before.

Getting some breathing room, Jack executed a perfect slash attack, his sweeping edge colliding into the flashing creepers and poofing them before they could explode.

“Go Kate!” he shouted, fist-punching the air in excitement.

Lady tore over the ground so fast the dirt blocks generated cracks; nothing was strong enough to stand in her way as her enchanted form blasted through enraged animals, blowing them back. Her purple glowing hooves trampled a flock of chickens, turning them into feathers and floating uncooked chicken.

Lady came to a stop, directly under Kate who was still falling through the air and screamed with joy as she landed on the horse perfectly. She hugged Lady’s neck.

“Let’s go get Stompy!”


Chapter 23

Things were getting bad. More and more holes appeared in the walls and the animals were advancing. While many of them were blocked off with lava, enough had blown completely through the protective barrier that the village was flooded with mind-controlled, angry animals. They ripped up the ground, destroyed the gardens, damaged houses, and chased down villagers.

The wolves and ninjas swept from hotspot to hotspot, taking some pressure off the villagers who were shooting desperately into the horde to keep them at bay.

Layla rode Tiny, shooting eggs like a machinegun at the animals, keeping them back. Dad had even released Waffles, whose screaming and ramming was enough to push away many of the animals, but even that was not sufficient.

It seemed like every time they fixed a hole another one appeared, and there were many, many times more animals than defenders. The ninjas were exhausted, fighting nonstop. They could take down, two, three, four animals at once, but there’d still be dozens more next in line. Delilah couldn’t use any more magic; she was so tired.

Rara knew they had to do something and do something quickly. They were desperate. If she didn’t act now, she was going to lose villagers.

“Everyone, retreat to the castle! We have to go through the portal—there’s just too many of them!”

The villagers pulled back, but the ever-increasing horde pushed in further.

“Ninjas, protect our sides. Layla, cover the back of the line with Tiny,” Rara yelled.

It was not an easy retreat—rabid animals attacking constantly—but they made it to the castle. Rara threw on some gold boots they kept right by the portal and jumped in. After some quick words with Ksizzle, she sent all the piglins out of the Nether castle and shut the doors. They didn't have enough gold equipment for every villager, and the last thing they needed was another fight.

Finally, all the villagers were escorted into the portal, where they could heal and rest. Rara looked around, mentally noting all the villagers and pillagers. Everyone was accounted for, except Jada, Reggie, and the Smiths, of course.

“I hope the Smiths can stop this pig,” Rara mumbled as she collapsed onto a bed, exhausted.

With their defenders gone, the village was well and truly overrun by the animals. Creepers poured in, exploding around, next to, and inside buildings, while the animals broke down all the fences and freed the village’s livestock.

Outside the walls, Jack was lost in combat. He was so tired—completely exhausted. But everywhere he turned there were more enemies to fight. Even Bruce was drained. Unable to keep up with the fighting, he rested on Jack’s shoulders.

Kate rode on Lady, her anger having turned into joy, then determination as she chased down Stompy. The purple glow on Lady that had increased her speed and power faded, and Kate reached for that power within her, activating it again, buffing her horse, the purple glow coming back.

She finally saw Bonaparte, laughing manically as he rode Stompy towards a massive hole in the village’s defenses.

He was surrounded by animals, some carrying bee nests in their mouths, and one holding the banner.

“Bonaparte!” she yelled.

The zoglin turned, his head cocked. Kate shot him with her crossbow.

“Ow!” the zoglin shouted as he flashed red. “You’re back, huh? And you got your horse back, too? BAH! Oh well, it doesn’t make a difference. Ravager, attack!”

Stompy snorted, plodding forward, swinging his massive head and horns as he went, tossing animals out of his path like water drops off a shaking dog.

Kate fired again but missed, her arrow going wide. She tried to activate her power again, this time on Stompy, but it didn’t work. Would it only work on one animal at a time? She frowned, focusing on her attack. Between Lady’s diamond horse armor, and the magic of her power, Lady took very little damage from Stompy’s attack as his horn slammed into her.

Lady kicked out, slamming a hoof into Stompy and flashing him red. Kate fired again. Stompy smacked the arrow out of the air with a horn. Kate growled and stood on Lady’s back. “Get close to them!” she yelled to her horse.

Lady knickered and trotted up as close as possible. Stompy bellowed, slamming a horn into Lady, and the purple magic shield surrounding her exploded like glass. Kate leapt from the horse, landing directly on Stompy, behind Bonaparte.

“Go Lady. Go save Jack!” she shouted, and Lady took off towards her brother.

“Foolish girl,” Bonaparte said. “Did you think my tusks were just for show?” He swung his snout at her, hitting her and flashing her red.

Kate grunted but smiled.

“I can beat you now, pig.”

She placed her hand on Stompy and activated her power with a laugh. Stompy lurched to a stop—nearly tossing his riders—and shook his head violently. The purple energy surrounded him, and Kate could feel a connection to the powerful creature.

Stompy was no longer under Bonaparte’s control.
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“Noooo! What have you done!” Bonaparte shouted.

He collided his snout into her again, flashing her red and knocking her off Stompy’s tall back. As soon as the girl left his back, Stompy immediately began bucking, trying to knock the zoglin off him. Bonaparte was sent flying, but a sheep darted over to give the zoglin a soft landing.

“To me! All of you! Destroy the two-legs!” Bonaparte screamed and all the animals stopped their mad attempts to get into the village, turning to face Kate and Stompy.

Kate panicked. She pulled herself off the ground, but it was too late. The animals charged in, attacking viciously, pummeling Kate. She screamed and Stompy stomped the ground hard, shaking it and shoving back the animals for a moment, but it was long enough for Kate to climb on him and catch her breath.

The animals attacked more ferociously than ever before. Throwing themselves at the ravager like a villager at a pumpkin pie. Stompy was doing well by his name, stomping and crushing everything, but it wasn’t enough. The shield around him shattered and Kate frowned when she realized she hadn’t gotten any food from her box and couldn’t refill her hunger bar.

Bonaparte laughed, snorting. “If I can’t have the ravager then no one can!”

He kept pushing everything he had into the attack, and poor Stompy was pummeled—bitten, kicked and stung by animals and bees.

“Hahaha. Two-legs bad, four-legs—urk!”

He didn’t get to finish his chant as two ninjas that had been pinball-bouncing off mobs landed in front of him, their swords flashing. Before Bonaparte could command his army, Jada and Reggie struck. In a twin attack, they landed critical hits on Bonaparte, stars flying up before he poofed, leaving only a floating rotten flesh where the zoglin had stood.

The effect on the army was instant. Like a switch had been turned off, the animals fell back to their original animal-y thoughts. They stopped breaking things and ramming things; they simply wandered around, eating grass and looking about as if they hadn’t been trying to poof all the villagers and destroy their village mere seconds before.

“We did it,” Reggie said, his voice sounding almost surprised.

“We did it!” Jada shouted and the two ninjas hugged and did a quick victory dance. Kate grinned down at them from on top of Stompy. She opened her mouth to say something, but the ravager collapsed beneath her.

“What? No! Stompy!” Kate yelled. Her leg was stuck under the beast, and she pulled and shoved to free herself. The poor ravager was flashing green, his hearts—which were nearly gone—were still dropping. She didn’t have any food to heal him.

“No, hang in there Stompy. Stay with me. You did so good! You kept me safe.”

Stompy was breathing hard, his heart pounding and his chest rising and falling with each ragged breath. Kate didn’t know if the poison would kill him, since it didn’t in the game, but there was so much different in this world. She really hoped it wouldn’t. Stompy closed his eyes, still flashing green.

“Please stay with me, Stompy,” Kate pleaded. She rubbed the giant snout of the creature.

Jada knelt down by Kate and handed her something large and red. “Here, maybe this will help. I was keeping it for an emergency, and this seems like one.”

Kate’s eyes went wide when she saw the strange giant apple from the mutant tree. She flung her arms around Jada.

“Thank you, thank you!” She took the apple and held it to Stompy’s face. The ravager didn’t move.

“Come on, boy. Eat it.”

Stompy sniffed it and his head fell back to the ground.

“Come on Stompy. Please, take a bite. For me.” He sniffed it again, then raised his lips. He took a small bite, and using the very last of his energy, took the rest of the apple in his mouth and swallowed it down. Kate didn’t have time to see if Stompy’s eyes flashed pink, like Lady’s had, before he poofed away.

Kate’s eyes filled with tears, and she collapsed to the ground. Her body shook as she sobbed. Stompy had died keeping her safe.

As the cloud dissipated, she wiped the tears from her blurry eyes and saw a large, gray egg with darker gray spots where Stompy had been.

She crushed Jada into a hug. “We saved him!”

“Urgh!” Jada said, “can’t breathe!”

“That uh...that doesn’t look like Stompy,” Reggie said.

Kate grinned and picked up the spawn egg. She threw it and it popped open in a puff of smoke, releasing the Ravager who appeared strong and healthy.

Reggie’s eyes went huge. “Well, I’ll be...You don’t see that every day.”

Kate laughed and flung her arms around the huge creature’s neck.

***

“I’m going back out to help,” Dad told Mom. “Everyone’s settled here, and I need to help the kids.”

Mom nodded, kissing him. “Be careful and keep the kids safe.”

Dad jumped through the portal, his shield in front of him.

A cow was in the throne room, and Dad prepared to use his shield charge attack, but the cow just looked at him, mooing. Just like...a normal cow would.

Dad lowered his shield. “Uhm. What? Are you broken?”

He left the castle to find the village—which was definitely the worse for wear—filled with normal acting animals doing normal animal stuff, with the occasional creeper wandering around aimlessly and not exploding.
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The cleanup from the mess took several days. Buildings were rebuilt, animals were rounded up and set free outside the gates—this was Kate’s favorite part as she got to use Lady to round ‘em up like a real cowgirl. Walls were put back together and refilled with lava, plants were replanted, and new, stronger defenses were created. The village was stocked with enough meat to keep Myron barbecuing professionally for the rest of his days.

A whole flock of chickens were roosting on Mom’s newly constructed stage, and she found herself thankful once again there was no poop in Minecraft. That would have been a mess of epic proportions. Luckily, the stage had taken very little damage, so after the chickens had been shooed away, Mom was still able to hold the ninja graduation ceremony. She even convinced Jack of its importance and had him up on the stage.

The feeling in the village was electric—all the villagers felt stronger and more secure after fighting off such a massive invasion.

The seats were filled as the villagers sat, eagerly watching the proceedings. Dad stood at the podium, and cleared his throat, Mom by his side. He held his fist to his mouth like a microphone—since there were none in Minecraft—and spoke in a loud, clear voice.

“Thank you all for coming today! We are celebrating the advancement of our resident ninjas—our friends, our neighbors, our family—from junior ninja to full ninja. It’s ironic our ceremony was postponed because of an invading army, which was, in large part, stopped by the ninjas. They have proven themselves over and over as strong protectors of this village and were instrumental in preventing the animal horde from hurting anyone.”

There was cheering from the crowd as the ninjas stood at attention to the side of the stage. Dad continued.

“The ninjas will be here forever more to protect this village from outside threats, and today, we celebrate them!”

More cheering from the crowd.

Mom spoke next. “We are so proud of all of you.” She gestured around to the assembled villagers, then the ninjas. “You have risen above the life you were given. You have learned and grown. Many of you have left a life of violence to seek peace. We are confident you can take care of yourselves in this kingdom village, and with the ninjas here, we know you can—and will—overcome any threat.”

The crowd clapped.

She stepped back and Jack approached the podium, Bruce around his shoulders. “We really are so proud of you all. Bruce and I are happy we got to be your senseis, but I’m not sure there is anything we can teach you that you don’t already know. Which is why you’re being promoted to full-blown ninjas. My hope is, as the kingdom grows, you will use your skills and knowledge to teach the next generation.”

“Meow, purr,” Bruce said from Jack’s shoulders.

“Please come up as I call your name,” Jack said. “Instead of something boring like a book, like Mom wanted to give you—”

“Jack!” Mom admonished.

“Instead of a book, I asked her to enchant a blade for all of you. So come up and take your enchanted blades!”

He called them up by name, one by one, handing them each a powerful enchanted blade. All except Jada and Reggie.

“Now for these last two, we have a special reward for being so important in the last battle.”

Jack held up a pair of glowing, enchanted tridents. “Jada and Reggie, please step forward! You have not only become full ninjas, but you will also now be called the Claws of the Ninja Squad.”

The audience erupted in cheers, chanting, “Ninja claws! Ninja claws!”

Bruce hopped up on the podium, his claws flexing in and out. Jada and Reggie looked at each other, their eyes wide, then walked forward and took their tridents. Bruce rubbed his head against both of them. “Purr purr.”

The crowd cheered a final time, and they partied the night away. Celebrating the achievement of the ninjas and celebrating the final time they got to spend with the Smiths.

It was finally time for the family to leave.
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The very next morning the Smith family walked to the entrance of the kingdom village. The villagers lined the roads, waving and wishing them goodbyes. Layla rode Tiny around them as they walked. From up on his perch Waffles screamed, while his new goat girlfriend nuzzled their new baby goat.

They had all their horses, Dirtymud, and Stompy, as well as Fang, and of course Bruce, as they made their way to the exit. Bruce had opted to let Dad ride his own horse for once, which he had finally named Harmony. He said it was to symbolize the unification the kingdom village had gone through, of villagers and illagers. And he said it was also the name of a character from one of his favorite books.

Ethan and Elijah were the last ones at the gates, and the Smiths stopped, giving them hugs and saying goodbye. Elijah smirked. “I don’t think it’s goodbye. More like, see you later.”

“Just make sure you take care of the goats, Ethan,” Kate said with a wink, knowing Ethan really couldn’t stand Waffles.

Ethan looked up at the goats on their platform. Waffles screamed. “I’m not sure why we had to get more goats. One was more than enough.”

“But look at that baby,” Kate crooned. “I can’t get over how cute he is.”

“AAAAHHHHHH!” screamed the baby goat, only slightly quieter and cuter than his dad.

“No,” Ethan said, looking at the goat and then looking at Kate.

Kate giggled. “Looks like the little guy’s going to take after his dad.”

“No,” Ethan said again.

The baby goat screamed again, and Ethan covered his ears. “Why did you do this to me?” he yelled.

Everyone laughed and gave one final wave to the family, and they rode through the gates for what could be the final time.

“Don’t look back,” Mom said, her voice a little shaky. “We must keep our eyes on the future.”

Jack looked back. “They’re all standing at the gate waving, Mom.” He waved back at them. “Isn’t it rude not to look back?”

“I...just...” Mom choked on her words.

Dad rode Harmony right beside Mom’s horse and grabbed her hand. She looked back, gave a quick wave, then turned forward and the tears really fell.

“I...hate...goodbyes...” she sniffed.

They rode at a pace set by Dirtymud, the slowest of the caravan, but still a nice speed. They had traveled a good part of the day when Mom suddenly gasped, pointing. The caravan came to a stop.

“What is it?” Dad asked.

“It’s...it’s...Melons!” She squealed with delight. Sure enough, there was a patch of melons growing just to the side of their path. Mom leapt off her horse and dashed over to harvest them. She held a slice of melon in the air and Dad thought he might have seen a beam of sunlight shine over it, but he blinked and it was gone.

“I have to bring this back to Charlotte and Bookie. They need these in the garden!”

Dad cocked his head. “What? But we just left!”

“It can’t be helped!” Mom shouted. “Would you deprive them of such a wondrous ingredient?”

Dad sighed. “Alright, I guess we can just set up camp here. Kate, can you go back with her? Jack and I will build a shelter.”

“Really?” Kate asked Mom.

“Really!” Mom said.

Kate sighed, and they got back on their horses. Their horses hesitated and looked back to Dad and Jack as if to say, “Are you serious?” But serious they were, and they took off at a gallop.

Dad shook his head, looking over at Jack. “Well, if life gives you melons.” He shrugged.

Jack looked confused. “I thought it was lemons?”

Dad chuckled. “Yeah, if life gives you melons, you're probably dyslexic.”

Jack thought for a minute, then groaned. “Daaaaaaad!”

“It’s a good thing your Mom is already married to me—she cantaloupe with that melon.”

“No, Dad!” Jack said.

“You know how onions make you cry when you cut them? Melons can do the same thing.”

Jack frowned. “What? No they can’t.”

“They can if I throw one at you!”

“Dad, that wasn’t even funny!” Jack yelled, covering his ears.

“In the summer our water bill goes up, because I have to water-me-lawn.”

Jack ran into the trees to get away from Dads terrible jokes.

“Don’t run away! It was just getting gourd!” Dad yelled after him.

“That’s not even a melon joke!” Jack yelled back.
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They started their trip in earnest the following day. Mom didn’t spot anything else she needed to run back to the village, and they made good progress. They kept the pace up for several more days, and Dad didn’t know if it was the fact that they now had a huge caravan complete with a giant, snorting ravager or what, but they weren’t attacked by anything.

On the sixth day they finally reached the jungle. Mom was instantly annoyed. “It’s all hot and muggy here. It’s going to ruin my hair.”

“Mom, your hair is always the same. It’s Minecraft,” Jack said.

Kate nodded. “Yeah, Mom you—” She cut herself off with a gasp as her eyes went huge and she pointed at something.

In a tree, on a branch covered in vines, sitting on a leaf block, was a bright red parrot.

“It’s so cuuuuuuute!” Kate squealed. She climbed off Lady and pulled out some pumpkin seeds. “Come on, birdie, come have some. They’re yummy!”

The parrot squawked and flew down. Kate tossed it a seed, and it pecked at it, munching it up. She tossed another seed, and it came closer, munching it, then dancing in place.

“Oh, you like those seeds, do you? Come on, I have lots more.” Kate held out her open hand, and the parrot flew to it, munching down more seeds. A red heart floated above its head, and it jumped onto Kate’s shoulder.

“This is the best day ever!” Kate squealed again. Lady knickered. “Okay, second best day ever,” Kate said. “What am I going to call you?”

“Warbeak!” Jack said.

“What? No! That’s dumb. It doesn’t even make sense,” Kate said. “You don’t get to suggest names.”

They traipsed through the jungle for another day, hacking their way through the vines and trees and grass. There were losing hope when, finally—finally!—on the third day, they found it.

Dad threw his hands up in the air in joy. “It’s about time!”

He pointed, and there it was, sitting amongst the lush undergrowth of the forest floor: a massive broken portal.

Dad grabbed Mom’s hand and put his arm around Jack. Mom put her arm around Kate but took it back when the parrot pecked at her.

“Well guys,” Dad said. “We did it. We go through that portal, and we’ll finally come to the end of our quest.”

“You know it’s broken, right, Dad?” Jack asked.

“Jack, you’re ruining the moment.”

“Sorry.”

“This is it.” Dad held his hands out to the portal. “The beginning to the end. Our pièce de résistance. Our goal. We go through that portal, we go home.”

“Well, we have to talk to the witch first,” Kate added.

“Darn it, Kate! I’m trying to have a moment here!”

“It’s okay, honey,” Mom said, patting Dad’s shoulder. “I think we get the point.”

Dad blew out a breath. “Alright kids. Let’s fix this portal.”

The End!!!

Oh my goodness. We cannot believe we’re almost at book 20! As most of you know, from the beginning we planned out about 20 books. Will the Smiths’ story end there? You’re going to have to read to find out! Make sure to head over and preorder book 20 so you can get it as soon as it comes out! It will be released January 17th, 2022.

Can you believe we’re almost in a whole new year?! We don’t know about you guys, but this year has flown by. So fast! In just a little over a year we put out 19 books and we have all of you to thank for always coming back and picking up the next one. We hope you’re still loving the story and we cannot wait to show you where it goes!

May you all have a wonderful, happy, merry Christmas if you celebrate! We will be taking the two weeks our kids are off school to spend time together as a family, bake cookies, look at Christmas lights, build puzzles, and yeah—probably play a little Minecraft.

We love you guys! Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!! See you in 2022!

Love, Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate


***Very Important Note***

We Need Your Help—Please Read!!!

(In case you didn’t see this at the front of the book.) We don’t know what is going on with reviews, but something strange is definitely happening. We usually have hundreds of reviews by the time it’s time to put together the Codex and this time we had less than ten written reviews! Amazon might be changing their way of doing things, so we’re going to have to figure out how to adjust. We’ve heard from a lot of fans that Kindles are no longer offering the option to leave a written review. If that’s the case for you, and it’s okay with your parents, get on a computer and leave a review! We would hate to see the List of Known Outsiders, Codex of Seeds, and Q&A go away, but if we can’t get reviews, we won’t have a choice!

Thanks for always taking the time to leave us some kind words and cool stories and fun questions.

********

Email: PixelAteBooks@gmail.com

Facebook: Pixel Ate Books

Discord: https://discord.gg/5BDjQ4pU8d

Fan-Made Wiki (Thanks Fifi Gaming and Irish Blossom): https://the-accidentai-minecraft-family.fandom.com/f (Go add to it!)
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Codex of Seeds

Jack sighed. Once again they were on a road trip and there was no action. He was also a little melancholy about missing his friends—the villagers and all the ninjas. To pass the time he opened the Codex of Seeds. H didn’t necessarily love reading, but he always enjoyed reading the Codex.

“Huh, that’s weird.” 

“What’s weird?” Kate asked, looking over her shoulder.

Jack gestured down to the book. “There are way less entries in the Codex for some reason. There’s like...a lot of blank pages.” 

“What? Kate asked, moving over to see what her brother was talking about. She flipped through a few pages. “That is weird. I hope there isn’t something wrong with it.” 

Jack nodded. “Me too.” 

“Find anything good?” Kate asked. 

“Yeah. There are some more written like journal entries. Those are always interesting. Here’s one by Emir.

Emir,

5/5/63

Help! We need backup! The ancient one is here—if you do not stop him, he will destroy the multiverse! You must bring this book to the Smiths. The fate of the multiverse depends on you!” 

Kate raised an eyebrow. “That’s a weird date. And they’re talking about the multiverse again—that keeps coming up in the Codex.” 

“Yeah, pretty cool really,” Jack said. “Here's another one by RespawnerLink_405. His are fun. 

RespawnerLink_405

Date:3/17/45

Huh. Hi Book. I for some reason found this book in the middle of nowhere and it seems like someone named Ultimateguy304 (me as the writer admit that I may have got the numbers wrong here :( ) has written in here about Herobrine, which is strange, considering the amount of rumors from the villagers. At least this proves that I am not the only human in this strange and mysterious world.

RespawnerLink_405

Date:4/17/45

I am now exactly one month since I last found this book. I keep feeling like it came to me that day. I found out that one, Herobrine is real, and two, he plans to take over this world, and most importantly, that the spells written on the Ancient Scripting are the only way of stopping him. I will now leave this book once again to see if there are more humans out there.

Nitwit Villager

Date: WHAT IS A DATE

fdskajfhdsufheldhfeujgerfeuhdjsfgqwui dfjdhdjhuassghdejskaghdweujkdh sghfj edhfjgJA Me got quarter of emerald tuday.

Witherover1ord_999

Date:12/31/50

Just spawned in and already got a book. Huh, this book has text written in it. Two people, not counting the idiot nitwit villager have already written in it. Guess I will keep it for the time being. Also, I will have to ask someone what in the nether is the Ancient Scripting.

Witherove1ord_999

Date: No Idea

The horror of the nether is finally settling in. It has been a year since I spawned in and I have made my way to the nether. A ghast broke my portal though so I am searching for some ruined portals to get the materials required to repair the portal. Though everywhere I go the monsters give chase. It seems like the nether is slowly driving insane. The only thing not making me go crazy is this book.

Witherove1ord

Date:1/1/61

I have finally made it out of the nether. The first breath of fresh air feels so good to my broken body. I will now toss this book out for another adventurer to find. But first, I must state that do not go to the nether no matter what. The nether will try to trap you and give you a slow death, and it is almost impossible to escape.

RespawnerLink_405

Date: 12/31/61

I found the book again. It is following me. Another person has written in it. I am not alone. I am not alone. I am not alone. Even just knowing that brings joy, knowing that my lonely travels might finally come to an end...”

Jack turned the page. “Wow, that was something else. Some of these entries sure are intense. Here’s another one, by Pillager9999; Date: 12/07/98

It’s time. I hope whoever finds this book will use this information as much as possible, as it may be the multiverse’s only hope.

It has been months since I defeated the E.X.E. king, and he’s back. I can’t fight him anymore, I am back in the real world thanks to Baba Yaga. Here are his powers:

HP: 999-99999

Dam: unknown

Armour: 9273748

Power:

Destroyer level

For what it’s worth, I never meant for this to happen. Find me. Bring me back. And maybe we can stop this man, once and for all.” Jack looked up startled, “Wow! This entry says Baba Yaga helped him, I wonder if its true?”

“Can I see the Codex?” Kate asked. Jack handed it to her, and she thumbed through the pages.

“Oooooh, Jack, you missed this one. It sounds cool! It’s by DukBoi.

The Shadow War

      Part 1

Source: Oberon Case Files

Subject: Pillager Davy

Agent Assigned: Agent Wasp

A Respawner walked along the streets of Blockville. Certain parts of the town were controlled by pillagers. But he didn’t mind that. Tuning a corner, he went into an alley. An odd alley. It seemed very… sketchy, if you might say.

“You have the package?” a voice says from the darkness.

“Yeah,” the respawner replies. “Just mined, as you requested.”

A figure steps out into the harsh light of the street lanterns. It was a pillager, but had a different set of armor on.

His armor was painted with the ender dragon's head, along with an iron helmet.

The respawner hands him a black shulker box. Upon opening it, the pillager sees 5 netherite scraps. A lucky break for him, because these were hard to find.

“Now, where’s my payment?” the respawner says.

“Oh, I’m afraid you won’t need that.”

“What do you mean?” the respawner says cautiously.

“What I mean is, I’m not paying you,” the pillager replies with a sneer.

Suddenly, pillagers with the same symbol on their armor surround him and the respawner. Two came behind the player. Others appeared on rooftops, aiming crossbows at him.

Despite this, the respawner stays perfectly calm. He looks around, assessing his situation.

“That’s cute,” he says with a chuckle.

Then, fast as lightning, he pulls out a sword. A pillager behind him charges at him, but he turns him around, using him as a shield against the torrent of arrows coming at him, getting the pillager poofed.

Oddly, one of the respawner’s eyes turns purple just before he teleports onto a roof. He shoves a pillager off, landing with a thud as he poofs. He slashes two other ones, poofing them instantly.

He then throws his sword at the 6th and final one, poofing him, too.

He searches the alley for the dealer, but he isn’t there. Growling under his breath, he looks out onto the street. A couple blocks away, the pillager is running as fast as his legs can carry him.

“Oberon thanks you for your cooperation,” the respawner says, as he delivers a punch that knocks him out.”

Kate looked over at Jack with a smile. Wasn’t that cool?” 

Jack nodded. “Yeah! Find another one!” 

“Oh!” Kate exclaimed happily. “Here’s another part of the story from Sightedferret55 and RosiestConch516! It’s that story about the Axolotls.” She grinned like a crazy person as she thought about the cute water creatures and read the story. 

“The warden was humongous. It was at least 6 times the size of Wave, and it destroyed the city wall with ease. All the axolotls ran away, screaming.

“Everyone, stop screaming!” yelled Lichen.

“Why?” said Wave.

“It’s because the Warden cannot see, but it can hear,” replied Lichen.

Wave tried to use his Trident infused with the Heart of the sea to attack it, but it did nothing.

“We need to leave!” said Lichen.

Wave and Lichen ran back to the far end of the city, where the armies were fighting against the Warden. But their weapons did nothing, as the warden could hear the tridents and spears coming so it just blocked it. But then all of a sudden, they heard the Warden roar! A squad of axolotl coated in black armour were shooting around the Warden silently, like ninjas. They slashed at the warden with daggers and swords, and one of them planted some kind of bomb onto the Warden, and it exploded, driving the warden back. The Warden retreated back into the abyss, and the city was saved by the ninjas. When the ninjas got back, Lichen thanked them.

“Hello, my name is Wave,” Wave said to the ninja axolotls.

“We are the Ninja Squad,” the ninjas said. “My name is Jet,” said the leader.

“How did you defeat the Warden!” Wave asked Jet.

“We use a variety of tools and gadgets, but we have been running low on supplies,” he replied.

“Let’s chat inside, shall we?” said Lichen.

“Ok” they all said.

Soon they were talking about strategies on how to defeat the Warden when Wave had a brilliant idea. “What if, your ninja squad trains more ninjas to defeat the Warden?” he said.

“That’s a good idea!” Jet and Lichen said together. And then they formulated a plan.”

“Okay,” Jack said, “that was pretty cool. Anything with ninjas in it.” 

Kate laughed, and Mom called them up the line for a snack.
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Chapter 1

“Look over there,” Jack shouted, pointing. “A chest!”

The Smith family followed Jack’s hand and sure enough, next to the ruined portal, was a chest.

Dad rolled his eyes. “Jack, here we are at the end of our long quest, having gone through all kinds of trials and tribulations, and you’re excited about a chest?”

Jack shrugged. “Well...yeah. It’s loot! That’s like the best part of the game!”

Kate shook her head and looked at Mom with a smirk.

Mom sighed. “Well, go on. See what it is.”

Jack didn’t hesitate and darted over to the chest.

“Be careful,” Dad said. “What if there are traps or something?”

Jack snorted. “This doesn’t look like a place with traps.”

He stepped right in front of the chest...and right onto a plate in the ground that went CLICK. He didn’t even have time to say ‘oops’ before a stone block with holes in it shot arrows out at Jack.

“GAH!” Jack shouted and leapt into the air, using his luck power. The arrows flew past him and straight at his family.

With impressively quick reflexes, Dad shoved Kate out of the way and swirled around to grab Mom, holding her close and keeping himself between her and the arrows.

“OUCH!” He rubbed his butt where the arrow was sticking out and pouted. “Seriously, what is it with my butt and arrows?”

Jack chuckled. “Maybe it’s your stinky butt.”

“Bruce is the one that stinks, though!” Dad objected.

“Meow,” Bruce said, arrow free.

Jack shrugged. “Sure, but Bruce is an ultimate ninja. It’s really hard to shoot him.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

Dad rolled his eyes. “Anyway, now that we’ve established there aren’t traps...” He looked down his nose at his son. “What's in the chest?”

Jack activated his luck power again, draining his whole hunger bar before opening his chest. His stomach growled loudly. Mom gasped. “Oh, dear!”

Dad rolled his eyes. “It’s okay honey, he’s just using his power.”

“Hmph, you know how I feel about hungry children.” Mom crossed her arms.

Jack popped open the chest, his eyes going wide. “Wow! So much gold stuff.”

Dad’s eyes went wide. “Did you say gold?”

Jack nodded, and pulled out an enchanted golden chestplate, “It has projectile protection IV on it.”

Dad sighed. “That would have been nice about two minutes ago.” He rubbed his sore butt. “Oh well. It’ll fit nicely in my collection.”

Mom cocked her head. “Wait, what collection?”

Dad grinned. “I’m collecting gold armor! I have lots of different enchanted boots right now, but I’m hoping to get a full set of every enchantment.”

Mom scrunched up her face. “Seriously?”

Jack ignored them and pulled out the rest of his loot: a gold ingot, a bell, several gold nuggets and a glistering melon slice.

Mom gasped. “I need that for brewing! I can finally make health potions with that.”

“And you won't have to use my gold nuggets,” Dad mumbled.

Mom whirled on him. “What was that?”

Dad winked at her. “Nothing dear. I love you.” She gave Dad ‘The Look.’

“There’s something else, there at the bottom. Kate motioned to the chest.

Jack peered in and pulled out a piece of paper. “It’s a map.”

“A map?” Kate asked.

Jack nodded. “Yeah. Looks like it’s a map of the jungle we’re in. Whoa! I’ve never seen that before.” Jack pointed at something on the map.

Kate’s eyes went big, and she moved to examine the map over Jack’s shoulder. “What is it?”

“There's a picture of an enderman head deeper in the jungle.”

Kate gasped. “We haven't seen any endermen yet. Mom, Dad, can we go check it out? It doesn’t look that far away.”

Mom and Dad looked at each other. “What do you think?” Dad asked.

Mom shrugged. “I suppose since we’re leaving soon, they could go check out one more thing. Besides, who knows what we’ll find through the portal. I’d like a little time to make potions and things.”

“Yay!” Jack and Kate shouted together and ran off, map in their hands.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a curious voice said from behind Mom and Dad. “Oh...too late, they’re already gone. Fast little guys, they are.”


Chapter 2

Jack and Kate were racing through the jungle. Bruce rode on Jack’s shoulders while Fang and Kate's new parrot followed along. They were weaving through trees and brush, and each had nearly met a tree face-first once or twice.

“Let’s get to the treetops,” Jack suggested.

Kate nodded, and in no time at all, they had built a set of dirt steps to reach the top of a tree. They turned all around, spinning in a complete circle, to see what they could find, but jungle stretched as far as they could see in every direction.

“This is a huge jungle,” Kate said.

“I’ll say,” Jack said, holding the map up. “Whatever it is should be...that way.” He pointed. They peered in the direction the map showed, but still couldn’t see anything but trees.

“Let’s go.” He folded the map and it disappeared into his inventory as he leapt from one treetop to another.

“Show off,” Kate mumbled, and placed a few dirt blocks, making a small bridge between the trees that she and Fang could walk on. The parrot flew behind them. They traveled that way for a while, when Kate stopped them, her head cocked. “You know what? I haven’t seen hardly any mobs.”

Jack paused, his face scrunching up in thought. “Well, yeah, they’re not usually on top of trees.”

“But even before when we were running on the ground. I didn’t see any.”

“You’re right—that is weird. There’s usually all kinds of things in a jungle.”

“Yeah.” Kate frowned. “I really wanted to see a panda and an ocelot before we leave.”

“Should we go back down to the ground?”

“Sure, let’s try that.” Kate mined the leaves she stood on and fell to the ground with a thunk. Fang leapt off, landing next to her, and her parrot flapped down to her shoulder.

“I really need to come up with a name for you,” Kate said, gently stoking its feathered back. She pulled out some seeds and handed them to the bird, who munched away happily.

“Mighty Talon!” Jack shouted.

“What?” Kate asked. Eyeing her brother like he’d gone crazy.

“The parrot. You should name it Mighty Talon.”

Kate shook her head. “I thought I told you, you don’t get to suggest names anymore.”

“Awwww,” Jack looked down. 

“Well, all your suggestions are like ‘Fleshripper’ or ‘Battlebird’ or—”

“Oooh! Battlebird is cool!”

“Ugh, Jack no. He’s a sweetie.” She patted the parrot again and it nuzzled her hand with its head. “He needs a nice name.” 

Jack snorted. “Your names are so boring, though.” Jack imitated his sister’s voice. “Flower, or Rose, or Perry...”

“Perry!” Kate snapped her fingers. “That’s a good one! Perry the parrot.”

“Perry!” the parrot squawked.

“See? He likes it! Don’t you Perry?”

“Perry!” the parrot squawked.

“Oh brother,” Jack said with a sigh. “Now it’s like a Pokémon, just saying its own name.”

“Well then, you should like him. You love Pokémon.”

“Perry!” the parrot squawked.

“Good boy, Perry.” Kate handed it some more seeds.

“Just because he says it doesn’t mean it’s a cool name. If I get a parrot, I’m definitely going to name it Battlebird.” Jack shook his head. “Come on, let’s keep going.”

They walked through the jungle this time, and Kate kept her eyes peeled for any other animals, but the jungle was quiet. “This is so weird,” she mumbled. “Where are all the mobs?”

Jack shrugged. “I know we saw some when we first got in the jungle, but the closer we get to this thing on the map, the weirder it gets.”

They pushed through, finally arriving at the spot on the map. Jack recognized what it was as soon as it came into view.

“It’s a jungle pyramid!” he shouted.

Kate put her hands on her hips. “Pyramid? A pyramid is a triangle, Jack. And that...” Kate pointed to the large structure in front of them, “is not.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “I didn’t name it.” He gestured at it. “Jungle pyramid temple thing. Whatever it is, let’s go check it out.”

Kate nodded. “Alright, but we should be careful. The way it showed up on the map is really weird.”

They walked to the entrance, and Kate turned to Fang. “Fang, you stay here and bark if you see anything weird.” Fang whined, but sat down and looked all around like the good boy he was.

Kate patted him on the head. “You’re the best boy,” she said with a kiss to his snout before she and her brother walked through the entrance.


Chapter 3

Mom and Dad whirled around to see the new voice. Standing there, in his blue and gold hooded robe, with two matching llamas, was a wandering trader.

The man tipped his head to them. “Hello hello hello. I am Oogie. Would you like to make a trade?”

“Oogie?” Mom asked.

The trader nodded. “Yes indeed, that is my name.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “That’s...a unique name.”

The trader shrugged. “Oh no, not for my family. We are a family of traders. There’s me, and my brother Boogie, and sister Foogie. Then my aunt Bonny and uncle Binny, my cousins Trudy, Rudy, and Frudy. Then there’s my other aunt, Nollie and uncle Ollie, and their kids Auggie, and—”

“Auggie?” Dad asked. 

The trader nodded. “Oh yes. Auggie and I were quite close. He’s my favorite cousin, but I haven't seen him in many moons.” He sighed. “He hasn’t come home to visit in a long, long time.”

“We know a wandering trader named Auggie,” Mom said, eyeing the visitor. “He talks kind of like you, too.”

Oogie’s eyes went wide. “You do? Is he about this tall?” He motioned with his hand to the top of his own head.

“Uh...yes...” Dad said.

Oogie clapped “Oh my! Does he have blue robes?”

Dad looked at Oogie in his blue robes. “Yes...”

“And green eyes?” Oogie continued.

Mom looked at Oogie’s green eyes. “Yes...”

“Oh! It must be him!” Oogie clapped. “I have wanted to share tales with him ever so much! Please, do tell me. Do you know where he was last?”

Mom and Dad looked at each other, then Dad pointed in the direction of the Kingdom village. “He’s staying in the huge village with the castle, that way.”

“Oh, I know that village well. I have passed it many times,” Oogie said. “But why would Auggie be in an abandoned village?” His eyes grew wide. “Is he in trouble? Does he need help?”

“It’s certainly not abandoned anymore,” Mom said. “In fact, it’s a huge, thriving village. Maybe the biggest you’ve ever seen. I imagine you’d find Auggie doing quite well there.”

Oogie smiled and his eyes sparkled like emeralds. “Oh my. Well then, I shall have to get myself right down there. I have wandered this area for too long as it is.”

“Yeah,” Dad said, eyeing the trader. “Why are you out here, anyway? There’s like...nothing around here. And how did you find us?”

Oogie shrugged. “We wandering traders are very good at finding people to trade with. Very good indeed. But why am I out here? Well, I’m a little different than most of my relatives. I seek treasure to trade: curiosities and strange things unknown and never before seen!”

“Oh my,” Mom said. “What do you have? I would love to see.”

Oogie cleared his throat. “Oh well, er, well...uhm...I don’t actually have anything right now. I was out here looking for the ruins of a pyramid that, if my research is correct, might contain something. Something very curious. The very pyramid, I imagine, the others in your group ran off to see. But this jungle was just too spooky. Usually there are all kinds of monsters to run away from, but this jungle has next to nothing. Nary a spider or a sheep. Honestly, it spooked me enough to leave. Until I noticed you were here, that is.”

Mom looked at Dad. “Should we be worried about the kids?” 

Dad thought about it for a moment, then sighed. “We forget to set our respawn points, so we could lose some time if they poof...but they’re strong, and they have Bruce with them.”

Oogie’s eyes went wide. “Respawn points?” He gasped, eyeing Mom and Dad much too close for comfort. “No, no, no. It cannot be! You are respawners?”

Mom and Dad nodded. “We are,” Dad said. 

Oogie gasped again. “The legend is true! I thought you were very strange, but I had no idea just how strange you were.”

“Hey,” Mom said, crossing her arms. “We aren’t strange.”

Oogie pointed at her. “You have strange clothes.”

Mom looked down at her apron. “Oh well, I guess that is a bit different than a villager.”

Oogie pointed at Dad’s face. “Your poor nose is so tiny!”

Dad chuckled and felt his nose. “Okay yeah, maybe that's a bit different, too.”

“You are out in a spooky, dangerous jungle, and not acting scared at all!” Oogie said.

Mom frowned. “Okay, I suppose that's true. Villagers aren't known for leaving villages much.”

Oogie pointed at the horses and Donkey, then at Stompy. “And you have a ravager!”

Dad coughed. “Alright, alright. We get it. We are the strange ones.”

Oogie laughed. “I meant no disrespect; I am happy to trade with anyone.” His eyes lit up like emeralds again. “Do you strange people have any strange things to trade?”

Mom sighed, but ignored him. “Since you’re here, would you like to stay for dinner? I was going to make chicken teriyaki and tempura vegetables.”

Oogie clapped his hands and bounced on his feet. “Oh my, what strange sounding foods! Please, respawners, show me your strange and wonderful meals!”


Chapter 4

“I’ve never been in one of these,” Kate said as they entered the jungle pyramid.

“Me either,” Jack said. “I never found one before.”

The jungle pyramid was built out of cobblestone and mossy cobblestone, with long vines growing all over it. It smelled musty and old and like nothing had stepped foot in it in ages. There was no sign of anyone, and the kids couldn’t find any tracks on the floor.

Directly ahead of them were stairs leading down, and on either side of those were smaller sets of stairs leading up. They slowly walked around the stairs, following a path that led them in a circle and brought them back to where they started.

“Hrmph,” Kate said. “So far, this is kinda lame.” 

Jack smirked. “We’ve barely explored it. Let’s go upstairs first.” 

“You first,” Kate said, gesturing to the stairs.

Jack ran up, taking the stairs two steps at a time. Kate stuck close behind him.

Sure enough, the upstairs was disappointing as well. It was simply a small room with a window looking out on the jungle. No furniture, no chests, no mobs.

“Hmm.” Jack frowned. “This isn’t as cool as I thought it’d be.”

Kate took a moment to look out the window, admiring the trees. “Yeah, it’s kinda lame.”

Jack sighed and shrugged. “Well, should we go down, then?”

In response, Kate walked down to the first level, then down the steps leading deeper into the pyramid. Jack followed, and they found themselves in a narrow hallway. One side lead to a turn they couldn’t see past, and the other side lead to a dead end, with three switches on the wall.

“Oooh! Switches!” Jack bounced up and down.

“Hold on, Jack, it might be some kind of trap.”

Jack shrugged. “What's the worst that could happen?”

“Jack...”

He flipped the first switch. Nothing happened.

“Jack!” Kate groaned.

He flipped the middle switch. Kate flinched. Nothing happened.

He flipped the last switch. There was a kathunkthunk noise from somewhere in the pyramid.

A wide grin lit up Jack’s face. “That did something. Let’s go check it out!”

They walked down the hallway together, turning at the intersection. The next hallway was a jumble of mossy cobblestone, the walls full of divots. They made their way down the path when suddenly an arrow shot out of the wall directly in front of them, hitting Jack square in his square shoulder. “Ow! What the Nether?”

“Nether!” Perry squawked.

Another arrow shot out, hitting him again, flashing him red.

Kate screamed and dashed back the way they’d come, Jack following. No more arrows followed them, and they peeked their heads around the corner. There was nothing there.

“AAAAAH!” Perry squawked, imitating Kate's scream. Jack and Kate both jumped.

“Darn bird!” Jack said. “Dad’s going to love having something else that screams.” He shook his head.

“Shhhh, it’s okay Perry. Don’t listen to him. He couldn’t even keep a goldfish alive.”

“Hey,” Jack said, sticking his tongue out at Kate. “That was a low blow.”

Kate shrugged.

Jack rolled his eyes and took Bruce off his shoulders. The cat yawned, his pearly white fangs poking out. “Hey buddy, can you go down that hallway and see what's shooting at us?” 

Bruce yawned again. He’d been snoozing the entire time. He snorted, licked a paw, and casually walked down the hallway. Jack and Kate stuck their heads around the corner to watch.

As soon as Bruce made it past a certain point, there was a flash of red and an arrow shot out of a hole in the wall. Of course, Bruce was a cat, and not human-sized, so the arrow shot right over his head. He sat down and started cleaning himself.

“Oh, I see it!” Jack said, pointing as he jerked his head out of the way of another arrow. “There’s a launcher in the wall.”

Arrow after arrow shot out of the wall mounted launcher as Bruce cleaned his paws and head and tail while sitting on the tripwire. Each time an arrow fired there was a click click sound, and soon enough the sound went off, but no more arrows came out.

“I think it’s out of arrows,” Jack said. He walked into the hallway and rubbed the cat’s head. “Good job, Bruce.”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said with a kitty shrug. 

They continued down the hallway and came to another corner that led to a dead end—and a chest on the ground.

“Oooh! A chest!” Jack ran over to open it. He stepped on a tripwire and a launcher in the wall directly above the chest fired, hitting Jack in the chest and flashing him red.

“Ow!” Jack shouted as he stumbled back, activating the tripwire again, taking yet another arrow.

Kate giggled. “You're almost as much of an arrow magnet as Dad.”

Jack huffed, looking down at the ground and finding the tripwire. He looked at Bruce. “Why didn't you warn me about that?”

Bruce licked his paw. “Meow.” He sauntered up to the window to lie in the ray of sunlight beaming through.

Jack sighed. “Right, right. A ninja should know better. I’ve got to play smarter and pay more attention to my surroundings.”

“Yeah, all they have to do is show you a chest and you’re done for.”

Jack scowled at his sister. He spun around, inspecting the area thoroughly. “Look, redstone dust. I bet this makes a circuit to the launcher.” 

“Well, don’t pick it up. What if it’s part of whatever the switches do? We need to figure that part out,” Kate said, with her hands on her hips. 

“But I want the chest...” Jack moaned.

“Didn’t you just say you needed to play smarter?” Kate rolled her eyes. “Just open the launcher and pull out the arrows.”

“Oh! Great idea!” Jack did so, and the tripwire became useless. “When we find out whatever those switches do, I want to come take these launchers. They’re cool.” He activated his power and opened the chest. He pulled out several horse armors and a handful of emeralds. “Huh, nothing too exciting in here.”

“Let’s go figure out those switches,” Kate said.

They completed another full inspection of the small, unimpressive pyramid, memorizing every nook and cranny.

“Okay,” Kate said, “I’ll flip the switches and you tell me what you see.” Jack nodded and climbed to the top level. “Here we go!” Kate said, and there was the kathunkthunk sound.

Jack looked all around but couldn’t see anything different. 

“Try again!” Jack shouted as he ran up the stairs. Kathunkthunk. The sound was definitely coming from this room. He scouted around until he finally saw something. A hole in the floor opened, as well as a hole in the ceiling, all the way through the upper level, which let in sunlight.

“There's something here! A hole in the floor!” Jack peered in and saw a line of redstone dust and a chest. “Oooh! I bet there’s treasure down there.”

“Jaaaaack! Wait!” Kate yelled.

Jack did not wait.

He walked right under the hole in the ceiling the light from the sun was shining through. The tripwire he forgot to look for—again—activated, and the block underneath him suddenly moved. A beam of pure, black light shot out of the ground and enveloped him.


Chapter 5

Jack was launched into the ceiling by the beam of black light. The light spluttered and winked out, and Jack dropped to the ground.

“Ouch.”

He was down to a single heart, and he quickly pulled out a golden apple and munched it down. Bruce ran over to Jack and bit him on the ear. “Ow! What? Darn cat!” Bruce ran back towards the entrance, and Jack chased after him, ready to give him a piece of his mind.

There was a rumble as the block that had shot a beam of black light descended, leaving a large hole in the floor. Jack paused to look at the hole, then back at Bruce. “Did you know that was going to happen, buddy?”

Bruce licked his paw.

“Jack, are you okay?” Kate asked, breathing deeply as she made it up the stairs.

Jack turned to her, the world spinning for a moment. “Yeah, I...” He sat down. “I have no idea what that was, but it was not fun.” He shook his head and saw double for a moment. “Whoa...” he placed his hand on his head.

Kate knelt down and put her hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright? Should I go get Mom?”

Jack shook his head. “No, just give me a minute...” He suddenly had a splitting headache, the worst he’d ever had, and felt something weird, almost like when he used his luck powers. Without knowing exactly what he was doing, he activated the trigger.

His full hunger bar plummeted down to a single chicken leg and Kate gasped.

Sitting right next to Jack, was...another Jack. Jack looked at Jack.

“Uhhhh that's weird.” Jack waved, and the other Jack waved, too. Jack noticed his hunger bar deplete to nothing and the other Jack disappeared.

“What the heck was that?” Kate yelled, startling Jack.

“I have no idea,” Jack whispered, shocked. He munched down a steak. He tried to activate that mental trigger again, but nothing happened. “I think it was something I did...”

“You mean, you made another you? I can barely handle one brother, let alone two.” Kate crossed her arms. “I don’t think I’m okay with this. It certainly isn’t normal. I’m not sure you should even be trying...”

Kate paced the small room back and forth, words spewing from her mouth, making little sense.

Jack ate another steak to top off his hunger bar then tried again. Another Jack appeared next to him.

The other Jack looked just like him and even had a Netherite sword like him. Jack munched down another steak to increase his hunger bar to see if the duplicate would last longer.

“That’s so creepy!” Kate said and poked the other Jack. Other Jack ignored the poke. “Does it do anything?”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce’s fur stood up all over his body, making him look like a porcupine. The kids spun to see what Bruce was looking at. Something was coming out of the hole in the ground where the beam of black light had shot up. Kate put her hand on Jack—the real Jack—and they watched as a head appeared from the hole. It was square, of course, and black and white and green, with glowing purple eyes.

“What the heck is that?” Kate shouted as she backed up, pulling her brother with her. The creature came out of the hole, fortunately, not only a head. Attached to the head was an extra-long torso and extra-long arms standing on extra-long legs.

“It’s some kind of zombie enderman!” Jack shouted. Bruce was hissing like crazy, spitting and bouncing with his hair still on end. The other Jack wasted no time in launching into an attack. Kate and Jack were shocked as the clone went to town swinging, its cloned netherite sword swinging in a vicious attack that didn’t look anywhere near as accurate or strong as normal Jack’s, but still did the job.

The zombie enderman was freaky looking. It was the normal enderman black, except with large green and white splotches on it like a zombie. It took another hit from Jack’s clone and flashed red. With a vwooooop it teleported, shocking Jack and Kate as it appeared right next to them and swung its arm out, smacking Jack and sending him flying and flashing red.

Jack’s eyebrows creased in anger as he caught his footing, sliding to a stop. “Get it! We’ll make quick work of it—there’s only one!”

Jack had to eat his words right away as another vwooooop sounded, and another zombie enderman popped out of the hole. Then another vwooooop, vwooooop, vwooooop, as more of them poured out like candy from a candy machine. But way less sweet.


Chapter 6

“I think we broke him,” Mom whispered to Dad.

Dad looked over at Oogie, who was staring at the small shelter they had built in no time out of stone blocks from their inventory. He hadn’t stopped spluttering and pointing.

Dad chuckled. “It’s always funny when a Minecraft native sees us build for the first time. Wait until he tries your food. I’m still disappointed I don’t get to barbecue.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “You’re always disappointed when you don’t get to barbecue. And teriyaki sounds good! Besides, the kids eat their vegetables without complaining when I make them tempura-style.”

Dad grinned. “True, anything battered and fried is delicious. Even veggies. Remember deep-fried Oreos at the fair?”

Mom scowled at his veggie comment then made a sour face. “Yuck, I can’t believe you ate those. But that was nothing compared to the deep-fried butter on a stick.” She crossed her arms and huffed out a breath. “SO gross.”

Dad tossed his head back in a laugh. “It wasn’t gross! You should have tried it.”

Mom simply raised an eyebrow at him and shook her head. “Anyway, we should probably fix our new friend.”

Dad chuckled and walked over to Oogie, who was still staring in awe at the small structure they had built. It wasn’t fancy, just a box made from stone with some windows and a door.

Of course, Mom wouldn’t let it stay that way. Even if they only stayed in it a night, she’d add some decorations or furniture. “You may think function over form,” she had told Dad one time when he asked about it, “but I think it’s important to have pleasant surroundings. No reason we can’t have both. It can provide shelter and look good doing it.”

“Would you like a pen for your llamas?” Dad asked as he walked up to Oogie.

Oogie, who hadn’t blinked in a long time, shook his head like he was trying to wake up. “Oh my goodness, yes. Holding onto their leads all the time can be so tiresome. This...this is amazing...” He waved up and down at the house, his jaw slowly dropping open again.

Dad shrugged. “Nah, it’s just a small house. Wait until you see what’s happened at the village with the castle. Now THAT is amazing.” Dad thought back fondly to the big, beautiful wall and other improvements the villagers had put together. “Give me just a moment.” Dad whipped up some fencing in the crafting table and put a pen together for the llamas in minutes.

Dad dusted off his hands and opened the gate, gesturing for Oogie. The wandering trader put the llamas inside and smiled at Dad. “I have seen many wonderful things in my life—many strange and wonderful things—but this is truly momentous. Respawners are amazing.”

Dad smirked. “You could do all that too, you know. You just have to try.”

Oogie shook his head. “Oh no. No, no, no. I could never do anything like that. It’s amazing.”

“In the kingdom village, most of the building is done by villagers. Even Auggie has crafted some stuff.”

Oogie’s mouth dropped open. “Truly? I must visit him!”

Dad led the trader into the house, and sure enough Mom had already whipped together some chairs and a table. The trader had finally stopped staring in awe at everything and sat and talked with the Smiths.

“You are not worried about your friends that ran off?”

Dad chuckled, and pointed at Mom, “Oh, I’m sure she is—”

“Hey,” Mom said, scowling playfully at her husband. “It’s a mother’s job to worry.”

Oogie gasped again. “Those were children? And you let them run off into danger?”

“Oh, I'm sure they're fine. They can take care of themselves,” Dad said, crossing his legs.

Oogie shook his head. “Respawners are very strange. To let children run into danger—what is that amazing smell?”

Mom smiled as she set down a plate of food in front of the trader.

“Thank you for the kind words.”


Chapter 7

“Get out of the temple!” Jack shouted. “There’re too many to fight in here!”

Kate didn’t disagree and ran outside as fast as her legs would carry her. Jack followed with Bruce hot on his heels.

“Fang! Get ready!” Kate shouted as she ran past the wolf who faithfully sat at the entrance to the jungle pyramid. Fang barked once and followed, his hackles up.

The jungle pyramid was nestled in a small clearing, so they were able to get a little elbow room to fight once they got out.

There were a half dozen of the zombified endermen, all running and teleporting after them. Jack stopped, letting Kate get some distance so she could fire her arrows. His hunger bar was depleting quickly, and he realized his clone was still active and fighting inside the building. He engaged the first zombified enderman, slashing at it with his knockback netherite sword. It connected, knocking the zombified enderman back, but in a vwooooop it was right back in Jack's face, attacking. “Gah!” Jack yelled, startled and frustrated at the teleport. It didn’t seem like a fair skill.

Bruce wasted no time leaping off Jack’s shoulder to attack. He sailed through the air, claws out, expecting his attack to land perfectly, as usual. But with a vwooooop the enderman teleported away before the ninja cat could land.

Bruce's ears twitched. He took off and ran towards the next closest zombified enderman, leaping at it. Vwooooop. Again, it teleported away before he landed. Bruce's tail twitched and swished. This was going to be more challenging than he thought.

Kate had some distance now, and spun around, taking aim at the zombified enderman closest to Jack. She fired, and the arrow flew straight and true, then vwooooop—the zombified enderman teleported away just before it hit.

Kate facepalmed. “Jack! You can’t hit endermen with ranged attacks!”

Jack was furiously dodging, activating his luck power to avoid the attacks of his assailants. His hunger bar dropped to nothing and there was an explosion like a firework rocket inside the pyramid, catching his attention.

“What the heck?” He didn’t have time to wonder further as a zombified-enderman’s arm slammed into him, flashing him red and sending him flying.

His hunger bar was empty, and he knew that was going to be a problem. As fast as he could, he pulled out a stack of cooked pork. They weren't as good as freshly made, but he wasn’t worried about that. He needed his hunger bar filled. With a huge, enthusiastic bite, he chomped down a pork, his hunger bar filling almost to full. He quickly used his luck power and dodged the next attack of an enemy. 

Kate was annoyed. Deeply annoyed. Here were a bunch of enemies to fight, and once again Jack was going to be the star. She couldn’t do anything against the endermen. Jack had his new cloning power, and his luck power, and she didn’t have any powers that would be...She groaned out loud.

With a brief moment of concentration, she waved and Perry the parrot was covered in a glowing shell of enchantment. “Perry! Swoop in and attack those endermen!”

Perry launched off her shoulder, and the parrot that couldn’t normally hurt anything, slashed its magically empowered claws against the zombified enderman above Jack, flashing it red.

“Alright!” Kate shouted, fist-punching the air.

“Now let’s see what else I can do.” She dug through her inventory and saw the tipped arrows Rara had given her. The castle armory had a bunch of different kinds, though the supply was pretty small. A grin spread across her face.

“Jack, this might hurt a bit.” 

Jack looked over at Kate, wondering what she was talking about when he saw her aiming directly at him. Before he could protest, a dark red arrow came flying towards him. He was so shocked Kate would shoot him in the middle of a fight that he forgot to dodge.

“Ow!” he shouted, “why would you—” He cut off when he noticed the square box with a sword showing up, showing his strength had been buffed. “Oooh! Awesome Kate! You’re like Hawkeye from the Avengers!” 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Just keep fighting. We forgot to set our respawn points, so if we poof, we’ll end up pretty far back.”

Jack grimaced at that thought, and leapt towards the closest zombified enderman, activating his luck to score a critical hit. Vwooooop the zombified enderman teleported away just as his sword was about to land.

“Ugh,” Jack mumbled. “They must consider any attack where someone is in the air a ranged attack.” He swirled around in a circle, his sword slamming into the zombified enderman that had appeared behind him. “At least they're predictable.”


Chapter 8

Kate was excited—this was a combat where she could really shine now. Sure, she didn’t have a ton of tipped arrows in stock, but she sure as heck was going to make more as soon as she could.

With careful aim, she fired, hitting Perry, and buffing him up. She noticed the parrot didn’t flash red when hit by her arrow and wondered if it was because of her buff. 

The effect on the bird was great. It slashed and pecked at the enderman it was attacking, hitting it over and over with enhanced strength. Finally, the enderman poofed and she sent Perry off to attack another one.

“Fang! Stick with Perry and attack the same one he attacks!” With a menacing growl, Fang was off, charging into the attack.

Jack was overwhelmed. Everywhere he turned there was a zombified enderman. He was burning through his food at a crazy fast pace as he used his luck power over and over to dodge the sneaky creatures. Even his luck power wasn’t enough, and he took hits occasionally. He grit his teeth. This was one of the most annoying combats ever. It’s not that he wasn’t strong or powerful enough, he couldn’t poof an enemy because every time he hit one, it simply vwoooooped away.

Help came in the form of Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop.) The cat darted in, not with his customary somersaults and leaps, but simply ran across the ground flashing at the legs of the zombified endermen on Jack’s flank. Two of them poofed—finally—giving Jack a chance to get away for a moment.

Bruce and Jack dashed up to the top of the pyramid, giving Kate more space to work with her arrows. He was getting shot now and then, and it hurt, but the buffs were worth it. Strength and quickness buffs made him an even faster ninja.

The time it took to get to the top of the pyramid allowed his hunger bar to refill, and he activated it, making a clone of himself.

A zombified enderman appeared right in front of him with a vwooooop and Jack leapt off the top of the pyramid, leaving his clone and Bruce behind to fight it. He landed on the ground and took off in a buffed sprint, whirling his sweeping edge netherite sword at a group of surprised zombified endermen. His attack landed, poofing one of them and vwoooooping the others away.

Perry took a hit and his buff shattered, the bird flashing red. Kate bit her lip in worry. Perry wouldn’t respawn.

“Perry come back!” She held out her arm for the bird to land on. While he flew towards her, she activated her power and buffed Fang, covering him in a glowing energy field. The wolf howled with joy, and she shot him with an arrow of quickness.

Once again, her buffed pet didn’t take damage from the arrow, and she smiled—her pet buffing ability was pretty awesome.

Fang charged towards a zombified enderman and chomped down on its leg, it vwoooooped away, but Fang was so firmly attached he went with it.

Jack laughed at the sight of the wolf teleporting with the zombified enderman and swung his sword while shouting, “Cyclone Slash!” and spinning in a circle. He was taking plenty of hits, and his hearts were really low. The problem was that with his luck power and his clone power draining his hunger bar, he couldn't eat fast enough to heal.

Bruce was enjoying this fight. Sure, he couldn’t leap through the air and pinball off his enemies because they seemed to just disappear, but he thought it was good to challenge himself once in a while. He wished he’d eaten a sword to enhance his deadly claws, but he was still doing well with his natural claws.

He ran across the roof of the pyramid, slashing at every enderman that popped up. It was like whack-a-mole, but with weird zombie things—and less whacking and more slicing.

Bruce didn’t think much of the fake Jack that was fighting with him. First off, he didn’t smell like Jack. He didn’t smell like anything, and that was just plain weird. Second, it didn’t fight like a ninja. It fought like a fake thing would. Simply slashing its sword at the enemy, like a robot with no regard to defense or style.

Bruce was all about style.

Bruce slashed a zombified enderman and it poofed away. He swished his tail in joy. Then another one popped up on the roof, catching the cat off-guard. Bruce was no dummy and knew how to use an enemy's strength as their weakness. He leapt up, slashing his claw at the creature, and it vwoooooped away, leaving Bruce unharmed.

Since there were no more enemies on the roof of the pyramid, the clone leapt off the top, landing on the ground. It charged into combat with Jack and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him, swinging wildly at zombified enderman. There were only three left now, and Jack was feeling much better about the fight. He was still hurting though, and his hunger bar was low. He used his luck power to evade an attack, backflipping out of the circle of enemies and leaving his clone alone.

His hunger bar bottomed out with that maneuver, and the clone exploded in a shower of sparks, like a firework rocket.

“Oh, that's what happened,” Jack said as he munched a golden apple to regain some hunger and hearts. Luckily the explosion must have caused a bit of damage as well, since one of the zombified endermen poofed along with the clone.

Fang charged in for an attack, and Kate canceled his buff to buff Perry now that the bird was all healed up. She sent him in to attack, and between her two pets, they poofed another zombified enderman.

Bruce leapt off the building, landing expertly and running into the skirmish—he wanted to get the last poof! He was too late, though, as Jack cleanly sliced through the last zombified enderman, collapsing to the ground, breathing hard.

“Holy...cow...” Jack said in between labored breaths. “That was a tough fight!”

“Holy zombified endermen, you mean.” Kate chuckled, standing over her brother.

He groaned.

“Eh, I didn’t think it was all that bad, but then again, I’m pretty awesome.” Kate smiled.

Jack gave her ‘The Look.’

She just laughed and did a victory dance, Perry landing on the ground to dance with her.

“OHMYGOODNESS HE’S SO CUTE!” Kate squealed. “He dances!”


Chapter 9

“Kaaaaaate... come on. I want to see if there’s treasure.” Jack had his arms crossed as he watched Kate playing with her parrot. It really was pretty cute watching the parrot dance around Kate as she danced and sang. But still. Treasure.

Kate sighed and lifted her arm; Perry flew up onto it then climbed on her shoulder. “Okay, let’s go see if there's treasure.”

“Yes!” Jack shouted and fist-punched the air. Then he got more serious. “You know, it’s weird how we haven’t seen any endermen before this, with all the time we’ve been here.”

Kate nodded. “Yeah, I think so, too. And the first time we see some, they’re zombified. I didn’t even know enders could zombify.”

“I don’t think they normally can,” Jack shrugged. “Just another strange thing about this world.” Something caught his eye, and he bent down and picked up a floating item. “Okay, this is really weird, too. Look.”

He held up what to Kate looked like an ender pearl, but instead of being fully green it had a white stripe through it, almost like quartz. “It says it’s a corrupted ender pearl? What does that even mean?”

Jack threw it and Kate gasped. “Jack, stop! What are you doing?”

Instead of teleporting to where the ender pearl landed, Jack fuzzed out like a television with a bad signal, then flashed back to normal.

“Oh gross. That didn’t feel good.” He held his stomach like he was going to be sick.

“Seriously Jack, why would you use something called ‘corrupted’?” She wanted to be angry with her brother, but she was just worried.

He shrugged. “I wanted to test it out. Can’t know unless you try.”

“Some things shouldn’t be tried!” Kate snapped.

“Sorry,” Jack said.

They moved around, picking up the rest of the corrupted ender pearls—four in total—before going back into the pyramid. The hole that had opened was still emitting a black beam of light.

“That looks like a beacon, doesn’t it?” Kate said.

Jack nodded. “It’s weird that it’s black, though. I wonder what it means. Remember the beacon in the nether castle? And the beam of light the ninjas saw in the forest? I’m starting to think beacons might be important. Or at least mean something.”

“Well, let’s see if that's really what is going on here. Let’s mine around it.” She pulled a pick out of her inventory, and Jack copied her. Together they mined the floor all around the beam of light and exposed a large room beneath the pyramid.

The room did not look like it belonged in a jungle pyramid

It was made of end stone. A pyramid made of purpur blocks sat at the base of the room, with a glowing beacon on top of it. Instead of a normal looking beacon, which looked like a softly glowing blue cube wrapped in a glass case, this one had a glowing black cube.

“Wow,” Jack said, his eyes wide.

“Wow,” Perry squawked.

“I’ll say,” Kate said.

“What should we do? Mine it out?” Jack asked.

Kate shrugged. “I don’t really know.” She looked all around, investigating the room for any clues of what might be going on. “What do you think this is? Some kind of prison or something?”

Jack, too, inspected the strange room. “Maybe? Maybe the enders turned into zombies and other enders kept them here to find a cure?”

“Like villagers?” Kate asked.

Jack nodded. “But that must have been forever ago. Before the big war with the witches and stuff.”

Kate's eyes went big, “Yeah! Then they must have gotten trapped here when the witches did whatever they did.” Kate nudged her brother with her shoulder. “Look at you, remembering history and stuff.”

Jack scoffed. “Well, yeah. Minecraft history is interesting. Not like stupid real-world history.”

“I disagree,” Kate said. “I find all history fascinating.”

They were silent then as they stared at the black beacon. Jack moved up close and put his hand on it.

Kate coughed. “Ahem. Remember the corrupted ender pearl?”

Jack rolled his eyes and activated the beacon anyway. He gasped when the beacon interface opened. “Oh wow.”

“Wow, wow, wow,” Perry squawked.

“What is it? Kate asked.

“The window for the beacon usually has slots you can add things to, to make it give off powers. But this one...all it says is ‘End Beacon’ and only has a question mark where it tells you which power it has. It also only has one slot to add things, but it’s empty.”

“Well, it gave you clone powers. Maybe I should touch it,” Kate said.

Jack nodded. “Yeah, maybe you’ll get a cool power too.”

Kate hesitantly went up to the beacon light and put her hand into it. Nothing happened. She pulled her hand back and frowned. “Rats.”

“Rats,” Perry squawked.

“Hmmm,” Jack said. “Maybe whatever was in the slot was used up when it hit me and gave me the cloning power?” 

“Who knows,” Kate said. “Let’s just get this and head back to Mom and Dad.”

They mined the beacon and the pyramid it was on, and the beam of black light disappeared.

Feeling confused, and a little disappointed, they climbed out of the strange room and headed back to camp.


Chapter 10

“This is the best thing I have ever eaten in my entire life,” Oogie said as he chomped down more vegetable tempura. “Words do not even come close to describing the wonderful taste of this meal.”

Dad snorted. “I mean, sure it’s good, but it’s no barbecue.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Not everyone is obsessed with barbecue, dear.”

“They should be,” Dad muttered quietly.

“What was that?” Mom asked.

“Nothing important, dear. I love you.” Dad blew her a kiss.

Mom shook her head. “I’m glad you like the food, Oogie. I'm sorry to say that I’m the only person we’ve met who can make these exotic dishes. But if you make it to the kingdom village, they have almost every kind of food you can normally find in the world.”

Oogie nodded. “Yes, yes, yes, I will very much be making my way there. I do so miss my cousin, and from what you have told me it is quite a sight to—” He was cut off as he stared out a window that faced deeper into the jungle, dropping the food in his hand to the floor.

Mom and Dad both turned to see what he was looking at. They gasped.

Off in the distance a beam of black light shot straight into the sky from the heart of the jungle.

“Oh. That’s probably not good.” Dad jumped up from the table and ran out the door.

Mom followed, Oogie hot on her heels. They watched the light for a moment when something clicked. “Honey, the kids!” Mom shouted.

Dad took a deep breath and nodded. In an instant he equipped a set of enchanted iron armor and a shield. “I’ll go get them.”

“Hold on,” Mom said, and handed him a small stack of golden apples. “Take these.”

Dad snatched the apples, gave her a quick kiss, and ran off into the jungle. Oogie stared after Dad. “Oh my, he’s a warrior too?”

Mom sighed. “When necessary.” She pointed at the beam of light. “Do you know anything about that?”

Oogie shook his head. “No, no, no. I certainly do not. It appears like the light from a beacon, but it is a strange color. Very strange color. There are many strange things about this jungle.” He shook his head. “I do hope they will be safe.”

“Me too,” Mom said as she chewed her lower lip.

***

Dad was running as fast as he could towards the light. It was odd there weren’t any mobs, but he was grateful for it. It made his run much safer and much quicker.

He heard an explosion from the direction of the light. “Oh man, that’s definitely the kids,” he muttered as he ran, pushing himself to sprint even faster. A bit later there was another explosion and he chomped down a porkchop to increase his hunger bar so he could keep running.

The light disappeared shortly after, and he didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Thankfully he made it to the source just in time to see it turn off from inside a strange, rectangular structure—like a toddler had done a poor job of stacking bricks. It was old and looked abandoned.

He dashed inside and hesitated when he came to stairs going both up and down. He was about to run down the stairs when Kate climbed out of a hole in the ground, Jack right behind her.

“Oh, hey Dad,” Kate said with a wave.

Dad sighed. “Now what kind of trouble did you guys get into?”


Chapter 11

“Trouble? Us?” Kate asked. “I think you mean Jack.”

“Hey!” Jack said as he pulled himself the rest of the way from the hole.

“What was that black light blasting into the sky?” Dad asked.

“Oh, that. Is that why you came running? It was just a mysterious end beacon we found after having an epic battle with some crazy zombie endermen,” Jack said.

Dad facepalmed, shaking his head. “I swear, we can’t leave you two alone for a single minute.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “Well, you were the one that sent us off to explore a mysterious thing on a map in the middle of a deep, dark jungle. So really it’s your fault.”

Dad raised an eyebrow.

Kate raised an eyebrow back.

Dad shook his head. That never would have worked on Mom. “Okay, let's get back to Mom. She’s probably worried sick. You can tell me all about it on the way.”

They walked back to the camp, the kids telling him all about their adventure.

“I think you’re right,” Dad told Jack. “There’s something to these beacons. I wish I knew more about this world; it might help us understand.”

“Well, we’re leaving though, right?” Kate asked. Dad was quiet. “Dad? Aren't we going through the portal to get home?”

Dad blew out a breath. “Yes, that is the plan. But...”

“I know,” Kate said. “It’s hard to want to leave when there are people that might need our help.”

“And a mystery to solve!” Jack said.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Dad said. “We’re still going through that portal. Sometimes we have to make decisions we don’t like. There are people at home, after all, that are missing us and likely worried sick.”

They made it back to base, where Mom was still out watching for them. She visibly relaxed when they came into view, her tension melting away. She waved as they got closer. “Hello kids. What kind of trouble did you get up to this time?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Dad already asked us that.”

“Hey, who’s that?” Kate asked, pointing at Oogie. “A trader? Does he have llamas?” She clapped her hands excitedly.

Oogie looked nervously at Kate. “I do have llamas. Why do you want to know?”

Jack chuckled. “She’s animal CRAZY. She probably just wants to cuddle and give them treats.”

“Hey,” Kate said, then cocked her head and shrugged her shoulders. “Actually, he’s right. I love animals.”

“Kate, Jack, don’t be rude. This is our guest, Oogie. He’s Auggie’s cousin,” Mom said. “Now, introduce yourselves.”

“Sorry,” the kids said at the same time.

“I’m Jack, nice to meet you,” Jack said.

“I’m Kate. Where did you say those llamas were?”

Oogie was flustered but being a wandering trader, he was used to meeting all kinds of people. “Hello hello hello. My llamas are over in the pen. It’s nice to—”

“LLAMAS!” Kate screamed and ran past him towards the pen.

“Are... are my llamas going to be okay?” Oogie asked Mom.

Mom laughed. “Yes. Though they might be a bit fatter by the time Kate is done.” She turned to Jack. “You kids need to reset your spawn points, it was very dangerous running off without doing that.”

“I know,” Jack said, “especially since we had to fight zombie endermen!”

Jack couldn't tell who looked more surprised—Mom or Oogie the wandering trader.

Mom gasped. “What now?”


Chapter 12

They all were sitting around the breakfast table, the kids having been exhausted and ready for bed as soon as night fell. Oogie was excited to have a comfortable bed to sleep on and a safe roof to sleep under. “I am usually running or drinking potions of invisibility at night to avoid all the monsters.”

Jack and Kate snickered, and Dad eyed them. “Kids, be nice.” He looked at Oogie. “We’re...pretty strong. There aren’t many monsters we worry about.”

Oogie nodded. “Yes, yes, yes, that I can tell. I can see you are quite the group. But even so, I must be leaving soon. A wandering trader must wander! I plan to wander towards my cousin. But before I go, I must ask. Would you like to make a trade?”

“Oooh! What do you have?” Kate asked.

“Oh, many things, oddities and curiosities. The most coveted item I have is a totem of undying. I traded an evoker in a mansion for it a long time ago. He wanted chocolate chip cookies, of all things.”

Mom nodded. “Good cookies are a real treasure.”

Jack shrugged. “Sure, cookies are great, but treasure is treasure.”

“I’ll remember that next time I make cookies,” Mom said.

“No, wait!”

Mom grinned at him.

“There aren't many things we want or can’t get pretty easily now,” Dad said, “and a totem of undying is useful but not that useful for us. Unless you have anything else really unique, I don’t think you’ll have anything we want.”

“Hmm,” Ooogie thought. “I do see what you mean. Yes, yes, yes, you would not want the normal things a villager might want. Perhaps...ah yes! How about this?” He pulled a book from his inventory. “I got this while exploring an abandoned village deep in the coldest part of the world, where the mountains reach all the way to the sky and strange creatures called goats launch at you with their horns.”

“We had a pet goat named Waffles,” Jack said. “But he was SUPER annoying, so we left him at the kingdom village.”

Oogie blinked. “You have seen goats?”

Dad took the book to look at the cover, excited it was something that might offer more clues to the world. He frowned when he saw it. “Ah, we already have one of these.”

Oogie’s eyes went wide. “You have a Codex of Seeds?”

Kate nodded. “Oh yeah. We love it! All kinds of great stories.”

Oogie put the book back in his inventory. “Well then, how about this!” He pulled out some netherite scraps. “I traded a strange looking pigman for these a long time ago, then he turned into a zombie and attacked me. I had to drink my potion and run away. It was the strangest thing I have ever seen.”

“Oh, we could definitely use those,” Dad said. “We don’t have much netherite.”

Oogie gasped. “You...you know what this is?”

Jack pulled out a netherite sword. “Shling!” He pulled out his other one. “And shling.”

Oogie looked at the swords, then the netherite scraps, then the swords again. “You can make stuff with this?”

Jack chuckled. “Yeah, it’s not easy though.”

“Alright, we’ll take those,” Dad said. “Do you have anything else interesting?”

“I have an enchanted book; it says it is for Piercing IV it is—” He didn’t get to finish his sentence when Kate squealed loudly. He covered his ears.

“I want it, Dad! I want it! Pleeeeease!” Kate screamed. “It would be so good for my crossbow!”

Dad held his hands over his ears as well. “Alright, Kate, yikes. We’d like that too, Oogie.”

Oogie grinned. “I could not tell that,” he said, sarcastically.

Dad blew out a breath. “Anything else?”

Oogie set the scraps and enchanted book on the table and looked through his inventory again. “Well, I do have something, but it’s just a diary, nothing important. On the other side of this jungle, I came across two village houses. One of them had a zombified villager in it, so I didn’t dare go inside, but in the other was this book. It has something to say about the Great Ender War.”

Dad’s eyebrows went up. “Hrm, that might be helpful, actually. We’ll take it. How much do you want for everything?”

A small smile appeared on Oogie’s face that he obviously tried to hide. “Well, since you’ve seen how good of a trader I am, how I am willing to go into many, many dangerous places to get wondrous things to trade, I think I would like five emeralds each for the netherite and the diary, and ten for the enchanted book.”

Dad cocked his head, then went to his shulker box and pulled out a handful of emeralds. “Done.”

Oogie’s eyes went huge and his mouth dropped. “You don’t even want to haggle with me?”

“Nah,” Dad said. “We don’t use emeralds all that much.”

Dad was surprised when Oogie looked angry. “That...that’s just not how it’s done! We must haggle!”

“What?” Dad said. “Why?”

“That’s how it’s done! Look at these fine items, I sacrificed life and limb to attain them, they are worth twenty emeralds for the lot!”

Dad was confused. Mom was hiding a smile behind her hand and the kids were watching like it was a movie. “Fine,” Dad said with a sigh. “I’ll give you nineteen.”

“What?” Auggie shook his head, annoyed. “No, you can’t go to nineteen, you have to haggle better than that. Look, go to ten.”

Dad sighed. “I’ll give you ten emeralds for the lot.”

Oogie threw his hands in the air. “Ten! Ten emeralds? My poor llamas are sick and starving and might not make it until the next day, and you want to give me ten measly emeralds?”

“I sincerely doubt your llamas are starving after Kate was done with them,” Dad said.

“No, no, no,” Oogie said. “Now you go to eleven. How do you not understand this as such worldly travelers?”

“Alright fine, I’ll give you eleven.”

Oogie crossed his arms. “Eleven! Eleven emeralds? I had to use three invisibility potions to get these items, do you know how expensive those are? Are you trying to rob me?”

“Fine,” Dad said, “Twelve.”

Oogie smiled a little. “Now you’re getting it. Twelve? If I gave these to you for twelve, I would have to sell to everyone for twelve. It would ruin me!”

“I thought you said these were unique and individual?” Dad said.

“Are you doubting the veracity of my claim? Are you calling me a liar? Twenty emeralds for you!”

“Alright fine. Seventeen,” Dad said.

Oogie lowered his voice again. “No, no, no. Now you go to fourteen.”

Dad sighed. “Fine, fourteen emeralds.”

Oogie pretended to study the items he was selling. “Fourteen? If I sell these to you for fourteen emeralds, I’ll only have rotten flesh to eat for a month! I couldn’t take an emerald less than seventeen.”

“But I was going to give you twenty...Fine, nevermind. Sixteen.”

“No, I’ll take twenty,” Oogie said. “Pleasure doing business with you. I’ll even throw in this gourd, for offering me such a fair trade.” He put a pumpkin on the table.

“Are you kidding me? Twenty is what we started with!”

Mom cleared her throat. “Honey, just give him the emeralds.”

Jack, Kate, and Mom couldn’t help it and burst out laughing at the whole scene.

Oogie wasn’t impressed.


Chapter 13

They waved Oogie off, after Mom loaded him up with food, of course.

Dad opened the book he bought from the trader. “Let’s see what this diary says.” It didn’t contain a lot of information, and it looked like it had been water damaged, the ink running on many of the pages, but he found one entry that was interesting.

“How has it come to this? Our alliance is dead. Not through treachery or betrayal, but through something much worse. A plague has afflicted our allies. It changes villagers, but it doesn’t poof them, it turns them into zombies.

Those who survive without becoming zombies do so at a terrible cost. Their skin turns gray, and they become overly violent. It is like they are not even themselves anymore. Being overly violent, you would think they’d attack the monsters coming out at night, but the monsters ignore them, and they ignore the monsters, and the poor villagers are now beset by those they once loved, as well as monsters.

It is a terrible thing to see.

They have abandoned the capital, where the plague started. Now my people have no one to trade with, and even worse, those that have stayed—the gray ones—attack us now. They come after us with crossbows and axes. Their arrows can’t hit us of course, but some of them have become very strong, one even has magic to summon flying enemies to attack.

One of these flying enemies struck down our captain, his ship crashing into the castle. A group of us have fled. Somehow our ability to return home has been negated. We are stuck in the overworld. Already we feel weaker...without our chorus fruits we will wither and die here in the overworld.

Our only hope is to get back home and soon. There is a portal to the nether nearby. If it is still operational, then we might be able to go through that dangerous place to get home. I miss my family. It was never supposed to be like this.”

There tears in Mom’s and Kate’s eyes after Dad finished reading.

“That’s the saddest thing ever,” Kate sniffed. Mom nodded, putting her arm around her.

Jack was frowning. “That must have been an enderman. I bet the crashed ship is the one in Rara’s castle.”

Dad was rubbing his chin. “Yeah, the way this makes it sound, there was some kind of plague that caused the illagers? It sounds like they were turned from regular villagers into illagers or something.”

“I wonder if one of those zombified enderman in the pyramid was the author?” Kate asked.

Mom gasped again. “How sad.”

Jack was thoughtful. “He said something about needing chorus fruit to survive on the overworld. I wonder if that’s how all endermen do it? And how do they even get to and from the end?”

Dad nodded. “It’s sad for sure. I don’t think there’s anything in there that can help us though, so we should probably focus on what we need to do next. We have a portal to fix and go through.”

Kate took a deep breath, shaking her head. “I know one thing, and I need Mom’s help with it.”

“Oh? What’s that dear?” Mom asked.

Kate pulled out one of her arrows of leaping. “I want to make a lot more tipped arrows.”

Mom clapped. “Oh good! I wanted to make some healing potions, too.”


Chapter 14

“Alright, well I guess Jack and I will work on repairing the portal,” Dad said. They left, talking about the diary as they walked to the ruined portal.

Mom grinned at Kate. “Let’s get to brewing!”

Kate grinned back.

They quickly built a brewing station so they could work together. “Okay,” Mom said when she was done setting up her second brewing stand. “I’ll use this one to make healing potions, but what do you need for your arrows?”

Kate was excited. Ever since her last fight she realized how useful it was to have many kinds of arrows. “I’m not sure honestly, but they look like they have the same effects as potions, so potions have to be involved somehow.”

Mom crossed her arms in thought. “Hmm. What kinds of arrows do you have?”

Kate pulled out all her special arrows and laid them on the bench. “I have...eight arrows of leaping, five arrows of strength—I used to have more, but I used them in the fight with the zombie enders.” She pointed to each arrow as she went down the line. “These eight are arrows are swiftness, these eight are weakness, these eight are slowness, and these twelve are poison.”

Mom nodded. “Alright then. I mean, I love making things with you, but you already have a lot of arrows and we’re almost to the end of our quest. Do we really need to make more?”

Kate shrugged. “You and Dad keep saying we’re near the end of the quest but who knows what we’ll run into. Better to be safe than sorry.”

“That’s a good point...Well, let me get a batch of healing potions going then we can start experimenting.” Mom went to work filling the first brewing stand with all the things she needed, and when it was happily bubbling away, turned back to Kate.

Kate pulled out a stack of plain arrows giving them to her mom.

“Well dear, here we go.” She started by pulling out potions she’d already made from her inventory and setting them up. Together they worked on the project, dipping arrows or pouring potions on them, even shooting the potions with an arrow from a crossbow. Nothing seemed to work.

Kate frowned. “This is super annoying.”

Mom shrugged. “I’m sorry, dear. Maybe it’s one of these other kinds of potions?” She pulled out a couple different potions she had in her inventory. “I got these from the castle armory, so I can’t make infinite amounts like I can regular potions.” She set them down, a splash potion of regeneration and a splash potion of slowness. “I can make these pretty easily; they are just a regular potion and some gunpowder.”

Kate nodded, and they began their experiments all over again. And again, they failed.

“I don’t get it,” Kate said with a scowl. “A splash potion seemed to make sense.” 

Mom frowned and shrugged. “There’s one other kind of potion I have. It’s rare though, and I don’t know how to make more. I only have a few and wanted to save them for emergencies, but I could spare the ones that I wouldn’t use.” She set out a couple bottles of lingering potion of weakness and one of lingering potion of slowness.

Kate gulped. It was one thing to try experimenting with things they could easily get but using up resources of rarer things made her nervous.

They began their experiments once again, using the lingering potion of weakness. They ran out of potion halfway in, and Kate nervously picked up the next one. She tried one of their experiments, of combining things in the crafting table and her eyes got huge. “It worked!”

She pulled out eight tipped arrows of weakness and showed her mom. Mom cheered. “Wonderful! Well, now we know how to make tipped arrows. If only we knew how to make lingering potions.”

“I bet the Codex will tell us,” Kate said.

“Oh, good idea!” Mom pulled out a few more lingering potions, one of strength, one of regeneration, and one of poison. “You make arrows out of these, and I’ll start looking through the Codex.”

“Are you sure?” Kate asked.

Mom nodded. “Of course, dear. I think you could use them much better than me.”

Kate grinned and got to work.


Chapter 15

“Let’s see what we’re working with here,” Dad said, eagerly rubbing his hands together.

“Looks like a ruined portal to me,” Jack said.

Dad blew out a breath. “Funny boy.”

“I know, right?” Jack said. “Soon I'll have jokes as good as yours.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Dad said. “Dad jokes are called dad jokes for a reason: because they come into your brain when you're a dad. You’ve got a long time until that happens.”

Jack put his hands on his hips. “So, you’re telling me my jokes aren't funny?”

Dad chuckled. “I didn’t say that. I just said that you’ll have good dad jokes when you're a dad. Don’t you know when a joke becomes a dad joke?”

Jack was excited to hear his dad's secrets. “No, when?”

Dad looked at Jack, with a straight face. “When it becomes apparent.”

Jack blinked. “Wait...what?”

Dad chuckled. “See? I’m so good at telling jokes, sometimes you don’t even get them.”

“That’s not good!”

“That’s just how good I am.” Dad shrugged. “Honestly, I’m pretty good at everything I do. I’m so good at sleeping, I could do it with my eyes closed.”

“Daaaaad.” Jack rolled his eyes so hard he felt dizzy.

Dad grinned. “Anyhow, I should probably get you some sneakers. I hear they’re a ninja’s favorite shoes.”

Jack smiled at that one.

“You know I have a book on anti-gravity? You should read it. It’s hard to put down.”

Jack kept smiling. He knew they needed to get to work, but he actually liked his dad’s jokes. Especially when Kate wasn’t there to whine about them.

“Which is faster, hot or cold?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Which?”

Dad smirked. “Hot, because you can catch a cold.”

“Haha!” Jack laughed.

“You know what else is slow? Snails. They’re kinda sluggish.” Dad was grinning from ear to ear now; he always knew Jack was just pretending to groan at his jokes but really loved them.

“Why do seagulls fly over the sea? Because if they flew over the bay, they’d be called bagels.”

Jack was really laughing now. “More!”

“I don’t trust stairs, they’re always up to something.”

“Bwaha!” Jack laughed.

“Do you want to hear a long joke?” Dad asked.

Jack nodded. 

“Okay... loooooooooooooong joke.”

Jack snorted out a laugh.

“You know, when you were a toddler your mom almost caught me playing with your train set by myself. That would have been embarrassing, so I threw a sheet on it and ran away. I think I covered my tracks.”

Jack was slapping his knee, bent over, sucking in air. He caught his breath and wiped his eyes. “Hooo okay, we should probably get to work before Mom comes after us.”

Dad nodded and turned back to the ruined portal.

Jack paused and turned back to his dad. “Did I tell you about my new power?”

Dad’s eyes went wide. “You got a new power?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah. I can make copies of myself. They don’t last very long, though.”

Dad turned to Jack, eyeing him carefully. “Really?”

Jack nodded. “It’s pretty cool. Do you know how cloning works?”

Dad shook his head. “Not really.”

Jack activated his power. His clone appeared and stood right next to him. “That makes two of us.”

Dad looked at Jack, then his clone, then back at Jack who was wiggling his eyebrows.

“Did you...Did you just make a dad joke?”


Chapter 16

“I don’t think your mom is going to like this,” Dad said, still cautiously eyeing the two Jacks.

“Why?” Jack said, looking at his dad questioningly. The other Jack did the same.

“It’s weird. And...” Dad lowered his voice to a whisper as if he would offend the clone. “And kind of creepy.”

Jack burst out laughing. “Yeah, she’s not going to like it at all.”

With another long look at the cloned Jack, Dad let out a sigh. “Okay. We really should get to work. Can your, uh...clone help us at all?”

Jack shook his head. “He really just kinda...stands there. Unless there are enemies around, then he can attack.”

Dad nodded. “Ahhh okay. It would’ve been nice to have an extra set of hands. Although another Jack...” Dad shook his head.

“Hey!”

Dad chuckled, hugging him. “I’m just kidding. Anyway, we need some obsidian. How much do we have?”

Jack pulled out the small stack they had left from making the portals back in the kingdom village. “I hope it’s enough.” He started filling in the rest of the portal. The portal was a larger one, not the normal 3x4 size. He had enough for the whole thing except for a single block.

“Aww, man.”

Dad sighed, pulling out a shovel. “Well, that’s a bummer. Guess we better get to digging.”

Jack cocked his head. “What? Why?”

“So we can get to obsidian?”

“Oh, we don’t need to do that. Remember?”

Dad thought about it for a bit. “Oh yeah! We could pour water over lava. I forgot. That’s MUCH easier.”

Jack nodded and they got to work. Luckily, Jack always kept at least one bucket of lava in his inventory. It was his favorite thing in Minecraft, after all. Soon enough, they had the portal completed, and they stood back to look at it.

“Well...” Dad said with a clap of his hands. “Looks like a portal.”

Jack snorted. “Should we activate it?”

Dad shook his head. “No, I think we should wait until we’re ready to go through. Who knows what we’ll find on the other side. I want to make sure everyone is ready for anything.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, that's probably a good idea. That’s why you’re the Dad and I’m the kid.”

Dad laughed and slapped Jack playfully on the shoulder. “Let’s go see how the girls are doing.”

“Wait,” Jack said.

Dad turned. “What?”

“I want to play a trick on Mom, okay?”

Dad narrowed his eyes. “You really think that’s a good idea?”

Jack shrugged. “It’s not going to hurt her or anything. It’ll just be funny!”

Dad looked torn. “I’m not sure I should have any part in this.”

“Pleeeeease?” Jack held his hands together like a prayer.

Dad shoved out a sigh. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

Jack told him as they walked back to the house and Dad grinned, “Okay, I'll help.”

***

Mom was in the house preparing lunch when a beam of sunlight appeared overhead.

“Huh?” She looked up—someone had mined one of the ceiling blocks. 

Jack’s head poked in. Of course it was Jack.

“Hi Mom!” He waved.

“Jack! What are you doing? You're ruining the ceiling.”

Jack hopped down from the hole in the ceiling. “Ninja training, Mom.” He grabbed a loaf of bread from the counter and munched it down. “It’s important.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Well, just remember to fix it when you’re done. And please don’t talk with your mouth fu—” She was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Who in the world could that be?” She strode over to the door and opened it, to find Jack standing at the entrance.

Mom’s eyes got big. She looked at Jack in the middle of the house, then Jack at the door, then Jack in the house, then Jack at the door.

“Two Jacks?...Two Jacks?” Her eyes fluttered closed and she put her arm over her face as if she was feeling faint. “Oh...oh my...” She collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

“Mom?” Jack asked. “MOM! Dad! Help!” He rushed to her side, touching her face and trying to wake her.

“What? What’s going on?” Dad, who had hidden to the side of the door and knocked on it for the clone, came running in. “Honey! Are you okay?” He picked up her head, placing it in his lap, and fanned her face. “Dear, wake up. Please, honey, it’s okay. Just wake up.”

Jack had a deep frown on his face, filled with worry. What had he done?

One of Mom’s eyes popped open, then the other, and she smiled hugely. “Got you!”

She sat up and laughed and laughed and laughed.

Dad and Jack were too stunned to say anything. They just looked at her.

Mom lifted herself off the floor and wiped her hands on her pants. “What? Did you think Kate wouldn’t have told me about Jack's new power? I could smell a trick coming a mile away!”


Chapter 17

Jack was still high-fiving Mom at dinner that night. He appreciated a good prank, and she’d gotten him good. She had outdone him, that was for sure.

Dad was making barbecue, and they were enjoying some simple family time on what could be their last night in the game as they reflected over their adventures in Minecraft.

“I just want to tell you kids how proud I am of you. You’ve been so kind and helpful to everyone we’ve met. I’m just so happy to be your mom.”

Jack and Kate blushed.

“Alright everyone, barbecue is ready!” Dad said as he came in the door.

“Yay!” the kids yelled together.

They ate a delicious meal, and the kids even ate, without complaining, some of the vegetables Mom had made.

Dad cleared his throat as they were eating dessert—a family favorite: root beer floats. “Well family, are we ready to take this next step tomorrow?”

Mom took a deep breath in. “Yes, it’s time for us to get back home.”

Kate looked pensive. Mom rubbed her back. “What’s the matter, Kate?”

She frowned. “What do we do about our animals?”

Mom and Dad looked at each other, then back at Kate. “What do you think we should do with them?” Mom asked.

Kate shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re so far away from our village, we can’t just let them go.”

“Well, I mean, they are animals,” Jack said. “They know how to live in the wilderness. And mobs don’t attack them.”

A tear formed in Kate's eye. “I know. It’s just. Hard. I’m going to miss them all so much.”

Mom pulled her in for a hug. “I know, dear. Your heart is so big, and you care so much. Jack is right, though. Of all of us, they will probably be the safest.”

Kate cried softly on Mom’s shoulder. Even Jack looked sad as he gazed out the window at Midnight.

Dad crossed his arms. “Alright then, first thing tomorrow, we’re going to make all our animals a nice, safe area they can get in and out of. Maybe we’ll even plant their favorite treats. Then we are going through that portal.”

“Really?” Kate asked, her eyes lighting up.

Dad nodded. “Yeah, I figure we have a bunch of wood. We could make fencing and a safe pen for them without a gate so they can come and go as they choose. We can make a quick shelter for when it rains. Then we could place some water and plant some vegetables so they’ll always have something yummy to eat.”

“That’s a good idea, Dad. Thank you,” Kate said. Her eyes were still puffy and red, but she wasn’t crying anymore.

Dad put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Now let’s get to bed and get a good rest. We have a big day tomorrow.”

They went to bed, and even though the kids were nervous and excited about what the next day would bring, they fell asleep quickly. Even Bruce curled up next to Jack and went to sleep without his usual nighttime roaming.


Chapter 18

As soon as the sun rose, the Smith family was up and at ’em, working hard to make a little animal paradise. A large, fenced area, complete with a three-sided shelter, and filled with all kinds of planted foods and a small stream that went into a pond. Kate had made a special tree for Perry the Parrot, and he seemed to enjoy it.

They hugged their animals, Kate tearing up as she gave Lady a final hug and patted her on the neck. She whispered things to the horse, who knickered softly.

They left all their animals in the pen, grazing happily while Stompy stomped around outside of it. The hardest part was Kate having to tell Fang to stay. She reminded him over and over when she was gone, he could do whatever he wanted, and she really hoped he understood. His whining followed her out of the fence.

It was time.

They stood in front of the portal and Dad lit it up with a flint and steel. The portal was massive—much bigger than a standard one, and the purple glow was intimidating.

“How are we going to do this?” Mom asked.

“Let’s charge right in!” Jack said, sword out.

“We can’t forget gold armor. It is the Nether,” Kate said. Her face was still red from crying.

“Oh yeah, good thinking.” Dad equipped his full set of gold armor. “I’ll wear my shiniest!”

Mom rolled her eyes. “I had no idea how much you loved gold before we came here.”

Dad shrugged. “Me either! Though I’ve always thought those people who moved west for the California gold mines were fascinating.”

“Anyway,” Mom said, “should you go scout it out first to make sure it’s safe?”

Dad thought about it for a bit. “That’s actually a good idea. Who knows what we’ll find on the other side.” He took out his shulker box and put a bunch of stuff from his inventory into it.

“I want to go!” Jack said.

“Jack, why don’t you let your dad go first. Just in case.”

Jack crossed his arms. “I’m a ninja, Mom. I can handle anything.”

Mom gave him ‘The Look’ and he sighed.

“Fiiine.”

Dad nodded at them and took a deep breath. “Alright, here we go. I’ll be back as fast as I can.”

He jumped through the portal. The family waited anxiously, staring at the glowing, shifting, purple portal.

“Rutton sutton!” Dad shouted from behind them, inside their house. Everyone whirled to see Dad coming out of the house in his normal clothes.

“What happened?” Mom asked, holding her hands over her mouth in shock.

“Yeah, what happened?” Kate asked, her and Jack’s eyes wide.

Dad caught up to them. “Blazes... so many blazes. The portal leads to a Nether fortress, at the end of a long bridge. The entire thing was packed with blazes. They could barely even move there were so many of them. As soon as they saw me a million fireballs flew at me, and I was as good as barbecued—though not as tasty. But that’s not even the worst part...”

“What is it?” Mom asked. “What’s worse than that?”

Dad threw up his hands in frustration. “I lost my shiniest armor!”


Chapter 19

Jack's eyes were huge, he was nervous and excited at the idea of fighting off so many blazes. “There were that many?”

Dad nodded, a frown on his face. “Yeah, I saw some other things in there, too. In the few seconds before they poofed me, anyway. Some skeletons that had dark gray bones. I hadn’t seen those before, but there weren’t nearly as many. Only a handful. I also saw some regular skeletons. But the sheer number of blazes was just...It was impossible to count.”

Mom huffed. “Well, that is not at all what I was hoping for. What are we going to do now?”

Dad opened his shulker box and pulled out his stronger set of iron-enchanted armor, and a gold helmet, and put it all on. Then he took out two tower shields, equipping one in each hand. “Well first off, I should have gone in more prepared.”

Mom snapped her fingers. “Speaking of prepared, that reminds me.” She pulled out potions from her inventory, handing everyone a few. Then gave out stacks of golden apples and cooked pork, followed by healing potions. “This should help a lot for when we go in.”

“Wait,” Dad said. “You still want to go in after what I told you is behind that portal?”

Mom opened her shulker box, also getting dressed in her enchanted iron armor. “Yes, dear. We won’t let some floating fire monsters stop us from reaching our goal.”

Kate grinned. “Go Mom! I have an idea too. STOMPY!” she called over to the huge ravager. 

“What are you doing?” Jack asked. He had put on his enchanted iron armor, while handing Bruce some diamond armor and a diamond sword, and some golden boots, just in case. Bruce ate them up, his entire body turning the blue of diamond, and his claws growing longer and sharper and shinier, piercing through his new, golden paws.

“I think we should have Stompy charge through and open a path for us. He’s perfect for the job,” Kate said as Stompy stomped up to them. She patted his neck lovingly.

“Aren’t you worried about him getting hurt?” Mom asked.

Kate shook her head. “He’s a tough boy, and he’s used to war. Besides, if he poofs, he’ll just turn into an egg, and I can get him.”

Dad nodded. “That’s a darn good idea, Kate. I can use my charge attack also, to knock a bunch away, but I’ll want to protect Mom as much as possible since she isn’t used to combat.”

“I’ll be there to offer support,” Mom said. “Plus, I have these.” She held up a splash potion of weakness. “I’ll be able to help a lot now.”

Jack looked serious as he pulled out his two netherite swords. Sweeping edge and knockback would be awesome in this situation. “Are we ready?”

As one, the family drank their potions, getting faster, stronger and fire resistant. They were geared up for battle better than they had ever been.

“It’s shling shling time!” Dad yelled and jumped into the portal, shield first.

“Hey!” Jack said. “That’s my line!”


Chapter 20

Dad had his two tower shields pointed out to block as many attacks as possible. “You can’t stop me!” he shouted, activating his taunt ability.

The other side of the portal was just like Dad had explained. He stood on the end of a broken bridge, the bottom leading into lava and a soulsand valley. The bridges up in the air formed a long pathway into a fortress of nether brick.

Along the pathway were other bridges connecting to it, each reaching out over the lake of lava. The connecting bridges were also covered in a thick army of blazes, with the occasional dark grey or white skeleton head poking through.

Dad slammed his shields into the ground to form a protective barrier for his family to come through. Blaze fireballs slammed into it in a torrent of burning hail like he was standing in a blizzard made of flame. The few that made it through did no damage to him, thanks to Mom’s potion of fire resistance.

Dad activated a charge attack, blasting forward off the ground, and slamming into dozens of blazes, sending many flying off the bridge into the lava below, and poofing the ones right in front of him. He saw Kate behind him, coming through the portal on top of Stompy. He activated his charge power again, this time backwards and diagonal so he flew over Stompy’s head.

Kate leapt off her ravager, landing lightly on the ground and taking aim with her crossbow. She fired, her poison arrow trailing green swirlies through the air and slamming into a blaze, then piercing through another, and another and finally stopping in a fourth one, each blaze now sick with poison.

Stompy bellowed, his head low and his horns out, glowing with the light of Kate's buff. He stomped and charged down the bridge, doing so much damage and sending so many enemies flying that it made Dad’s charge attack look like nothing.

He made it almost to the nether brick fortress, clearing the way of many, many enemies and passing the intersections of the bridges. Finally, the number of fireballs hitting him collapsed Kate’s buff, and eventually his own toughness as he poofed, turning into an egg.

Stompy had done amazing work. He cleared out almost the entire main bridge that led to the nether fortress and Kate cheered in her heart for how powerful and loyal he was.

Jack, Bruce, and Mom made it through the portal, and, as the main bridge filled yet again with enemies from the side bridges pouring in, the battle was truly on.
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Kate was firing arrows furiously, each arrow piercing plenty of targets. Bruce followed her shots, targeting the mobs she poisoned to finish them in furious swipes.

Dad stood in front of Mom, his shields out to protect her as she created pockets of slowed and weakened enemies by tossing out splash potions whenever an opportunity presented itself.

Dad was proud of her—Mom hated fighting, but she was being very brave, and quite effective.

Jack weaved through the enemies like an epic ninja, avoiding attacks and slashing out with his sweeping edge, powerfully hitting multiple foes. Occasionally, he fought close enough to the edge of the bridge that a simple slash with his knockback sword would send enemies falling from it to their doom.

They pushed forward like this, slow and deliberate, making it to the first intersection of floating bridges. There was a bridge to either side of them that was infested with blazes, and Jack saw something else that made him nervous: wither skeletons.

He summoned his clone and jumped out of the way as it was surrounded by blazes. The clone must have had the same buffs Jack did, because the fireballs didn’t seem to hurt it.

Their touch attacks still hurt, though, and it was soon swarmed by blazes and exploded in a blast of sparks. But the clone had done its job, drawing enough attention that Jack could weave his way through the blazes to fight the deadlier enemy: his first wither skeleton.

Jack activated his power, hoping to score a powerful enough strike with his knockback sword to send the wither skeleton over the edge. The attack hit home, but not before the skeleton noticed him, slashing at Jack with its stone sword.

“OOOOfff,” Jack said as he took the hit hard in his side, just as his own attack landed, knocking the skeleton off the bridge. Jack’s hearts turned black and started melting away.

Dad used his taunt as much as possible, making sure the enemies were focused on him while Mom tossed out splash potions left and right. Everywhere she threw a potion, a group of enemies was afflicted, becoming slower and weaker. Kate capitalized on it, firing her crossbow with deadly accuracy. She watched as Jack was hit by the wither skeleton and frowned, pointing him out to Mom.

“Throw a splash potion of regeneration on Jack! He’s got the wither effect—it will poof him like poison!” Dad adjusted his stance so they could get closer towards Jack, and Mom tossed a potion on him.

Kate fired her crossbow again, piercing through three enemies and poisoning them all. This was an awesome tactic as Bruce bounced around after, finishing them off.

They fought for what felt like hours, making their way slowly down the main bridge. Each intersecting bridge would pour its enemies onto them, but between Mom’s buffing potions, Dad’s blocking, Jack targeting the real threats of the wither skeletons, Kate’s piercing poison attacks, and Bruce’s all-around mega awesome ninja deadliness, they eventually cleared out all the intersecting bridges.

But more blazes were pouring out of the fortress in front of them, like lava down a mountain, filling the main bridge up again. Dad frowned, looking fully exhausted. He wiped a bead of sweat from his square face.

“How are there so many of them?”
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They pushed their way up the bridge, even though the oncoming horde of blazes was like an ocean tide. They finally made it to the nether brick tower, Kate scooping up Stompy’s egg as they went in. Things became harder once they could no longer launch their foes off the edges. They fought wildly, every attack hitting multiple enemies.

Jack was grateful there were no more skeletons—only blazes—but the sheer number of them was ridiculous. They just kept pouring out of a room up ahead. They were fighting, but every enemy they took out was replaced with one or two or three more.

It was like they were swimming upstream and couldn’t take a breath.

“This isn’t working!” Dad yelled.

Kate had run out of poison arrows and was now just firing her piercing shots into the crowd. “That must be a spawner room in there,” she said, pointing to the room ahead.

“We have to destroy the spawners!” Jack shouted. “We can’t keep this up.”

“I have an idea,” Dad said, yelling over all the commotion. “I’ll use my charge attack to clear a path, then charge back to protect Mom. You two follow right after me and get into the room to destroy the spawners.” He handed one of his shields to Mom. “Use this until I get back.”

She took it with a frown and a nod, equipping it.

“Alright kids, get ready. NOW!” He charged ahead, slamming into blazes like bowling pins and sending them flying.

The kids chased after him through the cleared path and he leapt backwards, charging back towards Mom and landing right in front of her.

“Hey! Attack me!” he shouted to the crowd of mobs, activating his taunt to buy the kids some time. The blazes turned to him, firing their fireballs that he blocked with his shield.

Jack and Kate ran into the room. Blazes were still pouring out. Jack expected to find a ton of spawners but there was only one. One single spawner with glowing red bars.

“We’ll fight them off, you destroy the spawner!” he yelled to Kate. Bruce leapt into action off his shoulders attacking mobs like a blender of diamond ninja kitty claws.

“Ooh, I’ll destroy the spawner,” Kate said, with a twinkle in her eye. She took out Stompy’s egg and threw it right at the spawner. The massive beast popped into existence, its great weight crushing the spawner beneath it with a loud crunch.

“Yeah!” Kate yelled, shout-punching the air.

Jack laughed as Stompy rampaged around the room, poofing blazes. He was like a bull in a...blaze shop.

Kate pulled out a pickaxe and mined the entrance to the room to make it wide enough for Stompy to get out. “Stompy! Charge!” she shouted, pointing down the bridge towards her parents. She couldn’t even see them, only the horde of swirling, yellow, fiery blazes. The ravager wasted no time, his great horned head swinging side to side as he stomped down the path excited as a kid on Christmas morning, crushing and poofing blazes in his way.

Dad saw the oncoming Stompy and smiled huge: the kids had done it. Stompy was the only mob coming out of the room now, the never-ending flow of Blazes seemed to end. He held on, tanking hit after hit while Stompy took out the foes in front of him. He squinted at Bruce riding on Stompy and snorted out a laugh. That cat.

Bruce leapt off the beast, pinballing between the few blazes left with powerful claw swipes. Jack and Kate ran out of the room and laid waste to the remaining mobs.

Finally, it was quiet. The field of battle was littered with green orbs, blaze rods and various other items. “We won?” Mom asked, peeking out from behind her shield.

“We did,” Jack said.

“We DID!” Kate yelled and the two siblings high-fived.

The family gathered together and hugged, taking a moment to calm down. They were breathing heavily, and everyone took the time to refill their hunger bars and hearts.

“Well, shall we?” Dad asked.

They explored the nether fortress, coming across a few mobs in normal numbers and easily taking them out. Finally, they came to a long set of stairs leading down. Dad took the lead, shield out, as they walked down.

The stairs emptied into a large room with a huge cube of netherite blocks, six cubes wide and tall. The cube floated in the air, gently spinning. On one side was a beacon, shooting off red light every time the cube stopped spinning for a moment.

Behind the floating cube was a throne made of nether brick, with a trail of red carpet leading to the top. Sitting atop the throne, was a witch. But this witch, unlike any they’d ever seen, did not wear the standard pointy green witch hat. This witch wore a black crown upon her head.

The family moved cautiously into the room and the witch stood, acknowledging them. A thin, witchy smile stretched across her face.

“Ahhh, you must be respawners. I am Baba Yaga.”

The End!


Known Outsiders

Cheslinfan (I think this is our first review from Japan, THANK YOU!) 

cheslinfan(2)

Arda

Mtth0w 

DukBoi

SparkleJam06 (Thank you so much for your kind words!)

Embeds 

Ghastgirl200 

Axolotl Addict

ObsiDian50X

Veren (I’m sorry about your reviews getting lost, darn Amazon!) 

Mtt 

Vizslas_Are_Awesome

Manisha

VideoGame26

Kindle Customer (Feel free to email us fan art!)

ImBruhXD 

Yugg

mahi narang (We’re glad it’s your favorite!) 

Kailash Pant

JDXGmaing 

Pgthegreat (Good guess on the reference!)

Mgojudah 

OtterOfBadOmen (Barbecue jungle, hahaha!)

SpectacularSteve

Jpanda111

The darkest knight1

Luz M.

Creeperzeeper

Amy M. Schimpf

Vickie0042

Ultima 

RespawnerLink_405

Lander90

Louvre 

LeaLuna84

Danevicius 

Animal_Architect

Herobrine7111

Redstone_mainiac

Amazon Customer

Myrick

WarRobot999

Null_Brine

thethawcker301

Guy (an MC Dungeons series would be fun!)

Player0540

JakeyJake5849 (Thanks for always being there for us!)


The Codex of Seeds

The night before they entered the portal, the kids asked Mom to read some stories to them from the Codex of Seeds. They didn’t know if they’d be able to take the book with them, and it could be their last chance.

“Sure kids. I love when we spend time together reading. I hope we can keep it up when we get back home.” 

“Maybe,” Jack said, “but I'll probably be playing Minecraft.” 

Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ She opened the book and started flipping through it for some fun stories to read. “Hmmm, this one is by Ultima. I think we’ve seen that name a lot in the list of known outsiders...

“Test.

Test. Test?

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.

Okay, I think I got this.

Where do I start? My name is Ultima. I'm a human that got transported to the world of Minecraft from Earth. Me and my clan The Ultimates are trying to survive this harsh world. We have scarcely any resources, but we are managing to survive.

I found this book next to me when I "spawned" here, if you could put it like that. After reading the stories inside, I realized that I was not the only one. I started searching the overworld for resources, and other humans. I barely had any hope, but by some miracle, I found humans, named Creeprz and OtterOfBadOmen, and we started the clan The Ultimates. We found more humans eventually, and we are camping out in the forest right now.

I was amused by some of the stories in this Codex. Especially this one family called "The Smiths." They seem to be learning more about the ever-changing rules of this world, and are developing abilities and powers unlike anything I've seen before in Minecraft.

I do wonder though if this... Codex Multiverse is all connected... Like, it’s all interwined for some more cosmic and powerful purpose. I don't know. I'm just theorizing.

We have figured out that we have things like stats and classes. Like... An RPG. I don't think that was in Minecraft before I was transported.

I found an area in this seemingly never-ending book. It had no words, illustrations, or anything at all, for that matter. Blank pages.

Those pages are what you're reading. I don't know how, but it feels like it was for me. I wonder if anyone else will see this? I hope so. Oh boy, I need to rest, I've been awake all day! I'm closing the codex for today.

Ultima

Date: 7/19/3034, 9:03am

Our camp is being overridden by mobs! I've never seen this many mobs in one place before! Most of our camp have been slain, but I managed to grab you just in the nick of time. Me and the rest of the Clan are taking refuge in a nearby cave. Most of the remaining survivors are the higher tiers, and the tanks.

I don't think the mobs will notice us... Anyone out there reading this entry, I NEED TO WARN YOU. The mobs out there are smarter, faster, and stronger!

I have observed that they have a Beacon, and it appears to help the mobs in some way. Maybe give them buffs? I don't know... I'll send a scouting party tonight.

Ultima

Date: 7/19/3034, 11:56pm

I sent a scouting party of our highest Stealth stat left, and they came back with some bad news. Apparently, there is a zombie in the back of the horde, but not a regular zombie, a giant zombie. It had pulsing red eyes, and it had armor made of a material we've never seen before. The beacon was imbedded into the chestplate. Great. With every little piece of information we gain, more things are shrouded in mystery.

Well, everyone needs to get some rest now. Seeya next entry!

Ultima

Date: 7/20/3034, 3:18pm

What? This page I'm writing on is the last blank page. After that, there is a different Codex story... About Axolotls... Maybe my story ends here? Well, I hope I was of some use to other humans out there. Farewell.

Valiantly,

Ultima, the leader of The Ultimates.”

Jack’s mouth was hanging open by the end of the story. “Wow! That was crazy! A huge zombie with a beacon in his chestplate? Yikes. I wonder if we’ll ever meet the Ultimates. They sound like they’ve gone through some of the same things we have.” 

Kate nodded. “I hope Ultima is okay.” 

Mom flipped to another story. “This one is from Louvre.”

“I have encountered another one of the End Savages. From my observation, they hold immense power, and I witnessed one smash an endstone with one fist. Do not mess with them. I noticed that they are slightly blind, only able to see maybe 10 or 15 blocks. I'm getting sick of eating Chorus fruit now. It nearly teleported me to the void!

In other news, experiment #207 has failed yet again. Why is creating a realm skipper so hard?!

I also found the carcass of what seemed to be a bluish-blackish boar. It had four tusks and wings that were also bluish-blackish. I dragged it back to the Roost to study it.

I'm almost out of paper. Until my sugarcane grows, this is all I will write.

Where are you, Xi?”

“Well, that was interesting,” Dad chimed in. “It sounds like there are some other types of entities out there in the seeds. And a realm-skipper sounds like something that would allow them to travel between worlds? Maybe that’s what Baba Yaga is going to use to get us home?” 

The kids shrugged. “Maybe,” Kate said. “It’d be nice to get our own realm skipper.” 

Mom found another story. “This is from SpectacularSteve.”

“Long ago there was an object called The Enchanted Netherite Sword and whoever found it would become The Netherite Defender! But an evil corrupted player named Herobrine wanted the legendary sword so he searched and searched to find a ruined portal that would take him to the Netherite Forge, but he never found it and all the portals were gone…….”

She cleared her throat. “That Herobrine person sounds like a scary one. We’ve read a few stories about him and I hope we never run into him.” 

“Well, in some stories he’s the hero,” Jack said. “I’d like to meet him; he seems really powerful!” 

Mom shuddered and kept flipping. “Oh here’s an interesting one,” Mom said, “about someone making new portals. Maybe this is how Baba Yaga will do it. It’s by Embeds.” 

“Codes

Date: does anyone care?

Once I found out about the nether portal, I tried to use other materials, when I made a portal with wool and ignited it, a whole new spectrum occurred to my eyes. I walked in, and I was on a little island with a little umbrella and a cave. Going inside it, I found iron and gold appearing out of thin air. I looked around until I saw 2 villagers, with the first I could buy lots of random stuff, like wool. I bought some wood and made a house. The second villager wanted diamonds for buffs, I looked around and I saw an island that made diamonds. I soon realised that wool was a cheap material I could use to build bridges, so I made a sky bridge to the diamonds , that's when I found out that there was no water under the island, only void, if you fell that was it. I came back to my base with my diamonds, until I felt a wooden blade barely hurting me from behind.”

“I wanna try that!” Jack said. “I wonder what happens if I make a portal out of nether brick. Maybe it’ll take to me to a secret ninja headquarters.” 

“Or,” Dad said, “what if we made one out of smokers? Would it take us to a land of barbecue?” His eyes went misty at the thought.

Mom laughed. 

“Barrrrrrbeeeecuuuuueeee,” Dad drooled. 

“Ooooh! Read that one,” Jack said, pointing to the page. 

Mom looked at it and snorted. “You would like this one, it’s by Player0540.”

“He was ready. Ready for the ultimate challenge. Coming into the world with only skills and knowledge, he was outfitted in the strongest material his world had to offer. With weapons enchanted with ancient runes and spells, it made him the most powerful being in the world. Well, almost. He was actually about to fight a powerful monster, The Void Worm. He needed it to die to be the most powerful being in his land.

"Void Worm, prepare for the hardest battle you've ever gotten." And so, Player0540 traveled to the outer End Islands to have one of the greatest battles of all time.”

“YEAH!” Jack said. “I want to fight a void worm!” 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Do that one Mom!” She pointed to a page. 

Mom chuckled when she saw it. “Alright, it’s by Myrick.”

“Once there was a goat from a mountain,

who tried to drink from a fountain,

but the owner said, 'Is your head made of lead?!'

And sent the goat back to his mountain.

And the goat died.”

Mom couldn’t help it and laughed at the silly limerick. Kate and Jack’s jaws dropped. “Mom!” Kate said. 

“It was funny!” Mom defended herself.

“That really was a good one,” Dad said with a chuckle. “I wish there were more poems.”

“Okay,” Mom said, thumbing through the pages again. “We have time for one more before torches out. Let’s see. Oh, here! This is by Animal_Architect.”

“Kalliya

Location: Fenghuang (phoenix) Village

Date: 1/24/22

I am running.

Running from friends.

From family.

From everything I've known and loved.

Darkness is coming.

It has turned my people into monsters.

The phoenixes into monsters.

Even my pet phoenix, Flame, did not recognize me.

I had to run.

I was alone.

I am alone.

My treebark-and-silver cloak is the only thing that protects me.

I fish out the crystal coin from my pocket.

It will open the portal to other seeds.

I do not know where I will end up.

I do not care.

Anywhere is better than this place.

I smell smoke.

The phoenix-monsters are coming.

I toss the coin and drop my last phoenix feather on it.

"Goodbye, Flame," I whisper sadly. I do not cry. Water ruins the spell.

A shiny black frame opens, emitting magenta light.

I jump through.

Everything goes dark and smells of cinnamon.

I fall onto a soft grass. I have not felt this in years.

I am in a jungle, with trees taller than my hut.

If you find this journal, I am in a place where a frame of obsidian sits in ruins.

My treehouse is hard to miss. It is home to an aviary of parrots.

Find me, and please help.

I have heard other people roam the lands.”

Kate held her hands over her mouth, “Oh my, that was kind of sad.” 

Mom nodded. “Yes, very sad. I hate the thought of someone being so alone. But it also mentioned yet another way people travel between worlds. It seems way more common than I thought.” 

“Ah, that’s just frequency illusion.”

Mom looked at Dad like he’d grown another square head.

Dad cleared his throat. “You noticed people traveling between worlds, and now you’re seeing lots of stories about it,” Dad said. “Just remember, before we came here, we never heard of or even considered people traveling between worlds.” 

Mom sighed. “You know so much weird stuff, yet you can’t remember the cat’s birthday.” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “He’s a cat!”

Jack and Kate both gasped. Dad waved them off. “Alright everyone. Bedtime!”
 

With little fuss, they all went to bed and Bruce made sure to sneak some gas-giving rotten flesh from the chest, before he settled in to sleep right next to Dad's head.


The End of MegaBlock 5!

Woah! You made it all the way through MegaBlock 5! You’re amazing.

What did you think? Can you believe they finally met Baba Yaga? Not going to lie, it makes us sad as they get closer and closer to getting home. But we also know that’s what’s best for the Smith family—isn’t it?

As always, we want to thank you guys for being the best fans and readers in the whole world. You are the reason we get to have the best job ever! Thank you, thank you, thank you! If you love this series, please remember to review it! The more reviews we get, the more readers we get, and the more books we get to write. A win, win! We especially love reviews on the MegaBlocks as they don’t tend to get as many.

Feel free to add your Codex of Seeds stories and/or questions you’d like answers to in your reviews! We do our best to answer all the questions we can, and you can always email or message us if you want an answer sooner.

We hope your New Year is off to a great start and that wherever you are in this world, you are happy and healthy.

Much, much love,

—The entire Pixel Ate Family

Email: PixelAteBooks@gmail.com

Facebook: Pixel Ate Books

Discord: https://discord.gg/5BDjQ4pU8d

Fan-Made Wiki (Thanks Fifi Gaming and Irish Blossom): https://the-accidentai-minecraft-family.fandom.com/f (Go add to it!)


Q&A

This is a long one as we combined all the Q&As from all four books in MegaBlock 5. We love getting to do these because we feel like not only does it help our readers get to know us more, but it helps us get to know our readers, too! Thanks for submitting questions in your reviews!

Vizslas_Are_Awesome

Aren’t chickens two-legged mobs? And don’t bees have more than four legs? Yes, good observation! Bonaparte definitely isn’t the brightest crayon in the box.

WarRobot999

Will you ever fix the typos in some of the books? (Especially the earlier ones) As a matter of fact, we did. When we first started this, it was more of a fun hobby that we didn’t realize would find so many readers. We recently have gone through all of the books, and are reuploading them as we have time.

Will you ever get your books in print and not online (or am I just being an idiot and they are in print?) You are not an idiot, but they are in print! If you go to Amazon, you can choose kindle unlimited, ebook, or paperback.

Kindle Customer (Remember to add a signature if you want us to know who you are!)

Do you guys play Plants vs. Zombies Garden Warfare 2? The kids have it, but trying to get them to stop playing Minecraft and play something else is next to impossible.

Animal_Architect

How did you decide on the last name "Smith"? When we realized they needed a last name, we just threw one out. There was very little thought involved! Haha.

(Ask this to the mini Pixel Ates too if you can) What book/movie would you like to be sucked into? Some of the answers were: Percy Jackson, Miraculous, Aphmau, Pokémon, AMF, and Paw Patrol.

How old is book Bruce? Probably like 7? He was a kitten when Jack was a toddler.

Would you rather live in the jungle, the mountain, the prairie, or the desert? Mountains! Or prairie.

LeaLuna84

I wrote a Codex of Seeds story in the 15th book. Why wasn't it included? If it was too much, I understand. We never want anyone to feel left out! There are a few reasons some stories might not get included. Sometimes they come in after we’ve already gotten the book put together, sometimes they’re too long, some are too violent, but most often, we just can’t put all of them in the book anymore because it becomes too big and some readers complain the book is 20% or more Codex.

What happened to Ortho (I forgot his name)? We haven’t seen him again yet, but we’re sure he’s up to something.

Would it be possible for Kate to bring some armadillos from the real world? They are my favorite animal!!! That’s an interesting idea! They are very cute. She doesn’t have that power, but who knows?!

RespawnerLink_405

Do your kids play The Legend of Zelda? If so, what games in the series? They haven’t! It’s hard to get them to play anything other than Minecraft these days. But Legend of Zelda is Mrs. Pixel Ate’s favorite game.

Vickie0042

Will you make any collabs? We’d love to!

OtterOfBadOmen

Did you get the name of the zoglin, Bonaparte, from the historical dude named Napoleon Bonaparte? Yes, that was part of the inspiration.

JDXGmaing 

Can you make the Smith family come and go back to Minecraft? We’ll just have to wait and see!

ImBruhXD 

Do you own a Kindle, and/or do your kids own them? Yes! Mr. Pixel Ate reads on a Kindle Paperwhite. The two big kids have their own Kindles. Mrs. Pixel Ate still just uses her phone.

Yugg 

Will you ever visit India? That would be fun! We love Indian food.

Ultima

Do y'all watch Marvel? Mr. Pixel Ate does. The kids haven’t seen most of them.

Have you guys played The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild? Not yet, but it’s on Mrs. Pixel Ate’s wishlist.

Does any of the Mini Pixel Ates read on a Kindle Paperwhite? Mr. Pixel Ate does, but the kids have regular Kindles.

Nintendo or Xbox? We have both, and the kids seem to use their Nintendos more these days.

Ghastgirl200 

Why are almost all your bosses piglens and why don’t you do much about axolotls??!! We’ve had lots of bosses! The most recent have just been piglens because they’ve been in the nether.

Can the amf get full netherite???? Netherite is extremely rare and hard to get and they just aren’t spending the time to go get it.

Embeds 

So Mrs. Smith's first power was to make Minecraft food, so why can't Mrs. Smith magic up the Minecraft melon. It would make sense for Mrs. Smith to have both powers because Kate had both when the animal horde came? Why? She can’t summon food, she can only duplicate recipes she’s already made. She does have both powers still!

Arda

Remember when Jack used his power to see how to craft netherite? Is that his new power or is it something else? That was his first power- the luck power. It helped him understand what he needed to do.

DukBoi

Have you ever had sushi? Mr. Pixel ate loooooves sushi. Mrs. Pixel Ate... doesn’t.

Have your kids seen the Warriors or Wings of Fire series? Those are both favorites in our family!

Axolotl Addict

What is your least favourite tool in Minecraft, and why? The axe, because it breaks so quickly!

Manisha

Will you make more series in which the Smiths go into other games/servers? We have a few ideas up our sleeves for other books! Not sure which direction we’ll go with.

Ironwither4422

Why did you make Bruce a ninja? Because Bruce is modeled after a real cat we had, and he was really a ninja. His name was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced NINJA Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smelled Like Poop) after all.

Vampire_421

Do you live on like an isolated neighborhood or in a huge city and which would you prefer? We live in an isolated neighborhood on a little farm! And we definitely prefer it this way. :)

GtMorris

Can you give Kate and Jack baby dragon that when fully grown the can ride? Boy that is such a fun idea! Our kids absolutely love dragon mods.

DYNAMITE_DR@GON835

Are you going to write a sequel after the AMF series? Yes! We plan on writing a new series, as well as a couple spinoffs. Mr. Pixel Ate wants to write a Cowgirl Kate series and a NinJack series.

Endian 

Have you checked out the series Warriors? It’s by Erin Hunter, and it is about cats. It’s our sons favorite book! One of them, anyway.

DragonLoaf

Do you know about DND (aka dungeons and dragons)? If yes, do you play? (I do.) Yes! Mr. Pixel Ate especially loves it, and we do play. We used to host a weekly game night with friends before COVID hit and we moved last year.

OtterOfBadOmen 

One of the enslaved piglins told the AMF that the piglin brute duo (who wanted to eat em) they just fought were the weakest in the bastion. However, they didn't have nearly as much as a struggle with the ones after that. How come? Great question. When they initially fought the piglin brute duo, they were surprised at how tough they were, but when they got to the next group of piglin brutes, they knew what to expect and were more prepared.

Louvre 

Tbh, I forgot what all the mutant mobs and items are, can you make a bestiary of sorts? that would help me a lot. That is such a good idea! There are already lots and there will be even more. We will try to work on one when we get the chance. Maybe we’ll add it to the Wiki!

Creeprz123

Are there gonna be more respawners? Maybe? (Sorry, we can’t give spoilers!)

Endergirl_Dragon

If Dad can use his shield charge on things like the netherrake (if I remember or even spell correctly), then could he use it for mining? Could you imagine watching Dad slam his head over and over and over into a wall? That would be really funny!

Can you say hi to the kids? Hi kids! ;)

Ultima

Have you guys watched Minecraft Story Mode? Yes, our kids loved it! We hope they come out with sequels.

The_puzzlest

Oh yeah will Kate or Mom or whoever ever meet an allay? We try to get all the new stuff into the books, so most likely!

Bruno M.

What is your favorite Movie? Our family goes through phases of favorite movies. For awhile it was The Croods, but right now our little kids are stuck on Home and we watch it almost daily. Haha!

Lyra

Did you base Kate and Jack on some of your kids? If so then Jack (or any other kid) Would love the Diary of a 6th Grade Ninja series it is so good I swear! Yes, we did! They’re based on our oldest two. And he loves that series!

Daniel Seo

Don't get me wrong, I love the book series. I just don't like that you copied another book series. the famous Steve The Noob (STN). if you don't know his books, read like the first 10 books you'll get what I mean... So did you take inspiration from STN or not? Our oldest son has read them, but neither Mr. or Mrs. Pixel Ate have and aren’t familiar with the story at all. I’m sure a lot of Minecraft stories seem the same because of being limited to the same world and same gameplay.

Mewtwo

If you had a family vote, who would be your favorite character in the family (Mom Dad Jack Kate and Bruce)? It would definitely be Bruce. And if it wasn’t, he’d probably come out and karate chop us.

PuppyQueen 

How do you get the copyright/boring stuff at the front of your book that no one reads? It’s a pretty standard notice. I think you’ll find very similar ones if you look through other books!

Josh from uk

Do you guys like Pokémon? We do like Pokémon! It’s pretty fun and our oldest really likes it. We’re even thinking about trying to combine it with Minecraft for another series.

VideoGame26 

Around X'mas, will you make another holiday book? Yes! That’s the plan! Look for it early to mid December. We also just released a Thanksgiving Holiday special so if you haven’t had a chance to check that one out, make sure you do! It’s called A Feast to Remember.

-|\$$ 

Does Mrs. and Mr. Pixle Ate play Minecraft? We do! We certainly aren’t the experts our kids are (or even close to our readers) but we do play. We write more than we play now and have to look a lot of stuff up online sometimes, but we do enjoy the game.

Axolotl Addict

How much time do you spend writing each day? We spend at least a few hours every day, usually more. We often get interrupted by little kids, and there is a lot of other work around the books that isn’t just writing, but we enjoy all of it and are thankful for you readers!

Penguin474

Did you watch Minecraft and which mob did you vote for? (The frog and the tadpoles looked so cute I can’t wait for the wild update/1.19.) We didn’t get to watch unfortunately, but we voted for the Copper Golem. And we’re excited for the release, too!

Sneha

Do your kids play Among Us? They don’t, but we’ve sure been hearing a lot about it lately. Is it super fun?

Crawler_YT

More dad jokes? Always more Dad jokes!

AkClawz 

Do u know what Beyblades are? Fight in an epic battle, pull back and spin the metal... Our son used to be obsessed but doesn’t play with them as much anymore. Now they’re just in pieces all over a shelf in his room. 
 

Pgthegreat

agdagreat 

If the AMF had a class, which one would they be? Dad would be a paladin, Jack would be a ninja, Bruce would be a ninja, Kate would be a ranger, and Mom would be a mystic chef.

N0tchyJ3b

Can you make the Smiths encounter a Coder/Developer of Minecraft? That’s a cool idea, but it probably won’t happen with the direction we’re going.

poonam sharma

Can you make a crossover crisis like Dave the Villager and Surfer Villager? We’d like to! Who would you want us to write it with? Make sure to tell the other authors, too. :)

Notwmdhjegg 

If you had a choice between a red eyed chicken or a red eyed goat which would you have as a pet? We have both chickens and goats, though no red eyes. But, we have to say chicken. Can you imagine Waffles getting any more annoying? Yikes!

Zachary Urban

Can you add some entity’s like Herobrine or Entity 303? Maybe, you’ll have to keep reading!

kitty gamer

Where are you writing these books from? We have an office attached to our bedroom with a computer for each of us! And we live in the Pacific Northwest of America.

Aditya

Do you listen to k-pop? If not, I would highly recommend BTS, if you have the time for them. Mr. Pixel Ate likes K/DA!

ImBruhXD

Will you create a spin-off series to AMF after they’re back on Earth? It’s definitely something we’ve talked about! We’d like to do a Ninjack series and a Cowgirl Kate series, but we’ll see. We have another Minecraft series unrelated to this one that we’re starting to work on, too.

Doomsday_slayer

Have any of you ever read the island or the mountain by Max Brooks? We haven’t! They do look good though—we really like the covers. Did you like them?

RespawnerLink_405

Why do your books always come out on Mondays? WHY? Because no one likes Mondays, and a new AMF book always makes them a little better, doesn’t it?

Animal_Architect

What happened to the Chicken Hurry? Ooh, good remembering! The recipe required that crazy, speedy chicken so they’d have to find another one of those to make more.

If you had to be something other than human for a week, what would each of you be? Mrs. Pixel Ate would be a housecat, because all they do is laze around all day long, never cleaning up after anyone and just getting cuddles and pets while they snooze. Mr. Pixel Ate would be a screaming goat so he could run around and scream at people and ram them all day long.

At first, Bruce didn't like pumpkin pie, but in later books, he gobbled it up. Why? It’s funny you mention that because neither of us remember. Truth is, we sometimes forget little details. We try hard to remember and even keep track of most things on the computer, but some things do slip by us. You have quite the memory!

Do you think your writing has improved since Book 1? We think so! We hope so! We certainly write a lot more often now and as with most things, practice makes progress. What do you think?

Why are you some of the most amazing Minecraft authors ever? Well, that’s a very kind thing to say. Maybe it’s because we truly love getting to write these books and both of us love telling stories. Who knows?! And we love that our fans love them so much, so it drives us to make more and to keep them as fun and interesting as possible!

T3chn0

If totems of undying needed players to be crafted then wouldn't that mean that players have visited this world?

Ooooh could those books about heroes from the past have been talking about that?

MAIN QUESTION ASKED SO MANY TIMES: 

Why did you have to kill Hudson? Good question, guys. First of all, we hated it too. One thing we want to make very clear, while the Smiths are respawners, the villagers and illagers are not. We understand it’s hard to show danger with such a powerful ability, but they cannot use it to protect their friends. This is why they’re working so hard and diligently to protect them. They’ve temporarily paused their own very important quest to make their friends as safe as possible. We felt it was important to have such a big, tragic loss to remind them and everyone what they’re working towards and what is at risk.

Lauren T Reynolds

Do you play bedrock or Java? We play bedrock, but the story is written through the perspective of both.

Tell me your guys’s username! We keep these under wraps because Mom is kind of a safety freak.

Rilakumacookies 

Can’t you just, I dunno, give them names now? I mean, we could. But it’s not in the plan yet. Maybe never!

What do you guys do to cool off? We’re all big fans of swimming.

Would you guys be losing your minds if not for this book cause I sure am? Writing this series has helped us get through lockdown for sure! Hope you’re doing okay. :)

Can you make it more kid friendly, I mean who the heck dies on their wedding day ?!?!?!?!! Oh man. That was super sad, huh?

Can the villagers make a school? That sounds like a fun idea!

Remix_remi

Can you PLEASE do a collaboration with Dr. block? if so, can you make it that the family goes to a strange portal in a nether fortress and then they found themselves near Baby Zeke's house? (Baby Zeke is a series about a chicken jockey who fought herobrine and stuff) Fun idea! Tell Dr. Block!

Blue

Are you guys safe, happy and healthy at home? We sure are, hope you are, too!

Will you guys write over 20 books if people keep reading? Oh yeah, it’s the plan!

(If you don't then prepare for a visit from me or a pool of tears in my next review.) Hold your tears! There will be more!

How are your goats and cats? Are they keeping you entertained? They are all doing well! And yes, they are funny, funny creatures.

What will you choose? Elemental Ranger Powers (can make arrows rain from the sky, has unlimited food, can shoot fire, ice, electric, and earth arrows and can also make them rain, can summon wolves that attack enemies, Vegetarian, and really handy with a bow) or Nightwing Ninja Powers (Invisiblity, can fly, teleportation, can walk through walls, can throw unlimited fire, ice, electric shurikens like a minigun, can summon a super cute cat who kills them by killing them while the cat is cute, and can summon a ninja clan to help kill enemies) You have to choose and say who chose what, and also ask your kids PLEASE!!! (u answer too :/) Woah, these sound cool! We were split half and half, 3 and 3. Mom definitely chose Elemental Ranger, because, you know, unlimited food and no meat, and Rara and Finny love the pet wolves. Dad, Buba, and Lala went the Ninja route. The baby didn’t answer, but he did headbutt his sister so what would that be?

RespawnerLink_405

Will they blow up anything with TNT? Does a bed count? They need things to slow down so they can make some more cool stuff!

When is the Holiday Special coming out? It’s out, it’s out! Check it out- Night of the Living Pumpkins. Kids are already loving it!

In a Soul Sand Valley, wouldn't there be Soul Fire and bones all around the place? This one was pretty small.

Why does everyone name themselves "[something] the rupert rebel?and what does RupertRebel even MEAN??? We have no idea and were wondering the same thing!

DYNAMITE_DR@GON835

Is ur cat really named Bruce? He was. Sadly, he’s passed on. But his name really was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) and he’s our inspiration for Bruce in the book.

Do your kids play Roblox? They never have, but they certainly want to.

Who is your favorite? Dave Villager or Dr. Block? Hard choice. Can I pick both?

Are you a Christian? Yep!

Finalorder09 

If you had to be one mob from Minecraft in real life which would it be? Mr. Pixel Ate said enderman so he could teleport. Mrs. Pixel Ate said creeper, even though it’s kind of cliche.

Andy Kunz

Will Dad steal the gold in the bastion? They have pretty good morals. I don’t think he’d intentionally steal anything.

Can Mom duplicate anything else? Not that she knows of.

Ash Play

Do your kids give you some ideas or you just come up with something? Both! Our kids are really creative, but we come up with lots of ideas, too. We also spend time playing and testing different things out. Mr. Pixel Ate has a crazy creative mind with all kinds of ideas swimming around. It’s why he’s always wanted to be an author. He even creates board and card games! (But none that are available anytime soon.)

YEETHEBOY24 

Can Jack get a ninja pet? Yeah, Bruce!

The_Enchanter

What is your favorite build in Minecraft your kids have made? We’ve built some super cool houses and those are always our favorite. But we do themed building challenges a lot that are fun.

JakeyJake5849

Have your kids read DTV 40, and what do they think about the ending? Our oldest son read it and he said, “Oh yeah, I really liked it!”

Would you do collabs with people? (Like non famous writers with 2-12 reviews?) Maybe someday! Right now, our writing schedule is booked solid.

DesaugOfRoblox

Did you read the 'John Diary' books? Never heard of them!

FireFlame998 

Favorite Mob? Overall in our house, it’s probably the enderman. But they kind of creep Mom out.

Endian 

Have any of you read the series Zombie Boy and I? It’s my second favorite series. (After this one of course!) We have not! But if its that good, we’ll have to check it out!

Who's your favorite reviewer(s)? That’s like asking us to pick a favorite kid- we can’t do it! We love all our reviewers.

Do any of you guys own an Axolotl in real life? (They’re legal in Washington state! I want one and I live where they’re legal! (Not California) We do not! We didn’t know you could own one. Cool!

MochiMonarchy 

Can Mom duplicate enchanted golden apples AKA notch apples? Oh, is that what a notch apple is? Probably, as long as she makes it herself.

Why does the entire family have a unique skin except Dad? Dad is just the default skin. Dad’s is custom, too, he just looks really similar to the default. He doesn’t have blue eyes or facial hair, and if you look close, he’s wearing a tie! We originally had him in glasses, but they took up too much of his face to see very well.

Do you or any of your kids play a musical instrument? (I play the oboe as my primary and the alto saxophone as a hobby and I plan on doing it in marching band.)  Wow, that’s great! Our oldest daughter just started playing the trumpet! Our oldest son really wants to play the drums but doesn’t know how yet. He got an electric drum set this year, so he’s been practicing a lot.

How do you overcome writers block? So, the crazy thing is, Mr. Pixel Ate rarely gets writer’s block. Mrs. Pixel Ate definitely does, and she overcomes it by putting it aside for awhile and doing something else. But man, Mr. Pixel Ate is a story writing maniac! The hardest thing for us to overcome is interruptions from little kids!

Will you write another series? We are in the works of planning our next series!

Shadowcreeper49

Plot Hole? In this book when Jack was talking about lava walls, he said that it would be good because Ortho’s ravager could not ram into the wall but Jack already killed the ravager in another book. Does Ortho have another special ravager like the one Jack killed? Ultima was a unique ravager, but Ortho has a ton of ravagers because it’s his mount of choice. We’ll have to see if his new one has any special abilities.

Ultima

Why'd y'all name Ortho's ravager Ultima? Mr. Pixel Ate is very creative when it comes to writing stories but is not very creative with names. He loved your reviewer name and got it from you, one of our most loyal reviewers. So, hey, thanks!

So if I'm corrrrrrrect… Your oldest daughter is 11? I think lol, cuz me thinkz that you said the age difference between your youngest and oldest was 9 years…. Ding, ding! You are correct!

I dare the Pixel Ate kids to do the happy dance, all of them are in sync! Did y'all do it?? Please tell me! The little Pixel Ate’s never turn down a dance challenge! We actually dance A LOT here. In the morning when we’re packing lunches and at night when we’re making dinner, the littlest Pixel Ate demands dance parties and we play dance music on the Alexa and everyone dances in the kitchen. It’s pretty fun, and pretty crazy.

Hansolo

Can you add dragons? (If so can there be a hydra or three headed dragon ex: ghidra.) That would be super cool!

Double sided axe, please? Another cool idea!

Has mister Pixel Ate made a brisket? (my dad has like five times) He actually hasn’t, but it is Mrs. Pixel Ate’s favorite smoked meat!

Meat or veggies? Mr. Pixel Ate says meat, Mrs. says veggies!

TheBearOfImpendingDoom 

Do your kids wanna be known or anonymous? We haven’t really given them the choice. We think its best at this point to keep their personal information private. When they’re older, they can make the choice for themselves.

Do you read ALL the reviews or stop after a certain point? Oh no. We absolutely read every single review. Each one! We even read them outloud. We read them to our kids, we read them to our friends, we read them to our parents. We get so excited about them!

Do you play instruments? I play trumpet. Hey, cool! Our daughter plays the trumpet. Mr. Pixel Ate can barely clap to the beat. Mrs. Pixel Ate plays a bit of guitar, though hasn’t much since she was younger.

EpicJake721 

Okay, when Kate fell into the hole, it said her hearts "melted" off, probably meaning she lost a lot fast. But THEN, on the VERY NEXT PAGE, it says she saw an axolotl and her heart "melted." Since this is the same word as before, does that mean she lost health from looking at an axolotl? Ooh, you’re a tricky one, aren’t you?! That’s a good catch. It was just worded funny.

Bruiser said he became zombified because he fell through the portal and "it all happened so fast," when in the actual game, it takes 30 seconds to a minute for piglins to zombify. I mean, 30 seconds to a minute is pretty quick when you’re talking about your whole body changing!

What's your favorite book genre? Mr. Pixel Ate loves fantasy and LitRPG. Mrs. Pixel Ate loves feel good books and a lot of young adult stuff. Right now we’re writing more than we get to read, though.

In the Nether, Dad "smelts" his gold nuggets into ingots, but that’s not how that works, you have to put 9 nuggets in the crafting grid to make a full ingot. The only way to smelt it is if you mine the ore with a silk touch pickaxe and smelt the ore, but not only does Dad not have a silk touch pick, the story also literally says the nuggets dropped when he mined the ore. Good catch! Bubba actually caught this, too, but it was too late since they book was already uploaded. Sometimes mechanics sneak by Mr. Pixel Ate. We’re just not as with it as you youngins’!

Do you guys actually read this to your kids? If so, hi Mini Pixel Ates! You guys have really awesome parents!! We absolutely do! They say ‘hi’ back and we all laughed at Mini Pixel Ates. And, they think we’re pretty awesome, except when they have to do chores. Boo chores!

Enderstar 

Will they please find a glow squid? Also, I LOVE YOUR BOOKS AND I LOVE READING THEM!!!! ���������������������� Hey, thanks! We’re going to try to show all kinds of things in these books, so they’ll probably find a glow squid at some point.

Will they find the Warden? Please answer specifically! Our kids say it would be way too OP for them, but we believe in the Smiths! But since the Warden isn’t even in the game yet, we’ll just have to see.

Izxxnz 

Can you do YouTube shoutouts? We don’t have a YouTube channel!

Have you heard of Alan Becker? He makes super cool Minecraft animations! We haven’t- maybe we’ll check him out.

What ages are your 5 kids? They’re 11, 9, 6, 4, and 2.

NightAce152

Will Kate name the axolotls? I mean, probably. She really likes them.

Will Kates wolf, Fang, get powers like Bruce? Not sure. He’s not a player like Bruce so things happen differently for him.

Tiff

Are they going to fight a mutant cat, dog, or mountain? I wonder what a mutant mountain would look like!

Will all the Smiths have second powers? Kinda seems like they’re slowly getting them.

Can Jack use his luck powers to turn an iron golem mutant? That’s not how they work, so probably not.

Where is Ortho? We’re going to see Ortho again really soon!

What’s giving the monsters red eyes? Keep reading!

Will they fight a mutant ender dragon in the end? We can’t give away the end!

Do you like the song 7500 obo? Honestly, we’ve never even heard of it!

Will they fight a mutant enderman? Probably.

What is Bruce’s power? He can eat weapons and armor and they assimilate into his body.

Where do you live? The Pacific Northwest in America.

Laffs4life 

Have you watched the new version of Voltron? It's on Netflix. Yes, the kids loved it!

Darlene Hodgdon

How do you play smash with an xbox? You throw it up and slam it down? Just kidding, we also have a Switch.

Do you play Among Us? It’s a really good game on xbox its 5 bucks to download I think I have it on switch lite if you don't please get it? We don’t have it, but we’ve heard good things. Maybe we’ll check it out soon.

You should get a switch and get legend of Zelda Breath of the Wild it’s so fun it’s like Minecraft but you can't craft build or mine but you get weapons and fight monsters? We don’t have it, but Zelda was Mrs. Pixel Ate’s favorite (and only) video game growing up.

How old are you? SO OLD. One of us is in our 30s and one already turned 40.

Why couldn’t just give Hudson a big Apple so he wouldn’t die? It all happened so fast. It was super sad, but realistic given the game. But also, they don’t have any more of the special apples. Hopefully they can find more, but we’ll just have to see.

Creeperz123 

Who are the 3 brother's who gave the mobs powers? People from the past in this Minecraft seed.

Will there be other outsider's instead of the family? It’s always a possibility...

Angela Love

Why/how did Rara never know she was the queen of the Castle village if she knew about its existence? She thought there were still people living there. She was unknowingly the next in line.

Are there more Piglins loyal to the throne in the Overworld? (Overworld is what you call the "regular" plains compared to the Nether or the End) Probably not in the overworld.

Since Kate has her animal ability, does that mean she could tame untameable animals? Will she get another animal power, like transforming into animals she likes? We showed a little of this with the polar bear (she didn’t tame it, but kind of calmed it), and then Stompy the Ravager who are typically not tamable. Transforming into animals would be super cool!

Matt Chapple

Have any of you played a Legend of Zelda game? If so which is your favourite one? Zelda is a favorite around here. Mrs. Pixel Ate loved Ocarina of Time as a kid. Mr. Pixel Ate’s favorite is a Link to the Past.

COOLguy642

WHY ARE YOU NOT INCLUDING MY QUESTIONS?????? Not sure! Sorry if we missed them. We promise we’re not doing it on purpose. We try to answer at least one question from everyone who asks!

Erden E

Can you make it so that at the end of the series, everyone gets revived including evoker Hudson? That would be interesting!

Also, I think I figured it out. I think three siblings Herobrine Entity 303 and the Null. Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate don’t even know who Entity 303 and the Null are!

Can you make more books than 20 or make a second series? Yes to both! We’ve already outlined past 20 books at this point, and we’re starting to work on another series, too! Yay!

Vortex 

Can you make your books audible. This is actually something we’ve thought about a lot. We’ve even talked to multiple publishers! Middle grade books like these historically don’t preform very well on Audible. But man it would be so cool to have them narrated. There aren’t any plans as of now, but it’s not off the table.

Do you like pumpkin pie in real life? (I don't.) We do like pumpkin pie, especially with whipped cream. Although Bubba is probably the biggest fan of the pie, and he doesn’t like whipped cream at all.

Have you watched Onward? Yes! It’s one of our favorites. Mrs. Pixel Ate always cries.

Someone9779 

Why didn't Hudson just kill Larry with fangs? He was caught off guard and wasn’t in the right frame of mind. It all happened so fast. And Delilah was too- and now she’s feeling lots of guilt. Things don’t always go as planned and we wanted to show these villagers and illagers are vulnerable.

SDF

What are your favorite snacks? Our kids have a weird obsession with popcorn.

Do you like chickens, or cows more? We love chickens. We have 18 and they are SO FUN to sit and watch. Plus, they give us breakfast!

Jamer_Gamer452 

When will the family get netherite? It’s in the works!

What book will the series be ending on? We don’t know exactly. For now, we’ll just keep writing! There are definitely lots more.

Will the family face the ender dragon? I’m sure they will at some point!

ishaan 

Can you not stop writing the accidental minecraft family because then I would be really sad? We have no plans to stop anytime soon. There is still a lot of story to be told! But we’re glad you like it so much!

DiamondRiteWolf4076 

If Bruce didn’t exist (in the book) will Tater Tot replace him? Tater Tot isn’t nearly as ninja-y. She loves food and sleeping but isn’t stinky and doesn’t really have any cool moves. She’s super friendly and wants to just snuggle up in your lap!

Poonam Sharma

Can u add a new character in the story? Such as a player or a friendly mob? Anything is possible! We have lots of ideas up our sleeves!

TrollsterJ

What’s your fave Minecraft block? The TNT wins in this house, hands down.

What’s your fave red eyed mob? The big chicken has to take the cake!

Will you try to use the fan made red eyed mobs? There haven’t been too many, but absolutely we’d consider it. They’re going to run into lots and lots of red-eyed mobs! If you have an idea, go ahead and post it.

kitty gamer

One question: can the family try fighting a warden? We answered this a few questions up, and the short answer is maybe. The long answer is, we don’t know yet! We’ll have to get some experience fighting it once it comes out.

PANDALOVER768

What is the average amount of time it takes to create a book? The fastest we can do it is about two weeks, but that is butts in the chair typing all day every day. It’s much nicer for us when we take around a month. We have outlines for the books and that helps speed up the writing process, plus there are two of us! Teamwork makes the dreamwork.

How old are Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate. Old! Late 30s/early 40s.

Do you believe in God? We do!

What is your favourite food (Mines pizza)? There is so much good food in this world! We have a pizza movie night every Friday and are very fond of pizza here. But Mr. Pixel Ate loves Pho and Sushi and Nashville Hot Chicken and Mrs. Pixel Ate loves enchiladas. But that is likely to change on a day-by-day basis.

What's your favourite ice-cream flavour? Hands down chocolate chip cookie dough for Mom. Dad says peanut butter chocolate. And always Tillamook brand.

pro gamer

Can someone get the power to revive people? Woah, that would be powerful. We probably won’t go there but you never know!

Is there a way to revive Hudson using a ritual in book 17? Not that we’re aware of.

Crawler_YT

Will AMF have a main villain? (u might have to extend the series) like Ortho or a King enderman? Good question! There are multiple villains for sure, but there is one main, overarching villain that they haven’t met yet. So much story to tell!

SPARTUS2034 

Will you start a new series when you end this one and also, when will you end this one? We’ve gotten this question a lot lately! Yes, we actually are starting a new series. Not sure when it will release as it’s in its baby stage. This series has a ways to go.

Notwmdhjegg 

What are some of the mods you play? Our kids’ favorite mod is probably How to Train Your Dragon. They play that one a ton!

And is the ender dragon going to have red eyes and mysterious powers? Who knows? Well, we do, but we can’t spoil it!

Will there be a cure for the red eye thing? Keep reading! (Sorry, we know you guys hate that answer, but we hate spoilers!)


About the Author(s)

Pixel Ate is actually a team! We’re a mom and dad, who live in the Pacific Northwest. We have five kids ages 10 all the way down to 1. We don’t like to brag, but we think our kids are pretty great.

We live on a little bit of land that we’re slowly turning into a farm. We like having lots of space outside to run and play and we’re excited to fill it with some animals. Yay for goats!

Everyone in our family loves reading—well, the baby loves chewing on books—so we thought, why not write our own stories? It’s super fun creating worlds and characters and adventures and even more fun when we know other people are enjoying them. Plus, it’s extra special when our kids get to help.

We really did have a cat named Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty From Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) who got himself into all kinds of sticky situations, but sadly, he is no longer with us. He truly was a great kitty and he truly did fart a lot. Now we have an equally great kitty named Tater Tot and she is a lot less stinky, but just as loved.
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