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By: Pixel Ate


Chapter 1

Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait. How did you know we’re respawners?”

A small smile crept up Baba Yaga’s face. “Well, young man, when you’ve been around as long as I have, not much surprises you anymore. I’VE BEEN TRAPPED IN THIS FORTRESS FOR A LONG, LONG TIME!” Baba Yaga screamed, her eyes bulged, and one twitched a little. “Oh my, sorry about that. I get a little carried away sometimes. Anyhow...where was I? Yes. Only those who are very, very powerful could free me, and the most powerful people are respawners.”

The family looked at each other nervously. Was Baba Yaga—their only hope—insane?

Dad cleared his throat. “What do you mean, free you? Are you in some kind of prison?” He looked around, trying to figure out what she was talking about.

Baba Yaga looked away, a soft red blushing her cheeks. “NO! Er...Well, yes. Kind of.”

Mom gripped Dad's arm tightly. “How could it be both?”

Baba Yaga blew a breath out. “Well, I wasn’t put here in prison or anything. It was kind of an accident. You see that back there?” She pointed to the humongous cube floating behind her, with a red beacon of light shooting out the top of it. “That is the nether beacon. It’s immensely powerful. With its power, we finally stopped the enders from invading and taking over.”

Kate’s eyebrows squished together, and she opened her mouth to say something, but Dad shushed her with a hand on her shoulder.

Baba Yaga continued. “The beacon is so powerful that I couldn’t control it. It zapped a spawner—the very one you had to destroy to get in here.” She looked embarrassed once again, her eyes downcast. “The blazes poured from it, and...I BECAME TRAPPED HERE!” The witch breathed heavily like she’d just run a marathon. “Uh, sorry. I mean, there were far too many for me to fight, and all my allies were overrun.” She sighed heavily, her shoulders drooping. “I've been trapped here ever since.”

Kate frowned. “Oh, you poor thing. That’s terrible.”

Baba Yaga smiled at her. A genuine smile that stretched from ear to ear and made her eyes shine. “Yes, but you’re here now. You defeated the spawner and opened the passage, and I can finally be free!” She clasped her hands together. “I can’t wait to eat something other than mushrooms.”

Mom gasped, her hands over her mouth. “You’ve only had mushrooms to eat down here? That is unacceptable, completely unacceptable!”

“That’s worse than prison,” Dad muttered.

Mom gave him a quick ‘The Look’ before she held her hand out and summoned a plate full of piping hot biscuits and fried chicken. “You need some good old-fashioned comfort food.” She walked the food up to Baba Yaga, who was staring at it like she’d seen nothing like it before. Because she hadn’t.

Dad reached for a piece of chicken and Mom swatted his hand away. He yelped and jumped back. “I thought you made enough for everyone,” he whined. “That’s like a whole 12 piece.” She gave him ‘The Look’ even harder.

Mom handed over the basket, and Baba Yaga gently picked up one of the white, fluffy biscuits, eyeing it as steam swirled off the top.

“Amazing. This is THE POWER”—more eye twitching—“of a respawner?” Her hair stuck up in all directions as she sniffed the biscuit before breaking it in half, the inside like a perfect puffy cloud of deliciousness.

Jack and Kate moved closer to their parents. This Baba Yaga lady was proving to be quite the character. And if they were honest, a little bit terrifying. How long had she been trapped here alone?

She waved some of the steam away from the biscuit before taking a big bite, shoving half the thing in her mouth at once. Her eyes went so wide you could have mistaken them for car headlights. A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she dove into the food with a voracious hunger that made the game Hungry Hungry Hippos look more like, Maybe I Could Go for a Snack Hippos. Chicken bones and crumbs flew all around the lonely witch.

Mom smiled and nodded her head triumphantly.


Chapter 2

They watched Baba Yaga eat. And eat. And eat.

And eat.

And eat.

It became uncomfortable seeing just how much she could eat. Not to mention boring. How long had it been? An hour? Three?

Finally, the witch stopped gobbling food and took a breath. She opened her mouth and let out the biggest belch Jack had ever heard. And that was saying a lot. Her lips flapped as the air shot out, the burp echoing off the walls. Kate and Jack looked at each other and had to cover their mouths to keep from giggling.

“Oh my, that was quite rude,” the—hopefully—full witch said. “Please excuse me, I may have forgotten my manners. I've been here so long.”

Jack pointed at Bruce. “I gotta say, the only one I’ve ever seen eat like that before was the cat.”

Mom glared at Jack. Her scowl was so sharp it was almost painful. “But I...uh, I’m glad you liked it.”

Baba Yaga blushed. “Yes. Well, it was delicious. Thank you.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Ahem...I assume you have not come here simply to feed me. WHAT DO YOU WANT?!”

Dad looked between Mom and Baba Yaga, as if he didn’t know if he wanted to answer the witch. “So...you really are Baba Yaga, then? The witch that stopped the war between the overworld and the enders?”

Baba Yaga raised an eyebrow at Dad. “Do you DOUBT I am who I say I am?”

Dad narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. He really didn’t like witches; they were all so...twisty. And this witch was a few fries short of a happy meal.

“I suppose not, given how we found you.” He took a deep breath. “We’re looking to get home. We’ve been trapped here for so long and have friends and family back home that I'm sure miss us. We need your help.”

Baba Yaga tilted her head at Dad. “GO HOME?!” She cleared her throat. “You can’t do it on your own?”

Dad frowned and Mom shook her head. “No,” Mom said. “We don’t have the ability to. We were told you could help us.”

Baba Yaga thought for a moment. “This is very curious. I haven’t met any respawners, but I have read their tales in the Codex of Seeds—”

“You have a Codex?” Kate asked.

The witch smirked. “Oh yes. I do. It’s one of the few things that’s helped me stay sane in this horrible place. The magic of that book continues to bring me stories, so I don’t go crazy with boredom. There are many of respawners, but usually they get home themselves.”

Jack shook his head. “Well, that’s not us.”

Baba Yaga eyed the family. She looked at Dad, then Mom, then Kate, then Jack, then Bruce, who was currently wrapped around Jack’s shoulders, sleeping. She shook her head at the cat. “Well, have you TRIED TO GET HOME?” Her eye twitched.

Jack threw his hands in the air. “We don’t even know what to try! There isn’t like a giant, flashing door that says, ‘Exit here.’”

The witch raised her eyebrows at the boy. Jack hadn’t noticed how bushy they were. They looked like living caterpillars on her face. Wiggled like it, too.

Dad cleared his throat. “With all due respect, we wouldn’t be here if we could get home ourselves.”

Baba Yaga stroked her chin. It was rather difficult since her nose extended down so low. “Hmmm, I see.” She thought for a bit. “You have opened the way for me to escape, so yes, I will help you.”

Smiles and something that looked a lot like hope lit up the family’s faces.

“But before I can help you with that...you must help me with something.”

Dad groaned, placing his face in his hands.

They’d heard that before.


Chapter 3

“Not again!” Dad said loudly, the smile that had graced his face moments ago turning to a deep frown.

“EXCUSE ME?” Baba Yaga asked, eyebrows knit together in confusion, her eye twitching like it was dancing to a techno beat.

Dad pointed at her. “Let me guess. You have some huge quest for a bunch of hard-to-find items you need us to get before you’ll help us home. Then, once we find these items—a bunch of random, weird things in random, weird places—you’ll do something like, oh, I don’t know, decorate your room with them. All while laughing at us, right?” He crossed his arms, the barely-controlled anger seeping off him.

Baba Yaga raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms right back at him. “Let me remind you, sir, that you came to me. It just so happens that I do need some items. Though not random or weird and certainly not to decorate my room. Such an oddly specific thing to say. Why would you suggest that? DO YOU THINK I’M WEIRD?”

Jack covered his mouth to hide his laugh.

Dad made a noise like a growl and threw his head back in such a way it looked like it was going to roll right off. Mom put her hand on his elbow to cut him off before he talked more. “I’m sorry about him,” Mom said. “The last witch we worked with sent us on a wild goose chase to get decorations for her house. It...made him not trust witches very much.”

“Last witch?” Baba Yaga stroked her chin again. “Did this witch have a black cat and live in a swamp?”

Jack's face screwed up in confusion. “Don’t all witches?”

Baba Yaga nodded. “Yes, but did she have a big, black hat and a wart on her nose?”

Jack looked even more confused. “Uhhh, yeah, but...”

Baba Yaga snapped her fingers. “I KNEW IT! ESMERELDA!” Her tongue rolled on the ‘r’ sound and her eye twitched.

Kate looked just as confused as Jack. “Wait, how could you tell it was her by that description? That’s like...literally every witch.”

Baba Yaga tapped the side of her nose. “You can tell these things when you’ve been around long enough. Plus, Esmeralda always enjoyed tricking people into doing her work for her.”

Mom blushed. “I did her laundry. She made me think I was brewing a special potion.”

Baba Yaga cackled out a very long, very witchy laugh. “Oh yes. That sounds like Esmerelda.”

Dad still had his arms crossed in frustration. “You can see why we don’t want to go on any more quests for any more witches.”

Baba Yaga looked pointedly at Dad. “I’m sorry you were tricked by Esmerelda, but let me tell you something. The things I need are not some paltry baubles to enhance the decor of my living area. I need things of true power. Things that can pierce the veil of the realms and open a portal from this world to your own. I NEED THE OMEGA BEACONS!” The witch threw her hands in the air and screamed the words at the ceiling.

“Ooooh, what are those?” Jack asked, rubbing his hands together. He had never heard of such a thing and man, it sounded cool.

Baba Yaga pointed behind them, towards the netherite cube with the red beacon glowing on top. “That red beacon is the nether beacon—one of the six Omega beacons. It embodies the power of the Nether. When it’s fueled properly, the beam is powerful enough to blast into the overworld, and anything it touches gains some of its immense power. It—HEY! Get away from there!”

Everyone looked to see that Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) had climbed to the top of the netherite cube and stuck a single paw out to touch the red beam of immense power.

Baba Yaga shook a fist at him. “DON’T YOU DO THAT!”

Bruce’s paw moved closer to the beam.

Baba Yaga pointed at him. “DON’T DO IT!”

Bruce’s tail twitched and he stuck his paw into the red beam of energy.


Chapter 4

Baba Yaga buried her face in her hands, shaking her head. “Oh dear...” she mumbled.

Bruce yowled wildly and was blasted into the air, flipping end over end like a shuriken.

The whole family gasped. “Darn cat!” Dad said.

Bruce almost hit the ceiling. He just barely missed and flipped over and over as he headed towards the ground, an awful “MEEEEOOOWWWLLLGROWLLLLL” echoing off all the walls. He landed perfectly on his feet, his ears twitching like crazy.

“Meow? Hiss?” Bruce walked unsteadily, little black swirlies coming off his head. He trotted to his family, walking sideways as the dizziness took hold.

Baba Yaga stared with wide eyes as the cat—seeming not much worse for the wear—sat down in front of Jack. Bruce licked his paw where it had touched the beam of light. It was glowing bright red, and the glow spread slowly across his whole body. It moved up his legs, down his back, to the tip of his tail. It covered his neck and head and gathered in his eyes, turning them red, like a red-eyed mob, before it faded away and he looked like his normal black and white ninja-cat self.

“Amazing,” Baba Yaga whispered. “To touch the energy that close and survive...truly remarkable.”

Bruce jumped on Jack and laid across his shoulders. “Meow, purr,” he said and promptly fell asleep.

Mom looked from the cat to the witch to the cat and back. “Uhm...what was that?”

“YOUR CAT TOUCHED—” She cleared her throat and spoke softer. “What I mean is, your cat touched the power of the nether beacon.” Baba Yaga waved at the red beacon. “When that happens, it usually disintegrates whatever touches it. Especially this close to the source.”

“Usually?” Dad asked.

Baba Yaga nodded and swallowed hard, her eye twitching. She seemed to be trying hard to rein it—whatever ‘it’ was—in. “Yes. The nether beacon contains the pure essence and power of the Nether. Only when the beam has been weakened by distance from the source, can it be touched, and even then, it may cause strange things to whoever touches it.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “Strange things...like giving them red eyes and superpowers?”

Baba Yaga's eyes widened. “Yes! How did you know?”

“We’ve run into the results of the nether beacon. Quite a few times, actually,” Dad said. He rubbed his hands together. “It seems to turn whatever it hits into monsters that want to destroy everything.”

“Thankfully Bruce is a cat. He can’t get much worse,” Mom said.

“MOM!” Jack said, his eyes wide with surprise.

Mom chuckled. “Anyway, it seems like you might be the cause of all the chaos in the overworld. You and this...this...nether beacon thingy.” Mom waved at the floating cube.

Baba Yaga covered her mouth with her hands. “I had no idea. I was just trying to get out of here. How bad is it?”

Jack laughed. “Not that bad. We could defeat everything,” he flexed.

Kate looked at Jack, then the witch. “If we were just villagers, we’d be in serious trouble.”

“If we were just villagers,” Jack added, “we’d be dead.”

Kate nodded in agreement.

“Oh dear.” Baba Yaga gulped. “That wasn’t what I wanted at all! Unfortunately, I have to keep it fueled. Once I get all the beacons, that problem should go away.”

“Fuel?” Jack asked.

Baba Yaga nodded. “Each of the Omega beacons uses fuel to power up its strongest effect.”

“So, that brings us back to these Omega beacons,” Dad said. “You need us to collect them all?”

Baba Yaga nodded. “Yes, and the fuel for them. Once I have all the beacons, I can tie the energy together and create a portal to the outside, which will get you back home.”

Her eye kept twitching.


Chapter 5

Mom clapped and squeaked a little. Her face shone with excitement.

Dad sighed. “We’re really going to go on another long quest, aren't we?” He shook his head. “Alright Baba Yaga. We’ll collect these beacons. Now, where are they?”

“Wait a minute,” Kate said, pointing at the nether beacon. “Did you get that from a castle in the Nether?”

Baba Yaga nodded. “Yes, a long time ago. The kingdom was using it to keep their castle in the Nether safe, but once the enders started attacking, it was the only way we could stop them.” She paused, as if lost in thought, her only movement the incessant twitching of her eye. “I fought the ender dragon for a long time, but he was so powerful I had no hope of winning. Only by powering myself with the nether beacon was I able to fight him off and send him to the end for good. Then I locked the passage between the end and anywhere else with the beacon, as long as I kept it fueled.”

“Does...does that mean you need more fuel? Or the endermen will come back?” Jack asked.

Baba Yaga nodded. “Correct. I need a block of nether quartz. But there is plenty of time. The power of the beacon fades. We still have time before the barrier to the end is weak enough for endermen to travel here.”

Dad's eyebrows furrowed in confusion for a moment, and he was about to ask something, but shook his head instead.

Mom caught the look and knew something was bothering him but she didn’t want to ask about it right then. Instead, she asked Baba Yaga a question. “What are the other Omega beacons?”

“There are four more beacons spread out within the overworld...and one in the end.” She ticked off her fingers as she named them. “There is the water beacon located deep in the heart of an underwater pyramid. Then the earth beacon in a massive lush cave. The plant beacon, which had been in a bamboo forest, but a pillager king found it recently.”

“A pillager king?” Kate blurted out. “Ortho?”

Baba Yaga nodded her head. “Yes, that is his name. There’s also the power beacon, which can only be obtained by defeating a wither and crafting it with a nether star.”

Jack winced. “Whoa, those guys are tough.”

“What do you mean?” Dad asked. “I’ve never even heard of them.”

Jack sighed. “I’ve seen people fight a wither on YouTube. They’re like the toughest mob in the game. They can fly, and explode things, and summon skeletons...” He shuddered.

Baba Yaga nodded again. “Yes, these beacons will not be easy to get. But I cannot send you home until I have them all. It simply isn’t possible.” Her eye twitched like it was signaling with Morse code.

Dad nodded and Mom looked far less hopeful than she had moments ago.

“Are you okay?” Mom asked.

“I’m fine,” Baba Yaga said, eyeing Mom with the twitching eye. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, it’s just...your eye?”

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH MY EYE?!” the witch hollered. Twitch. Twitch. Twitch.

“Oh, it’s just it...never mind. Sorry. Please continue.”

“Last,” Baba Yaga continued, “there is the end beacon, which you will only get after you go to the end and defeat the ender dragon.”

Kate blew out a breath. “The ender dragon? Wow. These won’t be hard to get...they’re impossible.”

Jack shrugged his shoulders. “No way. We’re respawners, remember? And we have the best ninja-cat sidekick around.” He rubbed Bruce’s head. Bruce didn’t wake up.

“We haven’t fought half the things we’re going to have to!” Kate argued.

“We hadn’t done half the things we’ve already done,” Jack said. “Remember how impossible we thought it’d be to survive in Minecraft when we first got here? Look how far we’ve come.”

“Jack’s right,” Mom said softly. “We can do anything as long as we’re doing it together.”

Dad frowned and looked at the kids, then Mom, then the witch. “How do we even get to the end? I thought the way there was closed.”

Baba Yaga smirked. “To answer your question,” she pointed at Dad, “the way to the end is closed for the enderpeople. They cannot use their power to come to the overworld any longer. But the portals to the end will still work.”

“So, where do we find a portal?” Dad asked.

“In a stronghold,” Jack said. “They’re deep in the ground. We’ll have to do a lot of mining.”

“Correct, young man. You’re very knowledgeable about our world,” Baba Yaga said, eyeing the boy with the twitching eye.

Jack puffed up his chest with pride. “Yeah, I am. But we won't have to go there, anyway.”

Baba Yaga cocked her head. “Oh? Why’s that?”

Jack pulled out the glowing black beacon. “Because we have the end beacon already.”

Baba Yaga’s mouth dropped open, and her eye twitched so violently it looked as if it had gained wings and would fly away.


Chapter 6

Dad grit his teeth when he saw the beacon in Jack’s hand. He wasn’t ready to show her what they had, but he blew out a breath and shook his head. “Yeah, that does help us. Saves us a trip to this end place.”

Baba Yaga frowned. “Well...”

Dad sighed. “What? Is it the wrong beacon or something?”

Baba Yaga snorted out a small laugh. “Oh no, it’s the correct one. I’m very curious about how you got it, but that’s not the problem. The problem is, I still need the fuel for it.”

Mom frowned. “Just to be clear...if we get all these things, then you can really get us back home?”

Baba Yaga put her hands on her hips. “Do you doubt my power? I, Baba Yaga, who defeated the ender dragon, closed off the way from the end, and ushered in an era of world peace?”

“Well, it’s not that peaceful,” Jack muttered under his breath.

Mom shushed him with ‘The Look.’ “It’s not that we don’t believe you, but with our last experience with Esmerelda, we’re just...wary.”

Baba Yaga dropped her hands and rolled her eyes. “That witch—she is so frustrating sometimes. Now that I'm free, I will definitely have words with her. Anyway, yes. With the Omega beacons, I can send you home.”

Mom nodded. “What else do we need to get? What fuel do they need?”

“The water beacon requires a sponge. We already talked about the nether beacon, which needs a block of nether quartz. The plant beacon requires fresh bamboo, the earth beacon requires amethyst, the power beacon requires packed ice, and the last one—the end beacon—is going to be the hardest.” She sighed.

“What is it?” Kate asked.

Dad eyed the witch suspiciously.

“The end beacon requires...an ender dragon egg,” Baba Yaga finally let out. Twitch.

“Seriously?” Jack said. “We still have to go to the end!”

“So, you see,” Baba Yaga said, “this is no easy thing to do. But with the omega beacons, and their fuel, I will have the power needed to open the way home for you.”

Dad blew out a breath. “Yeah. This will not be easy at all. Or quick.”


Chapter 7

“How do you know so much about what's going on in the overworld?” Mom asked.

Baba Yaga smiled. “Oh, that’s easy. I have a crystal that lets me see wherever I want.”

Jack opened his mouth to say something, but Mom quickly put her hand over it. Jack rolled his eyes but didn’t talk.

“A crystal? Like a crystal ball?” Mom said.

“What’s a ball?” Baba Yaga asked.

“Nevermind,” Mom said. “Can I see the crystal? That sounds fascinating.”

Baba Yaga raised an eyebrow over her twitching eye. “I’d be happy to show you the crystal, but first, let me have the end beacon.”

Dad made a fist but nodded at Jack. “Go ahead, son.”

Jack nodded and gave the beacon to Baba Yaga. She snatched it out of his hand like he might change his mind, a huge smile on her face. “Finally, another beacon,” she muttered.

The witch took the beacon to the enormous cube of netherite and walked around it, mumbling something the family couldn’t hear. She fumbled around, eventually figuring out whatever she was trying to, and placed the beacon on the bottom of the cube. Instantly, a beam of black light shot down towards the ground from the cube, and it lifted higher into the air, looking somewhat like a bead on a string.

The beam of red light and beam of black light from the cube were fascinating to see as they shot in opposite directions. Baba Yaga stood back and nodded as she watched it, then rubbed her hands together as she walked back to the family. “Amazing. Each beacon on the cube makes the barrier between here and the end stronger. Once all of them are in place, we’ll never have to worry about the endermen again.”

She waved at them to follow her. “Now, you wanted to see my crystal cube? Follow me.” She walked to a nearby wall, flipped a switch, and a section of the wall moved, revealing another room. This room was similar to the one Esmerelda had in her house, filled with bookshelves. But this room was larger. Much, much larger. It had rows and rows of bookshelves, stacked high. There was an open area that contained the kinds of things one would expect to find in a witch’s library: a brewing stand, enchanting table, and cauldron.

That wasn’t the most interesting part, though. Not by far. What drew everyone’s eye was the table with a chair in front of it. The chair looked just like the comfy armchair Dad would sit in when he was lounging, watching TV. On the table in front of the chair, like the aforementioned TV, was a sea lantern.

Baba Yaga touched the sea lantern and said something in a strange and arcane language. A purple swirly floated off the sea lantern, and the side facing the comfy chair lit up, displaying pictures of the overworld.

Jack gasped. “It’s a TV! Can I watch Pokémon?”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Jack, it’s not a TV. It’s like...a crystal ball...cube...thing.” She turned to Baba Yaga. “You can watch the entire world?”

The witch nodded and the screen changed from showing pictures and turned into a video feed, casting strange light on her twitching eye. The family watched in mute fascination as they saw a pillager army marching across a snowy tundra. The army stopped when, what looked like a mountain in front of them, suddenly shook, then stood up to reveal itself as a huge snow golem.

“Oh dear,” Mom said, jumping a little. “I don’t like scary movies.”

“Whoa!” Jack and Kate shouted and sat down in front of the screen to watch, one kid on each arm of the chair.

“I wish we had some popcorn,” Jack said and looked over at Mom, wiggling his eyebrows hopefully. Mom snorted, and held out her hand, a bucket of butter yellow popcorn appearing in it. “Woohoo!” Jack said and turned back to the screen.

Baba Yaga watched all this with a shocked look on her face. “You’ve seen something like this before?”

Dad nodded. “Well, back home we have something like these. They’re called television or TV. But ours had sound, too.”

Baba Yaga crossed her arms. “Hrmph. Well, anyway. This is how I know what’s going on in the world.”


Chapter 8

Baba Yaga showed them a few scenes on her magic screen, and while she was disappointed that they had seen something like it before, they were quite impressed when she showed them how she could zoom around the overworld to watch whatever she wanted.

“This is pretty powerful,” Kate said, swallowing a mouthful of popcorn. “But why didn’t you know we were coming if you can watch everything?”

Baba Yaga shrugged. “I have to know about something to tune into it or come across when exploring. It’s not perfect, but it’s useful for keeping somewhat up to date about goings-on.”

“Do you know how we’re supposed to find all the beacons?” Dad asked.

Baba Yaga pulled out a map, held it in her hands, and in a shower of swirly magic, the map turned into two maps, and she handed one to Dad. “This map will help you. These were the last known locations of the beacons. They should all still be there, except for the beacon of life, which Ortho has.”

“I’m pretty sure we know how to find Ortho anyway,” Dad said, clenching his jaw. “He thinks our old kingdom village has a beacon. He’s bound to show up there at some point.”

Jack smirked. “Then we can crush him like we did Bonaparte!”

Dad shook his head. “Jack, don’t underestimate Ortho. Last time we faced him we all ran away, remember?”

“I remember kicking his butt and poofing his ravager,” Jack said while flexing.

“Yeah, and what happened right after that?”

Jack cleared his throat. “Well...I poofed. But—”

“All I'm saying is, don’t underestimate him. You know he’s powerful, and with that beacon thingy, he might be even more powerful. He could hurt the kingdom village or the villagers.” Jack looked down and thought about that.

Dad opened the map, but since it was of the overworld and they were in the Nether, it did little good. He saw it was centered on the broken portal, and that made it easier to figure out. He nodded. “Alright, everyone. It’s time to go.”

“Aww, it was just getting good!” Kate gestured to the not-TV. On the screen, a herd of wild horses was roaming around.

“Boring,” Jack said.

“No, ninja stuff is boring!” Kate yelled at him.

“Oh, look at me. I’m a horse. I eat and run and poop all day,” Jack said, imitating a horse with his hands and feet as if he had hooves.

“There’s no poop in Minecraft!” Kate yelled. “And I didn’t see you complaining about Midnight.” Kate gave him her version of ‘The Look.’

“Well, yeah,” Jack said. “He’s pretty much a ninja-horse. Makes him cool by default.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. A ninja-horse?”

“Kids—” Mom said quietly.

“You’re the dumbest thing I've ever heard!” Jack stuck his tongue out at Kate.

“Kiiiiids—” Mom said, a little louder.

“You are!” Kate yelled.

“No, you are!” Jack yelled back.

“Children!” Mom snapped, giving them both the real version of ‘The Look.’

Jack and Kate turned to Mom and seeing the look on her face, they cringed. Kate wrapped her arms around Jack. “I mean...I love you brother.”

Jack, not taking his eyes off Mom, hugged Kate back. “And I love my sister.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “I know you’re faking it, but I’ll take it, anyway. Come on, it’s time to go.”

“Wait, I have a question,” Dad said as he turned back to Baba Yaga. “So we have to risk life and limb out there, fighting pillager kings and terrible monsters to get these beacons, right? Do you have anything that can help us?”

Baba Yaga frowned. “You are respawners, you don’t risk that much.” Twitch.

Mom frowned and Dad scowled. “Sure we can respawn, but it still hurts. Plus, if this wither thing is as scary as Jack made it seem, what if it wipes us out? We might not even be strong enough to fight it.”

The witch shuddered thinking of the wither, then sighed heavily and walked over to a chest. “I suppose you should take these. You’re right—the enemies you’ll face will be quite powerful. Even I would not want to fight a wither.” She pulled out five blocks of netherite.

Jacks mouth dropped open, and his eyes bugged so wide he looked like a cartoon character. “Really?”

Baba Yaga nodded. “Yes, I have all I need of it. The only thing I need is those beacons. If this will help you, then you should have it.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “You mean, you need the beacons to help us get home, right?”

“Yes, yes, of course, of course,” Baba Yaga said, still holding out the netherite blocks, her eye still twitching.

Jack snatched up the netherite and did the floss dance.
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The family gathered and made their way out of Baba Yaga’s library. “You’ll be here when we get back?” Dad asked the witch as they made their way to the stairs.

Baba Yaga nodded. “I still need to maintain the magic on the cube. I’ll finally be free for good once you find all those beacons.” Twitch twitch. Twitch.

“Alright then,” Dad said. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. Wish us luck.”

The witch looked at him and a long, witchy smile covered her face. “You’re going to NEED IT! Good luck.” Twitchity twitch, twitch twitch.

They climbed the stairs and walked across the long bridges back to the portal, the same way they’d come in.

“Shouldn’t we try to get some wither skulls while we’re in here?” Jack asked.

Dad shook his head, his mouth set in a firm line. “No, we’re heading out.”

“But—” Jack tried to continue, but Dad silenced him with a glare. They were back in the overworld soon enough, but Dad still hadn’t said anything.

Kate screamed with glee as they found all their pets safe and sound, milling around their old house. She ran to give Lady a hug.

“Kate, come on. We have to talk,” Dad said. Kate looked at him and was about to say something else, but the look on his face stopped her short. Dad was typically a pretty easygoing guy. Happy and silly and forgiving. But his current mood was cold enough to shatter glass. She nodded and followed him.

He brought everyone into the last house they’d built and immediately mined all the windows.

“Honey, what in the world are you doing?” Mom asked.

Dad continued his silent treatment as he placed dirt blocks in all the window holes, filling the room with total and complete darkness.

“There we go,” he said. “Now we can talk.”

“Meow?” Bruce asked from somewhere in the room they couldn’t see.

“Alright honey, just what in the world has gotten into you? Why are you so cranky? And why are we in the dark? What is wrong?” They could pretty much hear her crossing her arms and giving Dad ‘The Look.’

“I’ll start with the reason we’re in the dark,” Dad said. He puffed out a breath. “I don’t trust Baba Yaga. I don’t trust her one bit, and with her magical screen thing...she could be watching us at any moment.”

“Don’t trust her?” Jack asked. “Is that why you rushed us out of the Nether so fast?”

Dad nodded, then realized no one could see him nod and facepalmed. “Yes, that's exactly why.”

“But why the darkness?” Kate asked. “She can’t hear us—her screen doesn’t have sound, remember?”

“That may be true, or it could be a trick,” Dad said.

“Um,” Jack said, “if it has sound, the dark isn’t going to help, anyway...”

“A trick?” Kate asked.

Dad nodded—uselessly—again, then cleared his throat. “Yes. Didn’t you feel like something was...off with her?”

“Are you sure this isn’t because of Esmerelda?” Mom asked. “Even Baba Yaga said she was crazy. And besides, if her magic TV not having sound was a trick, why are we in the dark?”

“That’s what I said,” Jack mumbled under his breath.

“Well, yeah. Because it might not be a trick. Maybe she can’t get sound,” Dad said.

“I don’t get it,” Jack said.

“Because,” Dad continued with a sigh, “if you were trapped in a room for who knows how long with a magic TV with no sound, wouldn’t you learn to read lips?”

“Do what now?” Jack asked.

Kate snapped her fingers. “Oh! I know about that. I learned about it when Bubbie came to visit and was teaching us sign language. Some people who are deaf read lips to understand what people are saying when they can’t use sign language.”

“Oh yeah, I think I remember that,” Jack said.

“It’s true,” Mom said. “I didn’t think about that. Even so, don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid, honey?”

Dad shook his head. Then shook his head about shaking his head in the dark. He really needed to quit doing that. “No. No I don't. Didn’t she just seem...kinda crazy?”

“That’s rude,” Mom scolded. “Everyone has different mannerisms and that’s okay.”

“But she like...randomly screamed things,” Jack added. “It was strange.”

“She’s been alone a long time,” Mom argued.

“And her story had lots of holes,” Dad added.

“It was a lot to tell. Maybe she just got confused,” Mom said.

“Can we please talk about the eye?” Kate yelled. “I’ve never seen an eye twitch quite like that.”

“We don’t comment on other people’s bodies, dear,” Mom said. “But yeah, that was a little strange.”

“Little strange?” Jack added. “I thought it was going to pop out of her face!”

“ANYways,” Dad said, trying to refocus the group. “Let me ask you one question: where did she get all the netherite for that giant cube?”

“Ohhhhh yeah,” Jack said. “Good point.”

“What? What do you mean?” Mom asked.

“Well, netherite is really rare,” Jack said, “so she had to be getting it from someone or be able leave her room. Which means she was lying to us.”

Silence fell over the family for a few moments before Mom gasped. “The piglin brutes! They were making the piglins dig up netherite scraps. Do you think...could it be related?”

“I don’t know,” Dad said, “but there are other warning signs, too. Like, how does she get more quartz for the nether beacon?”

“Oh fiddlesticks!” Mom burst out.

Jack and Kate gasped. “Mom!” Kate said.

“Rats and phooey!” Mom continued. “I just wanted to be able to trust her and get home.”

Dad found Mom in the darkness and pulled her into a hug. “Just because she wasn’t telling the truth about some things doesn’t mean she’s not going to send us home. We don’t know everything that's going on. She could have good reasons for hiding stuff from us. I just wanted to get out of there as fast as we could, and I want to be smart about this.”

Mom sighed, leaning her head on Dad's shoulder. “I suppose you're right. We should be cautious. We can’t—” She was going to say more, when a light burst to life in the center of the room.

Bruce, who had been purring away on Jack's shoulders, had woken up and snuck over to the food chest. With the chest lid still open and a raw chicken on the ground in front of him, Bruce’s fur lit up like a lantern.

“Meow?”
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The cat was glowing.

“What the Nether? Dad shouted.

“Meow?” Bruce said, then extended a claw. The claw was glowing bright red. He touched the chicken and smoke sizzled off it. In the light of the cat’s fur, they watched as the raw chicken poofed into a cooked chicken.

“Meow!” Bruce said as he gobbled it down.

The family stood there, shocked, their eyes wide open in amazement. After a few seconds, Jack snapped his fingers. “The nether beacon!”

Kate nodded smartly. “Yep, that must’ve been it.”

“What are you talking about?” Mom asked. “What’s wrong with our poor kitty?”

Bruce ignored the family and pulled out a variety of uncooked meats, and with a swipe and a poof, cooked them and gobbled them up.

Jack gestured at the cat. “Well, by the way he’s eating, nothing’s wrong with him.”

“What?” Mom asked, then suddenly looked at Bruce. “Hey! Get out of there you glowing pest! Or you’re going to have glowing farts from overeating!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled and snatched another fish from the chest, cooked it, and ate it. He walked casually to the beds, circled a few times before lying down, and said, “Purr purr.” And fell asleep. The glow from his body faded out once he was fully sleeping.

Kate giggled. “Yeah, I think Bruce got another power from the nether beacon. Remember, we told you how Jack got his cloning power? Plus, the nether beacon gives mobs powers in the overworld all the time. That must be what happened to Bruce.”

“Does that mean every beacon gives powers?” Dad asked.

“Maybe?” Jack said. “We don’t know.”

“If that’s the case...Ortho might be even stronger now,” Dad mused.

“Unless you can only have a power from a single beacon or something,” Kate said.

“How did we get our powers, though?” Mom asked. “I don’t think any of us were hit by any weird beacons.”

“That’s right,” Dad said. “I’d definitely remember something like that.”

“Like you remember our anniversary, darling?” Mom asked. Dad couldn’t see the look on her face since their cat-light had gone out.

“Mmhhmm,” he said. “August...sixth-er-twelfth-er-twentysomething,” he mumbled low.

Jack shrugged—but of course it was dark, so nobody saw him. “Dad, can we like…have light now?”

“Oh, OH! Sure. I just wanted you guys to know my misgivings about that witch. I think we need to be careful. We probably shouldn’t talk about it when the lights are on.”

Dad mined out a hole in the wall, letting light in. “BOY! BRUCE SURE HAS CHANGED SINCE HE TOUCHED THAT BEACON!” he shouted in a loud, exaggerated voice.

“Are you serious?” Mom asked, covering her eyes. “Just talk normally.”

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN? I AM TALKING NORMALLY,” Dad said as he enunciated each word loudly and with lasting emphasis.

“Honey. Knock it off.” Mom’s voice was deadpan and very serious.

Dad sighed, but nodded.


Chapter 11

“Alright then,” Dad said, “we need to plan how to get these beacons.”

Mom was still giving Dad the stink eye as she went about replacing the windows in their home. “Kate dear, would you get out your book and quill?”

“Aw, Mom. Not homework,” Kate groaned.

“Noooooo!” Jack moaned as well.

Mom sighed. “Kids, it’s not for homework. I just want you to help Dad. But your groaning and griping makes me want to give you homework.”

“Got it!” Kate said, pulling out her book and quill.

“Okay, we have four beacons to get. The water beacon in an underwater pyramid—” Dad started.

“There’s one by the island village, remember?” Kate said.

Dad nodded. “Okay, so that’s one. Then there’s the beacon of life, but Ortho has that one. He’s probably going to go to the kingdom village at some point, so if we go back and station up there, we could get it.”

“Yay!” Kate shouted. “We get to see our friends!”

“Yes!” Jack shout-punched the air.

“Oh goody,” Mom said, “I had some new ideas for the garden I wanted to try.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Guuuys, you know we’re trying to leave.”

“We know dear,” Mom said. “It’s just nice to have a home base we can work from, and to be around kind people who we can trust.”

Dad sighed. “Yes okay, that’s a good point. When Ortho finally shows up, he’s likely to be pretty powerful and I don’t want our friends to get hurt. Anyway, that’s two of the beacons. The third one is...” He opened the map and laid it on the table so everyone could see.

The map was centered on them now that they were out of the Nether, with arrows of various colors at the edges of the map. “Hmmm, so it looks like the beacon of earth is to the south, and the last beacon we have to get from a...what did she call it?”

“A wither,” Jack said. “They’re bad news. Stronger than the ender dragon even. At least that’s what I’ve been told. I haven’t fought either, so I don’t really know.”

“How do we find one?” Dad asked.

“You make it, like a golem,” Jack said. “You have to use wither skulls, from wither skeletons in the Nether, and…I don’t remember what else.”

“You have to get skulls?” Mom said. “That’s disgusting. How horrible! I knew this game was too dark and violent.”

Jack and Kate rolled their eyes. “Sure mom,” Kate said, “but what about all the friends we’ve made here?”

“Yeah!” Jack said. “And all the gardening and stuff you can do.”

Even Dad weighed in. “Besides dear, life is filled with dark things all the time. Car accidents, robbers, sickness. This world doesn’t have any of that stuff, so the occasional dark ritual to summon and incredibly powerful destructive beast isn’t that big a deal.”

“Do you even hear what you’re saying?” Mom put her hands on her hips. “Dark rituals, summoning destructive beasts.” She stared daggers at Dad who only grinned and winked at her. She rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine. What are we going to do first?”

“Don’t forget,” Jack said, “we still have to find a stronghold so we can go to the end.”

“Ah, that’s right,” Dad said. “I bet the library at the Kingdom village would have some ideas on where to find one.”

“It sounds like we should go there first,” Mom said. “We need to be there for when Ortho shows up, and we can get a lot of research done there.”

“Plus, there’s a nether fortress right through the portal, so we could get nether skulls easily,” Kate said.

“And we need to craft the netherite Baba Yaga gave us into armor. I can’t wait! I’m going to look so cool!”

Dad nodded. “That sounds okay to me. But I’d like to at least check out the direction of the earth beacon. Maybe it’s close by.”

After a round of nods and shrugs, Kate asked, “Can I go play with my animals now?”
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Kate dashed to the door and slammed it open wide. “Come to me, my animals!” she shouted and ran out to be surrounded by the pets.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Dad, I’m going to make a beacon so we can find this place easier.”

“A beacon? Like the one Baba Yaga needs? You can make them?”

Jack nodded. “Not a real beacon. I’m going to make a lava beacon!”

Dad sighed. “You and lava.”

“What? Lava is cool!”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “No, lava’s hot.”

Jack smirked. “Yeah, yeah, okay. But anyway, I’m going to jump-stack up to the skybox and pour lava down. It’ll pour all the way and make an awesome landmark we can’t miss.”

“That does sound pretty cool actually,” Dad said.

Mom clicked her tongue. “Men and fire. You’re not letting lava pour all over the ground. That’s dangerous and a fire hazard. What if a poor animal wanders into it by accident?”

Jack thought about it. “Okay, I know how to fix that.”

“Sometimes I think you just like playing with lava,” Mom said with a shake of her head.

Jack nodded. “Of course I do. It’s fun! We’re stuck in a game world, might as well have some fun in it.”

Dad chuckled. “That’s a fair point, son, go ahead.”

“Yeah!” Jack shout-punched the air and dashed outside.

Dad turned to Mom. “It’s not a bad idea to have a way to find this place easily. We’re going to have to come back here to talk to Baba Yaga again.”

Mom sighed. “True. So when should we leave?”

Dad looked outside and saw the sun was on the lower end of the sky. “I think we should head out tomorrow. The sooner the better, honestly.”

“I better get cooking then,” Mom said.

“What? Why?” Dad asked.

“We need fresh food for the trip!”

“Sometimes I think you just like cooking for fun.” Dad winked.

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you? Always wanting to barbecue. Besides, you love when I make delicious treats.”

“I do indeed.” Dad rubbed his tummy. “How do you make an apple turnover?”

Mom blinked at him, surprised at the question. Before she could answer, Dad smirked. “You roll it down a hill.”

Mom blinked again, then narrowed her eyes at him. “No.”

“What? You don’t like my jokes? I know one you’ll love about pizza. Wait, nevermind. It’s too cheesy.”

Mom sighed. “Stop, please.”

“I saw a baby corn crying the other day. He missed his pop corn.”

“Uuuugggh,” Mom groaned.

“Oh, come on. My jokes aren’t that corny!”

“Please honey, I’m begging you…”

Dad sighed. “You know, I wish you were an egg.”

Mom threw her hands in the air. “What?”

Dad nodded. “Yeah, then my jokes would be cracking you up.”

“Okay, you need to stop. I’m not joking.”

“Hi Not Joking. I’m Dad.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m serious!”

“Serious? I thought you were Not Joking?”

“That’s it!” Mom shouted and lunged at him, tickling him.

“Hey! No fair!” Dad shouted.
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Jack had his hands on his hips, planning his lava beacon. “Hrmm, where should I put this thing?”

He wandered around the property, looking for just the right spot. He didn’t want it too close to the house and animals, but it couldn’t be too far or it wouldn’t help them get back. Wherever he put it, his beacon was going to be amazing and huge and glorious and bright. He was very excited.

“Oh man, this is going to be awesome.”

In the actual game—the one he played back home from the couch—he loved building massive jump-stacked towers covered in lava as landmarks when he needed to find things. Maybe his mom was right and he did have an unhealthy obsession with lava. He shrugged.

While wandering around his eyes fell on the once-broken-now-fixed portal. It gave him an idea. A wonderful, horrible idea.

He pulled out his shulker box and dug around in it. There they were: all the pieces he needed. Redstone dust, pistons, a lever, even some slime balls to make a sticky piston.

“Okay, this is going to be awesomer than awesome. This is going to be aweawesome! No that’s dumb, awesomesome? Noooo. Hmmm... mega-awesome? Hmm megawesome? Yeah! It’s going to be megawesome!”

He pulled out everything he needed to craft, including a bunch of cobblestone. First, he set up the sticky piston with a block of cobblestone on it. Then he built the stairs he needed to activate the piston, and carefully placed the redstone on it, making the path down to where he wanted the switch.

Next, he built a facade out of cobblestone and wrapped the whole portal in it. He stepped back to look and decided he’d have to double the sticky pistons, because he couldn’t tell which way you came out of the portal when you went through.

With a sigh, he mined a bunch of blocks he’d made so he could duplicate the piston on the other side of the portal. It took quite a bit of messing around and figuring out how to get the redstone to line up on the same lever in the front of the facade, but he finally did it.

Then he rebuilt the facade, wrapping the whole portal in a cobblestone wall and leaving a small two-block high one-block wide hallway to the portal. He built a one-block retaining wall around the edge of the odd building he created, then tested out the lever.

Sure enough, when he flipped it, a hole opened in the ceiling of the walkway, looking right into the sky, directly in front of the portal. He flipped the lever again and the sticky piston pushed the cobblestone block into place, blocking off the hole.

It was perfect.

He climbed on top of the building, stood directly in the center with a full stack of dirt blocks, and started jump-stacking.

He jumped and stacked and jumped and stacked. He kept going and going until his stack of blocks ran out. He looked down on the world and smiled. Everything was tiny.

He pulled out another stack of dirt blocks and continued jump-stacking. That stack ran out too and he frowned. “I don’t remember being able to get this high before, this feels really high.”

He looked all around and decided he was high enough for what he wanted to do. He pulled out a bucket of lava and prepared to jump and dump it under him. He frowned. “Waaaaaait a second.” He dug around in his inventory. “How am I going to get down?”

Jack facepalmed. “Oh man! How could I forget to put up a ladder or get a bucket of water or anything?” He considered shouting for help, but there was no way anyone would hear him from his place in the sky. The sun was setting, and it would be dark soon. “Rats and phooey!”

He sat on the top of his stack, thinking and looking through his inventory. When he saw the two slime blocks, he smiled. “This is going to be interesting.” He put the slime blocks in his hotbar, munched down a golden apple to get the health buff, and took a deep breath. “Here we go.”

He leapt into the air and dumped the lava bucket. He didn’t move quite fast enough, though, and some lava splashed on him, the burning debuff activating. “Oh man!”

Lava poured down the stack of dirt blocks and Jack grinned as he watched. He spun himself to face the ground and pulled out his two slime blocks. “I hope these are enough.”

His hearts dropped as he burned, and he screamed as the ground got closer. “Ahhhhhh!” It was fascinating to watch as the sun disappeared completely and darkness covered the land. He was almost to the ground, and activated his luck power, dropping the slime block hoping it was at the right time. It was. He landed directly on it and bounced high into the air.

He repeated the maneuver with his last slime block, and bounced once again, this time not as high. He hoped it was enough. The burn debug was still eating away at his hearts when he crashed into the ground, right in front of Kate, who was playing with Fang. His hearts nearly emptied from the crash.

Kate’s eyes bugged out of her head as Jack crashed into the ground. “Jack? What the heck? Where did you come from?”

Jack groaned from the ground. “I did it,” he said, just as the burn debuff poofed him. “Aw man!” Kate heard him yell from inside the house.
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The family was safe in their home, ready to enjoy a nice meal after they helped Jack pick up all his items. Jack kept glancing out the window. Lava takes a long time to fall from that high up—a really long time—and he was anticipating seeing his beacon.

Just as they were digging into their dinner of cheeseburger sliders and fries, the inside of the house lit up with an orange hue from a massive light outside.

“What is that?” Mom exclaimed.

“Haha! Yes!” Jack shouted, rushing to the window. “That’s my beacon!”

“Really?” Dad asked. “That thing is massive.”

“Come see it!” Jack yelled excitedly and ran out the door, slider in hand. The family followed and they made their way to the portal.

Where there was once a portal, there was now a small cobblestone building with a single entrance on one side, lava flowing from a hole to cover the ground in a small pool. On top of the building and going as high into the sky as they could see, was a bright flowing column of lava.

“Jack Murphy Smith!” Mom yelled. “I can’t believe this. You’ve ruined the portal! How are we going to get home?” She whirled on him; her eyes beady with anger like he’d never seen.

Jack cringed and put his hands up. “Oh sorry. I should have told you what I was going to do. Don’t worry, it’s not ruined.” He went to the side of the building where he installed the lever. “Watch.” He flipped the lever and the lava stopped flowing, slowly disappearing to reveal a hallway with the portal on the inside.

“Whoa!” Dad said. “Okay, this is pretty cool. But why did you do it?”

Jack shrugged. “I was just thinking about how you said that—” He looked both ways, then covered his mouth and said in a loud whisper, “We shouldn’t trust Baba Yaga. So, I put this in to stop anyone from using the portal to get out. Just in case.”

Dad grabbed Jack in a hug. “That was fantastic thinking, kid.” Dad rubbed Jack’s hair.

“Did you use a sticky piston?” Kate asked.

Jack nodded. “Yep!”

“So cool! Show me how you did it,” Kate said.

Jack and Kate got to talking about the redstone setup he devised while Mom simply stood there, slack jawed at the massive column of lava and the entrance to the portal.

Dad smirked and took her hand. “Pretty neat, huh?”

Mom nodded and grinned. “Yeah, it really is. I know sometimes I get hung up on the violence and stuff, but there’s a lot that’s good about Minecraft.” She waved at the contraption Jack had built. “I’ve seen hidden doors and stuff, but to see Jack make something like this all from bits and pieces he’s collected and his imagination? It’s really ingenious.”

Dad hugged her close. “Yep, we have some great kids.”

Mom hugged him back then pulled away. “Okay guys, it’s dessert time! I’m thinking Root Beer floats.”

“Yay!” the kids shouted.
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It didn’t take long the next morning to pack up and gather all the animals. Kate was riding Lady, Perry on her shoulder, and Fang down on the ground beside her. Jack shook his head at the sight of his sister, surrounded by animals, as he got on Midnight.

“Are we ready?” he called out.

“Ready!” Dad shouted, looking at the map and pointing. “That way!”

The caravan of animals and people rode forward, a strange parade tearing south through the land, towards the marker on the map. The biome changed to badlands, but this time, since Mom was riding a horse and had plenty of supplies, she wasn’t anywhere near as cranky.

They rode all through the day and the biome changed once again, this time to one even the kids had not seen before.

They were at the outskirts of a forest that had a truly massive mountain right in the center. The snowy peaks climbed up higher than any of them had ever seen. The mountain was huge with pointed slopes that reached to the clouds and formed a bowl shape. They paused to take in the majesty of such an imposing sight.

“Something tells me...that’s right where we need to go,” Dad said. He showed them the map, and sure enough, there was a purple dot right in the center of the mountainous section.

“Wow, this is beautiful,” Mom said.

“And we get to go explore it!” Jack shout-punched the air.

“It’s almost night, should we make a camp?” Mom asked.

“Awww,” Jack said.

“No, your mom is right,” Dad said. “We don’t know what kinds of things we may run into, and honestly, I kind of want to see this in the light. Plus it’d be smart to set our spawn points.”

Jack thought about it, then nodded. “Alright.”

“Nothing crazy,” Mom said. “Just a little base camp.”

Kate jumped off Lady and pulled out some fencing, “I’ll make a quick pen.”

They built a super basic house, just big enough for their beds really, and had a light dinner before turning in. Mom didn’t even try to decorate, though everyone could tell it was killing her not to.

As soon as the sun crested the horizon, Jack leapt out of bed and bounced across the other beds. “Come on, come on! Let’s go explore!”
 

Dad sighed, and Mom made him a cup of coffee. He chippered up after that, and they were back on the road, carefully making their way through the trees. The forest was dense, and several times they had to cut a tree down for Stompy to get through, but eventually they made it up to the sloping mountain.

It was even bigger up close.

“Whoa,” Kate said. “This is so pretty.”

They spent the rest of the day hiking the mountain. Up, up, and up they climbed, to where they even occasionally ran into some snow. As the day was getting late, they crested the rim of the mountainous structure, and all of them gasped at what they saw below. The peaks that formed a protective bowl had been hiding a truly massive cave entrance—an entrance so large it could fit almost an entire village in it.

“Wow, wow, wow, wow, wow,” Dad said.

Jack and Kate couldn’t do anything but nod in agreement. The sun was low in the sky and the light hit it in a way that exposed a lot of the inner part of the cave, and it didn’t look any smaller deeper in.

“I can’t wait to check that out,” Jack said.

“Me too!” Kate said. “Let’s build a pen for the animals here and go!”

“Don’t you think we should wait until sunrise?” Mom asked, looking back at the setting sun. “It’s getting late.”

Dad, Jack, and Kate shook their heads. “No way!” Kate said. “There’s enough light to get down there, and once we’re in the cave, sunlight won't matter.” She built a luxurious pen for their mounts, careful to build it two high, just in case.

Mom looked at Dad, who simply shrugged. “I agree. We can play it safe later. I’m curious to see inside, too. Plus, if we’re close to the earth beacon, I want to get it.”

Mom sighed but nodded. “Okay. I’ll put up a building large enough for our beds and shulker boxes.”

Dad cocked his head. “What? Why?”

Mom gestured at the massive cave. “We’re about to go into the bowels of the earth through a cave that a giant could fit in. Do you really think we won't end up getting respawned? I don’t want to climb back up the mountain.”

Dad bit his lip. “Ah, yeah. Good point.”
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The animals were locked up, their spawn points set, and they were ready to go.

“Why are you bringing Perry the parrot?” Jack asked, looking at the bird on Kate’s shoulder.

“Perry!” squawked Perry.

“Have you ever tried putting a bird in a pen?”

“In a pen!” squawked Perry.

“You could build a cage,” he suggested.

“Not a cage!” squawked Perry.

“And stifle his freedom?” Kate looked offended.

“We’re stifling their freedom,” Jack said, pointing at the other animals in pens.

“Freedom! Freedom!” squawked Perry.

“No, we’re not, we’re protecting them. Besides, they can’t fly.”

Jack shook his head. This wasn’t an argument he would win. “I wish we had our netherite armor already,” he said.

Kate rolled her eyes. “We’ve done just fine without it. You just like new toys.”

“Do not!”

“Do too!”

“Hush kids,” Mom said. “Kate, it’s okay to like things.”

Kate threw her hands in the air in defeat.

“Kids, we’re about to explore the biggest, coolest cave I’ve ever seen or even heard of. Can we please be nice for the trip?” Dad asked.

“Sorry,” Jack and Kate said together.

They walked for a bit, taking in the sights of the huge cavern. “You know,” Dad said, “I read an article back home about a frozen caveman found by hikers in the Himalayas.”

“Really?” Kate asked. “That’s sad.”

Dad nodded seriously. “Yeah. They found Himalayan in the ice.”

Mom stopped. “NO!”

The rest of them stopped, too, turning to Mom. “What's wrong, Mom?” Kate asked.

Mom squinted at Dad, then pointed at him. “You already did this; you can’t do it so soon again.”

Jack and Kate looked from Mom to Dad, who had a huge grin on his face. Dad slowly turned to look at the kids. “Get it? Him-a-layin’, in the ice?”

Jack burst out laughing while Kate facepalmed. “Ugggghhhh Daaaad!”

“It’s true!” Dad said. “And based on his clothes and the way he was lying, they could even tell what kind of music he listened to.”

“What?” Jack asked.

Dad nodded. “He loved hard rock.”

Jack cracked up and Kate stared daggers at Dad just like Mom. “Honey,” Mom said in her warning tone of voice.

Dad held up his hands. “Okay, okay, no more jokes.”

“Good,” Mom said, as they kept going.

“You see that, Jack,” Dad said. “She got me to cave.”

Jack snorted and Mom huffed.


Chapter 17

They made it to the entrance of the cave, just before the sun set all the way. It was so tall it made them a little nervous. Thankfully, once they got in, it shrank down considerably. Soon enough it was only a dozen or more blocks above them, rather than the almost hundred it seemed to be from the entrance.

“This is so cool,” Jack said, his head moving all around.

Mom brought out a stack of torches and started placing them as high as she could reach along their path to light the way.

“Jack! Look!” Kate said, pointing around the cave.

“Whoa! Iron!” Jack gasped as he looked in one direction. “And coal! And emeralds!”

“There are so many ores right out in the open,” Kate said, in an awed whisper. “This cave is awesome.”

Jack nodded. “Who needs to strip mine when you could just go cave diving?”

“It’s called spelunking,” Dad said.

“God bless you,” Mom told him.

“No,” Dad cocked his head at her when he noticed Mom was smirking at him. “Wait a minute...were you trying to be funny?”

“Trying? I’ll have you know I’m plenty funny.” Mom winked at him and placed another torch.

Dad shook his head and followed. Soon the cave narrowed substantially, then opened again into another large room. This one was completely dark until Mom placed her torches. Jack and Kate gasped in shock as soon as the light lit up the room.

“What is it?” Dad asked, ready to pull out his shield.

“What is that?” Kate asked, pointing.

“What is that!” squawked Perry.

Dad followed where she was pointing to see a brown stalactite coming off the ceiling. In fact, the ceiling was covered in them. There were stalagmites growing up, also, and lots of brown blocks that looked to be made of a similar material.

“The stalactites?” Dad asked. “Are those new or something?”

Jack and Kate nodded with their mouths still hung open, staring at the ceiling.

“Never seen anything like them,” Jack said as he stood directly underneath one, staring up. A drip of water splashed right in his face, and he spluttered, wiping it off.

“Hiss!” Bruce said and jumped off Jack to clean where the tiny bead of water had landed on him.

“Oh sure,” Jack said to the cat, “Don’t see if I’m okay or anything.”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said, and continued to clean. Jack snorted.

“Whoa!” Mom said as her arms windmilled to keep her balance. “Watch out; there are little pools of water all over the place.”

They continued to explore the strange cave, and Kate mined some of the different blocks to add to her collection. “Dad?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“How do you know what's a stalactite and what’s a stalagmite? I always get them confused.”

“Oh, that’s a good one,” Dad said. “I always remember it like this, Stala-C-tite,” he said, heavily emphasizing the hard C sound. “Comes from the ceiling, C, like ceiling. Then Stala-G-mites,” he emphasized the G sound, “come from the ground, G, like ground.”

Kate blinked a few times, then nodded, “Cool. Thanks.”

“See, your dad is good for more than just bad jokes,” Mom said as she pecked him on the cheek. “He’s also very smart.”

“And handsome,” Dad added.

“Woohoo!” Jack shouted. “Look at all this copper!”

They followed Jack’s voice and saw him standing on a large outcropping of copper blocks, his pick already out and ready.

Mom raised her hand to stop him. “Jack, hold on. Why are you mining that?”

Jack paused, then shrugged. “Why not?”

“Actually,” Dad said, “maybe that’s not a bad idea. We never know what ores we’ll need, and I’d hate to run out of something right when we needed it.”

Mom opened her mouth to say something, but her stomach rumbled. “Oh my, maybe this would be a good time to take a break. I can make us a meal.”

Dad chuckled. “What a strange world we live in, where swinging a pickaxe to mine ore—arguably one of the hardest jobs on Earth—is considered taking a break. Anyway, kids, get to mining—snatch up every ore you can find while Mom makes us a tasty meal.”


Chapter 18

Mom had perfected cooking in Minecraft. The secret was to combine her power to bring in food from home with Minecraft food. Since earth food didn’t fill the hunger bar, but had a lot more variety, she’d bring that in, and serve it alongside other things such as Minecraft bread and Minecraft fruit and Minecraft vegetables. In a jiffy, she crafted a table and a cooking station, then frowned.

“I wish it was easier to see,” she mumbled. She looked at how she’d placed her torches but wasn’t happy with the light they were giving off. She opened her inventory to pull out more torches, and her eyes got wide when she saw her selection of potions. “Oh, my goodness. I can be so silly sometimes.”

She dug through her potions and pulled out the one she was looking for: a potion of Night Vision. “Well, now, this should help tremendously.” She was just about to drink it, when she remembered all the shows and movies where someone with night-vision goggles gets blinded by a bright light, so she took down all the torches nearby, and placed a block in front of the furnace to block off the light. Then she drank the potion.

The world turned bright. “This is wonderful!”

She got back to cooking then. She ended up baking Minecraft bread and cooked pork, then summoned some fig jam to slather on top of the pork. She also summoned green beans with slivered almond—one of her favorite dishes—healthy and delicious.

When everything was ready, Mom called her family. “Guys! Come and eat!”

Her family stumbled and bumped their way towards her. “Uhm, honey?” Dad asked, “What happened to all the torches? Why are we eating in the dark? Did you burn the food or something?”

Mom gasped. “I would never!” She looked at Dad who was facing away awhile talking to her. “Oh! Here, drink this.” She handed each of them a potion from her never-ending supply.

“Nice!” Kate said as she was able to see. “We should have done this a long time ago.”

Mom nodded. “I forgot I had them.”

Dad and Jack drank their potions down, and Jack frowned. “Green beans?”

“You're welcome to let your potion run out and eat in the dark if you’d like Jack,” Mom said. “That way you don’t have to see what you're eating.”

“Meow?” Bruce said as he rubbed against Moms legs.

“Oh Bruce, I wouldn’t forget about you.” Mom rubbed his head and set down a gigantic pile of diet cat food.

Bruce sneered at the food when Mom’s back was turned and pulled his claws out. They lit up bright red and he slashed the cat food, turning it into ash. “Hiss!”


Chapter 19

They stripped all the ores that were visible, coming away with a decent haul, and continued their trek through the cave.

The cave system opened into two directions, one to the left and one to the right. To the right it was flooded with water, forming an underground lake, and to the left it seemed to keep going in a relatively flat manner.

“Well, right or left?” Dad asked.

Kate gasped when she looked to the right. “That way! That way!” She shouted and rushed to the underground lake.

“Hey!” Dad said. “We’re supposed to vote!”

“Only one thing would make her rush off like that,” Jack said. “Some kind of animal.”

Mom smirked but nodded. “I bet you’re right.”

They followed Kate, who was at the edge of the water gesticulating wildly. “Look, look!”

Sure enough, when the rest of the family got close enough, they saw Jack was right.

“That's pretty cool,” Jack said, acknowledging the things in the water.

Mom peered in to see what they were looking at. Swimming around near the top of the water were two glowing squids. They played and danced, creating a glowing scene in the water. “So pretty,” she said.

“Yeah! That must be something new,” Kate said. “Glowing squids...huh. I wonder what they’re called.”

“Glow Squids! Glow Squids!” squawked Perry.

“Quiet, Perry. You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jack scolded.

“Quiet Jack! Quiet Jack!” squawked Perry.

“You’re not the boss of me!” Jack said.

“Quiet Jack! Quiet Jack!” squawked Perry.

“Knock it off!” Jack screamed.

“Quiet Jack! Quiet Jack!” squawked Perry.

“I’m gunna—”

“Jack, quit arguing with the bird,” Mom said with a huff.

“He started it!”

“He started it!” squawked Perry.

“Jack Murphy, I’m serious.” Mom gave him ‘The Look.’

“I wonder if you can eat them,” Dad said.

“Honey!” Mom gasped.

“Dad!” Kate said, and they both gave him ‘The Look.’

“What?” Dad shrugged. “I like food!”

“They obviously aren't food, Dad,” Kate said crossing her arms.

Bruce was looking at the squids like Kate was wrong but didn’t dive in after them. That would mean getting wet.

Dad sighed. “Fine, but I really don’t think this is the way we need to go. Unless you have some potions to help us swim better?” he asked Mom.

Mom shook her head. “No. I know there are potions of water breathing, but I didn’t make any of those.” Mom gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Dad asked.

“Oh, it’s nothing bad dear, my night vision just ran out, and the squids are even more beautiful when you can see them glowing like this.” She watched the squids dancing around each other.

“Oh! I want to see!” Kate said. “Can we wait here?”

“I guess,” Dad said. “But if we’re waiting here, I’m doing some fishing.” He pulled out a fishing pole and tossed the line in the water.

“Boooooooring,” Jack said.

“Jack, be nice,” Mom said. “If you’re bored, go do some mining or something.”

“Fine,” Jack said, and pulled out a pickaxe, heading back the way they’d come.

Dad whistled while he fished, enjoying the moment of peace with his family. The bubbles came up to his line and he yanked back, ready to catch whatever flew out of the water at him.

“Meow!” Bruce yelled as he glowed brightly for a split second, and a cooked salmon landed on the ground. The greedy cat gobbled it up. Dad was about to yell at the cat, but he shrugged instead. He was fishing for fun, anyway.

Bruce looked over at Mom and stuck his tongue out as he ate. Dad and Bruce continued until the cave suddenly went dark to Dad. “Whoa!” He heard Kate clapping and put the fishing pole away to check out the scene. The glowing squids really were quite beautiful when you could see them like this.

They watched for a bit, Jack even stumbling back to see.

“Do you know what it takes to make a squid laugh?” Dad asked.

“What?” Kate said.

“Ten-tickles.”

Jack cracked up. Mom and Kate groaned. “You’re in rare form today, dear,” Mom said.

Dad ignored her. “Why did the squid blush?”

“Why?” Jack asked.

“He saw the bottom of the ocean.”

Jack howled with laughter and even Kate chuckled. “That’s a little inappropriate, honey,” Mom warned.

“What was in the squid’s underwear?” Dad asked. “Squid marks!”

It probably was a good thing the cave was too dark for him to see Mom’s face. “You’re crossing the line, dear. Potty talk? My goodness. That is ENOUGH!”

Jack and Kate tried to stifle their laughs while Dad pulled Mom in a hug. “I’m sorry, honey. I guess my jokes just weren’t Kraken you up.” He planted a kiss on her cheek. “Okay guys, let’s check out the other tunnel now.”

Mom handed out fresh potions of night vision, and they all turned to the other path.

“I bet those squids would be delicious all barbecued up,” Dad mumbled.

“What was that dear?” Mom asked.

“Just thinking of new recipes.”


Chapter 20

The second path led them through normal caves; nothing exciting within them at all. They did run into a few zombies, but the family was strong enough that even Mom thought they weren’t a big deal. A few attacks from a netherite sword, or strategically shot arrows, ended the threats before they even got close.

After a while, even Mom bored of the cave. They mined whenever an interesting ore popped up, but mostly it was just a bunch of walking.

“You know, it’s weird this cave isn’t going any deeper,” Kate said. “It seems to be the same level. I bet we could mine straight up and get to the surface pretty quickly.”

Finally, after what seemed like forever, they came across something different from the endless caves. There was green up ahead. Mom was the first to see it, and her hands went to her mouth in surprise. “It’s...it’s...so beautiful!”

They stopped and stared in wonder. The next chamber of the cave was a smaller one, and a dead end. But that wasn’t what was remarkable about the cave. Moss carpeted areas of the floor, vines dangled from the ceiling, some of them containing glowing berries on them.

Pink flowers grew on the ceiling, water dripping off them to land in a small, serene pool, surrounded by clay. It looked somewhat like a real-life fairy garden. Minus the fairies, of course. All of that was interesting enough, but beside it, embedded in the wall was a large, dark gray object that looked almost like an egg.

“This is amazing,” Kate said, and a splash in the water caught her attention. “EEEEeee! Axolotl!” She rushed to the pool’s edge to find a single axolotl swimming playfully, a shiny gold color that reflected the light of the glow berries. “Oh, you poor thing! Are you all alone in here?”

Jack sighed. “Kate we aren’t here to make friends.”

“You might not, but I'm a friend to all animals.” She crooned at the little golden axolotl who came right up to her hand and let her pet it. Bruce came up too, curious, and licking his lips. “Don’t get any ideas, Bruce,” Kate warned. “Stay back.”

The cat sniffed near the water, inching closer to the axolotl who looked at him innocently. The cat lunged at it, but the axolotl squirted out a mouth full of water. Bruce was so surprised he forgot to dodge and took the full force of the squirt right in his face. He spluttered and hacked, backing off and giving Kate the stink eye.

“Don’t be mad at me!” Kate told him. “I told you to stay back. Serves you right.”

Bruce ignored her and cleaned himself of the horrid wetness.

“Do you want to come with me and meet some friends?” Kate asked the axolotl. It nuzzled into her hand, and she pulled a water bucket from her inventory, filled it with water from the pool, and gestured towards it. “If you come with me, I know where there are more axolotls you can live with. You don’t have to be alone.”

The cute little critter climbed into the bucket with a small splash, and Kate grinned. She ran a gentle finger along its back before putting the bucket into her inventory. “I’m going to call her Goldilocks.”

Dad pointed. “Is that a geode? It’s massive!”

“It must be,” Jack said. “It looks just like the other geode we found, but bigger. Like, way bigger.”

“It really is huge,” Mom said, eyeing it suspiciously.

“Let’s crack it open!” Jack said, pulling out his pick.

Dad nodded. “Sounds like a good idea. I’m ready to get this beacon and get on to the next one.”

“Hang on now, boys,” Mom said, moving her gaze from the oversized geode to her husband and son. “Do we know what to expect when we find a beacon? Will it just be sitting there, and we can grab it, or will it be in some weird explosion or protected by poison or guards?

“Poison or guards!” squawked Perry.

Dad’s jaw fell open and he looked at Mom like he’d never seen her before.

“What?” Mom said. “I like to watch some action movies now and then and the treasure isn’t ever easy to get.”

“Only one way to find out!” Jack said, with his pickaxe lifted high above him.

Dad shrugged and Mom and Kate stood back and watched as the boys approached the massive geode embedded in the wall while Bruce continued to clean axolotl spit off his face.

Jack swung first, then Dad, and they each mined away a block of smooth basalt, exposing the calcite. They continued to work, one swing after another, and broke through the calcite. Purple light came shooting out of the exposed holes, exposing the amethyst within.

“Light! That must be the beacon!” Jack said.

“Oh man, I wish getting the rest of the beacons could be as easy as this,” Dad said as he swung again.

The two of them worked fast and efficiently, timing their swings just right, and soon a hole large enough to walk through was exposed.

“I see it!” Kate shouted, pointing.

“Wait...what else is in there?” Mom asked.

Jack mined another block of calcite, exposing the glowing purple beacon, and a strange bipedal creature. It was mostly green with a wide-open mouth and two large, green ears that stuck out like antlers from the side of its head. It groaned and the sound of a loud, beating heart came from it, the sound matching the green glowing off its chest.

It charged at Jack.


Chapter 21

“What the heck?” Jack shouted, and a tiny green lightning bolt went right to the creature's ears, lighting them up. It hit Jack with one of its arms, poofing him in a single hit.

“Jack!” Dad shouted, and the lightning bolt activated on the creature's ears again, pulling them towards the sound of Dad's scream.

Dad equipped his shield, getting it in front of him just as the creature's great fist came plowing in. It hit the shield, and it exploded instantly, knocking Dad to the ground.

“Ooof,” Dad grunted, and the creature's ears lit up again. It slammed its fist into Dad and he poofed away.

“Sound, it’s attracted to sound,” Mom said. The creature's ears lit up, and it came towards her. She shrieked and ran back, the monster following.

“Sound!” squawked Perry, and Kate rubbed his back feathers, quieting him. “Sneak, Mom!” Kate called out, as she crouched down. The creature’s ears snapped towards Kate and her parrot.

Mom took a breath and steadied herself, crouching down to sneak. Bruce leapt at the creature with a hiss, his claws glowing bright red. He landed a critical hit, and the monster lit on fire, flashing red. Bruce leapt off, and attacked its leg, scoring another hit.

“Mom, get back to the base,” Kate shout-whispered. “I’ll get the beacon!”

Mom nodded. “We’ll come back ready for war!” The look on her face was serious, but she trusted Kate to do her best. She snuck off back towards the cave entrance.

Kate took a deep breath; she was going to sneak into the geode and get that beacon. Bruce was fighting whatever this strange creature was, and it was slow enough that Bruce could dodge, but as strong as it was, she knew only a single hit would send the cat to respawn. She crouched down and then frowned. “Why didn’t I give Goldilocks to Mom before she left?” she whispered to herself.

She couldn’t worry about that now. This monster was unlike anything she’d ever heard of in Minecraft. It didn’t even have glowing red-eyes like most of the weird things they’d fought. She focused on putting one step in front of the other, walking as quietly as she could.

Behind her, Bruce was doing a good job dodging the attacks of the monster but wasn’t doing much to hurt it other than the first attack that landed. It wasn’t burning anymore, and Kate didn’t know if it was because Bruce couldn’t use that power all the time, or if he just hadn’t landed another hit.

She was close, almost to the broken geode. She collected Jack’s and Dad’s floating items as she passed them and finally got close enough to the geode to touch it. She lifted one foot up on the geode to step inside. Her foot slipped with a loud crack, and she gasped, spinning around to see the monster's ears turning her direction. It lumbered towards her, which finally gave Bruce the opening he needed, and he scored another critical hit, lighting it on fire.

The monster spun around to engage the cat again, and Kate let out the breath she was holding. She finished climbing into the geode and frowned. She had to make this quick.

She pulled out an iron pickaxe and swung away at the purple, glowing beacon. It took several hits, and each time her pick came down she winced at the noise.

Finally, the beacon was mined, and she could pick it up. She put it in her inventory and turned to go, only to find the monster, out in the lush cave, alone. Bruce had been sent to respawn.

Kate steeled herself to sneak past it. I can do this, she thought to herself, terrified to mutter anything out loud.

Then her potion of night vision wore off.


Chapter 22

Kate panicked. Light from the glowing berries danced around the cave, but it was dim, and the shadows made everything even more spooky. She closed her eyes and took a few deep calming breaths to steady herself.

The monster outside the geode was shuffling around and groaning. Unable to see it, she was more in tune to every sound it made. She needed to get past it, and she could sneak to do it, but she wished it wasn’t so close.

Straining her eyes to find the best path out, she realized it was coming right towards her. She panicked again, feeling cornered. She couldn’t go forward through the monster, and the geode blocked her from behind. The geode! That thing lived in the geode. Wracking her brain, she had an idea.

“Perry,” she whispered to her pet parrot who was still dutifully on her shoulder, “can you fly over there and make a noise?” She pointed to the wall opposite the strange monster. “Then come back to me?”

Perry flew off, landed on the wall and bobbed his head, squawking “Noise! Make a noise!”

The monster's ears immediately homed in on the noise, and the rhythmic, thumping heartbeat sound in the area got louder. It was nerve wracking. Terrifying. Like a spooky soundtrack to this creepy scene.

The monster followed the parrot’s voice and lumbered after it. Kate crouched down and, as quietly and carefully as she could, snuck out of the geode. Perry was no dummy though and flapped to a higher block to avoid getting squished.

The monster made a noise like a cross between a growl and a stomach rumbling with hunger, the weird blue lights in its chest glowing and pulsing, to the sound of the heartbeat emanating off it. It made the hair on her arms and neck stand straight up.

Kate took another slow and cautious step, this time onto moss so it was as quiet as could be.

The monster was agitated, like it knew something was near, but it couldn’t tell where. Perry flew back to Kate and landed on her shoulder, and she froze in place. The bird was graceful and quiet, but the landing rocked her a little. He had chosen the worst time to come back. She bit her lip and held her breath as she tried to keep her balance.

With a slow exhale she placed her foot down and was secure in her footing. She pointed to the wall with the geode behind her and whispered to Perry. “Noise?”

The bird flew off and landed high on the geode bobbing its head again. “Noise!” he squawked. “Make a noise!”

The monsters head whipped around, and Kate gripped her fists tightly in worry. It stomped over to the sound, wandering near the geode. She continued her crouching walk out of the lush cave but slipped on the wet stone and fell with a splash into one of the tiny springs.

The water spattered, the moss squished, her head clunked...all loudly in the otherwise silent cave. Kate’s eyes widened and panic set in as she splashed around trying to get out. The monster zeroed in on her and no amount of squawking from Perry could distract it.

Kate didn’t know what to do. Her heart was pounding faster than the heartbeat from the monster as it made its way unceasingly towards her. She quickly scanned the room for any ideas and did the first thing that came to mind. She ran, not even crouching any more, towards the nearest wall. This cavern was large, and she had plenty of room to climb. She pulled out a stack of cobblestone, as quickly as she could, and built a ramp in the sky.

The monster flailed about wildly, slamming into the walls, swinging its massive fists. The cave rumbled each time its attack collided with the stone. Kate collapsed on the ramp, breathing hard, safely above the monster. Perry flew over and landed on her shoulder. He bobbed his head and squawked. “Noise! Make a noise!”

Kate cringed as she looked down and saw the monster thrashing below. “Shhhh,” she told the parrot, and he did a little dance on her. She needed to get out of there. She crouched so she wouldn’t fall, and extended her ramp out another block, sneaking across it. She kept on doing this, slowly but surely, making her way out of the lush cave. Then the ceiling got lower.

She bit her lip and sent Perry back to the geode. The bird flapped over to it and started squawking. “Noise! Noise! Make a noise!” while dancing. The monster bellowed and tromped over. When it was over half the distance away, Kate dropped off her platform. She held her breath and looked behind her, but the monster was still focused on Perry. She released her breath silently, and crouch-walked into the depths of the darker cave.

When she was far enough away that she felt safe, she popped out a torch, placing it against the wall. She fell against it, finally feeling like she could breathe safely. Perry came flapping through the air and landed on her shoulder. Before she could hush him, he squawked, “Noise! Noise!” and she bolted upright as the monster bellowed from the depth of the cave.

She pulled out a torch and ran, hoping her head start would get her away from the terrifying beast.


Chapter 23

“I’ve told you already,” Jack said. “That thing was like nothing I’ve ever even heard of in Minecraft.”

“I know you did,” Dad said, “it’s just...it’s ridiculously strong. It poofed me in one hit. Well, two if you count my shield. My poor shield.”

“Meow!” Bruce said from Jack's shoulders, standing up and digging his claws in. Jack winced.

“It was pretty crazy. But no matter how bad it is we have to get our stuff back. I need my swords,” Jack said.

“And your sister,” Mom said.

“Oh yeah. Her too.”

Mom rolled her eyes. They’d all opened their eyes within seconds of each other back at the beds in their staging area. Bruce—they still hadn’t figured out how he resets his spawn point—appeared in mid-air, landed right on Jack’s face. 

Mom was surprised to find that even though she respawned, all the things she had made and could make copies of, were still in her inventory. Everything else was gone, but that was an interesting aspect to her skill, even if she had to get poofed to discover it. Because of that, they all ran to the cave with night vision and swiftness.

They knew the way this time, so the trip went much faster. Mom had explained to Dad and Jack—who both poofed too quickly to even know what was going on—-how the monster was attracted to sound. They had a loose plan to have everyone spread out and play a round of Marco Polo with the thing as they tried to save Kate. It was a work in progress.

They had to scrap their plan when about two-thirds of the way back in, they ran into Kate, who was running towards the exit, torch in hand and bird on shoulder.

“Kate!” Mom screamed and wrapped her in a hug so fierce it could turn a sun into a neutron star.

“Ack! Mom! Can’t breathe!” Kate gasped.

Mom let her go and the family surrounded her, Dad getting a chance to hug her next. “We were worried about you,” he said.

“Did you get the beacon?” Jack asked.

“Jack!” Mom squinted at him. “Hug your sister and tell her you’re glad she’s okay. She was just in horrible danger.”

“No thanks,” Kate said.

“No way!” Jack said. “We just respawn anyway, remember?” Mom gave him ‘The Look’ and he sighed, giving Kate a small hug. Kate side hugged him back. “Annnnyway—did you get the beacon?”

Kate grinned and pulled the glowing purple beacon from her inventory, the cavern illuminating up with purple light.

“Yes!” Jack said and high-fived his sister. “You’re the best, Kate!”

“I know,” Kate said, taking a mock bow.

“The best! The best!” squawked Perry.

Dad ruffled Kate’s hair. “Good job, kiddo. I guess it’s time to head back to the kingdom village then. I want to put that thing in a safe place while we collect the others.”

“Yay!” Kate and Mom said together.

Dad smiled. He loved seeing his family happy, and he had to admit, he wanted to see his friends again, too. Maybe have some more barbecue with Myron. He gestured towards the cave entrance. “Shall we?”

“Oh, but what about the rest of our stuff?” Mom asked.

Kate smiled. “I got as much as I could—”

“WHATABOUTMYSWORDS?” Jack shouted, barely intelligible.

“—including Jack’s swords.”

“Yes!” This time the hug Jack gave Kate was a real one. “You really are the best!”

Kate grinned and gave him his beloved weapons. “I don’t know what’s left back there, but I think we should just leave it. That monster is no joke. I didn’t defeat it, I just escaped.”

Dad nodded. “Good plan. Everything is replaceable, as long as we have each other.”

“And my swords,” Jack added.

“Jack...” Mom warned.

“I just hope the rest of the beacons are as easy to get,” Dad said, as they started towards the cave exit.

Kate stopped, eyebrows pushed up far into her hairline. “What? That wasn’t easy. Easy for you, maybe.”

Jack snorted. “Did you grab some amethyst for the fuel?” 
 

Kate facepalmed.


The End!
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Chapter 1

“Here we go, packing up another camp.” Mom sighed. “I’m ready for a little more consistency.”

“It’s kinda like backpacking.” Dad mined the furnace and put it in his inventory. “Setup a new camp every night and clean it up in the morning to explore more.”

Mom sneered. “And that’s why I don’t go backpacking with you—there’s plenty of cleaning to do at home. Plus, I get enough nature in our backyard. Who wants to be out there sleeping where every creepy crawly can creepily crawl on you whenever it wants?”

Jack snorted. “It’s not that bad, Mom. Camping is fun!”

“Sure,” Mom said, “as long as you mean camping in a motorhome.”

Jack laughed. “That’s not what I meant.”

Kate looked confused. “But you love animals and stuff. You said you used to ride horses when you were young.”

Mom nodded. “Oh sure, animals are great. And horses...there’s nothing like them. It’s just...” She shuddered. “Bugs, ick. Plus, when you’re done riding you can go back in your house and have a nice meal. Not meat on a stick cooked over a fire.”

“Hey!” Dad said. “I love meat on a stick!”

“Meat on a stick!” Jack shout-punched the air which somehow morphed into a high-five with Dad.

“Meat on a stick!” Dad chanted back. Both were doing a strange dance, shouting the phrase over and over.

Mom and Kate sighed. “Men.” Kate shook her head.

Mom raised an eyebrow. “No, not men. Boys.”

Kate laughed.


Chapter 2

As quickly as they had set up camp yesterday, they left it today, the empty building and pen marking the spot.

“Okay, dear, lead the way.” Mom smiled at Dad.

On top of his horse, Dad looked all around: left, right, up, down. He licked his thumb and stuck it in the air. He pulled out the map tracing it with his finger, then lowered it, lifted it, lowered it, and slooooowly turned his head from side to side, as if his eyes were drawing a line along the horizon.

“What are you doing?” Mom’s eyes squinted and her nose was scrunched as she watched her husband. Her crazy husband.

“Well,” Dad said, “I’m trying to triangulate where we are, to find out how to get where we want to go without backtracking. I know how much you hate backtracking.”

Mom’s smile was sweeter than a double chocolate chip cookie. “That’s very thoughtful. I do hate backtracking. But you know what I hate even more?”

Dad cocked his head. “When I burn the asparagus on the grill?”

Mom ignored him. “Getting lost.”

Kate snorted out a laugh.

Dad eyed his wife. “Are you sure it isn’t garbage day getting cancelled? I seem to remember one—”

“It’s definitely getting lost.” Mom’s face was as serious as a heart attack.

Dad rolled his eyes. “We aren’t going to get lost.” He pointed into the wilderness in front of them. “The ocean is that way. At the very least we’ll run into it before we get lost.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “So you’re going to triangulate. Triangulate? Do you even know what that means or are you just using a fancy word?”

Dad puffed up. “Hey! I know what it means.”

“Do you, though? You’ve never triangulated before.” Mom made air quotes with her hands as she emphasized the word. “Do you though? Is that the word you want?”

“Yeah, Dad,” Jack said, “I don’t think you can triangulate in Minecraft.”

Dad’s eyes went big. “What? Why?”

A wide grin spread across Jack’s face. “Because you have to rectangulate. Get it? ‘Cause everything is blocks?”

Dad chuckled and pointed at his son. “Good one, Jack.”

“Oh dear,” Mom said. “He’s growing up to be just like you.”

“He’s wrong anyway,” Kate said. “Minecraft is squares, not blocks.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Well sure, but squareulate just sounds dumb.”

Mom buried her face in her hands. “Oh brother.” She looked up at Dad. “All shapes aside, can you get us there?”

Dad nodded smartly. “Of course! I’d never steer your wrong. Onward!” He pointed and kneed his horse, starting the caravan.


Chapter 3

“Um... hrm,” Dad said when they stopped for a break. They had traveled for most of the day, and the sun was low on the horizon.

“Um?” Mom asked. “Um doesn’t sound very encouraging.”

Dad ignored her and pulled out the map to consider it. He looked at the map, then up and around. “Hrmmm.”

“You sound like a villager,” Kate said.

“What?” Mom asked. “Villagers don’t sound like that. And they never go anywhere, so they definitely never get lost.”

Jack smiled. “That’s what they sound like when we’re playing from outside the world, you know, like on the couch or whatever. “They’re like, ‘hurrrr, hrmm.’”

“No,” Kate said, “it’s more like, ‘hrrrrr hrm.’”

The two of them made villager noises back and forth, getting louder and louder. Mom sighed and shook her head. Dad ignored the whole thing and slid down off his horse.

“Honey, what are you doing?” she asked.

“Nothing.” Dad threw out a crafting table and his shulker box, taking some items out and fiddling with them on the crafting table.

Mom sighed. “Are we lost?”

Dad kept fiddling at the crafting table.

“There. Done.” Dad wiped his hands together and settled them on his hips. “No, we are not lost.” He nodded his head smartly and pulled out what he had been working on, a compass. “This bad boy will help us get to where we’re going.”

Mom sighed again. “So we are lost.”

Dad shook his head. “Nope. Not anymore.” He smiled as he pointed to the compass.

“Uhm, Dad?” Kate asked.

“Shhhhh, honey, I'm trying to figure something out.” Dad looked at the compass, then the map.

“Daaaad,” Kate said again.

Dad sighed. “What is it honey? I’m trying to find...er...” He looked over at Mom. “I’m getting us back on track.”

Mom rolled her eyes.

Kate pointed to the compass. “You know those don’t work like back home, right? It doesn't point you north, it points to the world spawn point. The place where we first came into this world.”

Dad’s face went red, and he looked sideways at Mom. “Oh, right, I know. Of course. Alex told me all about that...wish I hadn’t lost the one he gave me. Uh...” He put the compass away and hung his head. “Okay. Maybe we’re a little lost.”

“I knew it!”

Dad put his hands back on his hips. “Well, wait a minute. We aren’t lost lost, just a little lost.” Jack laughed and Dad narrowed his eyes at him.

“What do you mean we aren’t lost lost?” Mom asked. “How can we be just a little lost? That doesn’t even make sense.”

Dad gestured in front of them. “Like I said earlier, the ocean is that way. Once we run into it, we’ll know where we are.”

Mom buried her face in her hands again. “Let’s just set up camp for the night.”


Chapter 4

Dad was grumpy the next day. Mom hadn’t spoken to him in anything more than grunts and glares.

They set out early, as usual, and everyone was quiet. The tension between them was thicker than Bruce’s fur, who was the only one unconcerned with the unusual lack of chatter. It made for a much nicer morning nap.

Dad kept them pointed in the same direction and they rode in the same uncomfortable silence, as they dodged trees and whatnot in their path. Soon they came to something that stopped them in their tracks. They had just finished riding across a small plains biome, and the biome before them was something none of them had ever seen.

“Wow.” Dad’s mouth fell open as he looked at the giant tree taiga. “These trees are huge.”

Even Mom was impressed, a smile finally gracing her cranky face. “You know what this reminds me of?” She looked at Dad.

Dad, who was all too eager to get back on Mom’s good side, nodded. “I bet I do. It reminds you of our honeymoon. Driving through the Redwood Forests in a convertible, listening to the Beach Boys on our way to Santa Cruz.”

Mom’s smile widened and she nodded. “That’s right!” She sighed. “That was so long ago. I’d love to take the kids on a trip like that.”

“You saw trees like this?” Kate asked.

Mom looked the trees up and down. “Well, not exactly like this, but similar. For our honeymoon we took a road trip in a convertible from Seattle all the way down the west coast to California.” Her eyes shined with happy memories. “It was amazing. In northern California we drove through the Redwoods—trees that are hundreds, or even thousands of years old. They reach so high you can barely see the tops while standing on the ground. We have a picture of one whose trunk was wider than our car. We even drove through one!”

Jack whistled. “Wow!”

“I want to see those pictures!” Kate said.

“It really was an amazing trip,” Dad said. He looked at Mom. “Let’s plan it for this summer after school. I think after being here in Minecraft for so long, we’ll need to see some of our own world's natural wonders.”

“I don’t know.” Mom shook her head and chuckled. “Once we get home, I may not want to leave our house for a while.”

Dad laughed. “I don’t blame you.”

Mom nudged her horse towards Dad’s, close enough to grab his hand while they both sat in their saddles. “As long as we’re in a car with GPS and heated seats, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Dad grinned and squeezed her hand, happy the mood had lightened. “Okay then, let’s get going.” He adjusted in his saddle and urged his horse forward, the family following.

The giant tree taiga was a large biome filled to the brim with the massive trees, and they rode for a long time through it. It was slow going because of how dense the forest was.

Mom pulled her horse to a stop and pointed. “Hey, wait a minute. What's that?”

They paused and looked where she was pointing. In between a few gigantic trees was an area of ground that wasn’t the normal green of grass. It was a lighter brown. Mom leapt off her horse as she gasped in wonder at the brown area.

Jack and Kate looked confused. “Are you okay Mom?” Kate asked.

“I think I know what this is,” Mom shouted, clapping her hands in glee.


Chapter 5

“Honey, what are you doing?” Dad asked.

Mom had pulled out a stone shovel from her shulker box. “I’m going to get some of this. I read about it in the Codex. If it’s what I think it is, I can use it to grow mushrooms really easily.”

“So, uh...why do you want it again?” Jack looked disgusted.

Mom was not deterred. “Mushrooms are delicious.”

Kate scrunched her nose and shook her head. “No thanks.”

Dad pointed to the kids. “Gotta say, I agree with them.”

Mom cocked an eyebrow at him. “I’ll take your opinion into account when we aren’t lost anymore.” Dad sighed, and Mom winked at him. She dug the shovel into the ground and pulled up a block of regular dirt. She frowned. “Wait a second...that’s not right.” She pulled out the Codex of Seeds and flipped through it.

“What’s not right?” Kate asked.

“Shhh.” Mom flipped through the pages without looking up. Kate rolled her eyes.

“It probably needs a special tool or something,” Jack whispered to his sister.

“Shush, I’m concentrating.” Mom continued flipping through the Codex.

Kate nodded to Jack, lowering her voice. “Either that or maybe she needs Silk Touch.”

“Silk Touch!” Mom shouted right as Kate finished saying it. The kids looked at each other and laughed.

“Look right here. A Codex entry from MooshroomMike:

I have finally left my island, the others doubting I ever could. They said it would be dangerous to try as, without the mycelium to grow our food on I would starve. Well, I showed them. I found another thing deep in the forest. A brown kind of soil called podzol that grows mushrooms very well, and in any light. Watch out though, if you dig it up without Silk Touch on your tool, you will only get dirt.”

Mom pointed to the page in the Codex. “MooshroomMike explains it right here. Such a strange name. Why do Codex stories always have such weird names?”

Kate snorted. “A Mooshroom is a kind of cow in Minecraft. They’re red and have mushrooms growing on them.”

Mom cocked her head. “I think that makes it even more weird.”

“Weirder than a cat that can eat armor to wear it?” Jack asked.

“Meow,” Bruce said.

“Weirder than a talking zombie-pig that leads an army?” Dad asked.

“Weirder than you and your kids having superpowers?” Kate asked.

Mom held up her hands. “Okay, okay, I get it. They should have just called it Weirdcraft. Anyway, do any of you have something with Silk Touch?”

“I think I have a pick with it.” Dad’s eyes went blank as he looked at something only he could see.

“Gimmie gimmie!” Mom held her hand out to him, bouncing on her feet.

Dad thought better of throwing a pick at his wife, so he climbed off his horse and handed her the enchanted iron pick. Her whole face lit up with joy and she gave him a quick kiss. He smiled back at her. “I love when you're happy.”

Mom smirked as she dug up a block of the brown stuff—not the normal dark brown, but a splotchier, light brown of the podzol soil. “Well then you’re really going to love it when I use this to make some mushroom stew.”

Dad scrunched up his face while Mom kept mining podzol blocks.


Chapter 6

After Mom left a big ole hole in the ground from mining up every last block of podzol, they continued on their path, wanting to push a little further before the sun set all the way.

Jack suddenly pointed. “Hey! What’s that?”

“Is that...? I think it is. It’s a village!” Kate shouted.

Sure enough, through the trees, they spied a small village.

“Perfect,” Mom said. “Maybe we won’t have to make a shelter tonight.”

Their excitement turned to unease as they got close enough to see the village. All the light sources and doors were missing. Chucks of wood were missing from the roofs of the buildings, cobwebs in their place. The entire area was eerily dark and quiet.

“Oh dear,” Mom said.

Kate sighed. “Looks like an abandoned village.”

Mom covered her mouth with her hand. “I hope there aren’t any zombified villagers. It’s so sad when that happens.”

They approached in nervous silence, hoping it would be empty.

The village was very small, consisting of only five buildings: a large farm, a temple, two medium houses and a small house. Strangely enough, next to the garden was a sparkling golden bell.

Kate wore a strange expression as she took in the sights of the village. They had ridden up to the garden to get a good look at everything. “Something is odd about this place,” Kate mumbled.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “You’re right. It seems different than other abandoned villages.”

“What is it?” Dad whispered. “What’s wrong? Should we get out our weapons?”

Kate shook her head. “No, I don’t think it's bad. It’s just...” Her head snapped around to take in each of the buildings. “Look! There are hardly any cobwebs.”

“Hardly any?” Mom pointed at each structure. “There are cobwebs on every roof in this place.” She shuddered.

Jack's eyes went wide. “You’re right! There are only a few on the roofs. Usually there’d be cobwebs all over everything—the walls, the garden, everything. In this village they're just up top.”

Mom and Dad looked at each other and shrugged. Mom dismounted. “Well, we should explore before it’s all the way dark, and if it's safe we’ll camp here before continuing.”

They all got off their horses and stretched. Dad rubbed his butt. “Man, riding all day makes you sore.”

“Ha, wait until you ride a real horse,” Kate said. “It’s easy here.”

“Jack?” Mom asked. “What are you doing?”

Jack, hand raised towards the bell, looked back at her. “Huh? Nothing. Why?”

Mom opened her mouth to say something, but before she got another word out, he rang the bell. The sound rang out loud and clear, slowly dying away in soft echoes before leaving them in silence.

Mom once again opened her mouth to say something to Jack but again was interrupted. This time it wasn’t the bell.

“Danger! Danger!” A voice shouted from inside the large barn. A figure came barreling out, its long, unbending arms swinging wildly. “Danger!” the iron golem repeated as it approached the family, its glowing red eyes staring menacingly.


Chapter 7

“Battle formations!” Dad shouted. “Protect the animals!”

The family fell into place, used to acting on a moment's notice when danger was around. Jack pulled out his swords, Kate readied a crossbow, Mom held a splash potion of weakness, Dad dropped his shield into place, and Bruce slept away on Jack's shoulders.

The golem stomped over, its arms waving in the air like a kid playing with chopsticks. It stopped a few blocks away and stared. The family stared back. The golem lowered its arms.

“You villagers?” it asked in a surprisingly clear voice, a little higher than they expected. Well, they hadn’t expected it to speak at all. For whatever reason, the golem speaking calmed the family a bit, and they watched carefully to see what it would do next.

It threw its arms in the air again. “Villagers back! Happy happy!” It spun around, twirling in a dance.

“Uhhmm...” Kate eyed the creature.

“Yeah,” Jack nodded, not taking his eyes from the dancing golem. “I agree.”

“Excuse me? Mr. Golem?” Mom said. “I’m sorry, but we aren’t your villagers. We aren’t villagers at all.”

The golem stopped dancing, looking at them, its head lowered. “Not villagers. Villagers not back. Sad sad.”

“Awwww,” Mom and Kate said together. The poor golem looked miserable.

Dad put his shield away and walked slowly towards the golem. “I’m Mr. Smith, and this is my family.” Dad swept his arm towards everyone. “We’re respawners trying to make our way back home. Do you live here all alone?”

The golem nodded his head. “Live here. Alone. Villagers all gone.”

A tear formed in Mom's eye. “Oh you poor thing! I’m sorry your villagers are all gone. Are you hungry? You must be starving.”

“Golems don’t eat, Mom.” Jack looked at his mom like she’d lost her marbles.

Mom shot Jack a quick glance but ignored him as she moved closer to the golem. “Why don’t you come with us? We can take you to another village with villagers for you.”

The golem shook its head. ”No go. Stay. Village not safe. Make safe for villagers, villagers come back.”

“Oh, that’s so terribly sad.” Tears pooled in the corner of Kate’s eyes. “I don’t think it understands its villagers aren't coming back.”

Dad cleared his throat. “You should come with us. Your villagers aren’t going to come back, and we can find you new ones.”

Mom gasped. “Honey! Be gentle! It’s mourning.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “He’s a golem.”

“He still has feelings.” Mom crossed her arms.

“No go. Village not safe,” the golem repeated.

“But it doesn’t need to be safe,” Jack said. “There’s no more villagers.”

The golem looked like it was thinking about that. Which is crazy because golems don’t think. Or speak for that matter. But what was normal about this world anymore?

“Village not safe.” The golem was like a broken record.

Bruce yawned and jumped off Jack to stretch on the ground. The golems' eyes lit up brighter. “Fur thing! Fur thing good!”

The golem moved towards Bruce, its arm extended. Bruce was having none of whatever it was offering and jumped to his feet. “Meow hiss!” he said, extending his claws.

The golem paused. “Fur thing so cute. I pet?”

Bruce looked confused for a moment, his paw lowering.

“Go ahead, Bruce. I think it’s nice,” Jack said.

The golem crept a tiny bit closer. “Fur thing so cute.”

Bruce looked around nervously but did not back away. Or put his claws away. The golem got closer and closer. The family watched this strange scene, holding their breath, wondering what would happen.

The golems arm came down, and it gently stroked Bruce's fur with its big, clunky hand. Bruce’s tail twitched. “Meow, purr.”

The golem leapt back in the air, startling Bruce like someone had drawn a bath. The golem danced. “Fur thing so cute! Pet fur thing!”

Bruce ran and jumped onto Dirtymud’s head.

The family looked at each other and shrugged. “Well, I guess it's friendly,” Dad said.

“Excuse me Mr. Golem,” Mom said, “may we please stay here tonight? And sleep in the beds?”

The golem stopped singing about the fur thing and paused. “Village not safe.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Mom said. “Do you mind if we stay?”

The golem looked at her like she was a purple, flying elephant. “Village not safe.”

“Yes, but can we stay anyway?”

The golem shrugged its square shoulders. “Village not safe. You stay.”

“I guess that means we can stay,” Dad said, “I don’t know why it thinks it's not safe, though. There’s nothing here.”

The golem pointed towards the temple. “Go. Look. See not safe.”

“Huh. This thing may be smarter than I originally thought,” Dad said.

Mom shot Dad a look.

“What?” Dad looked annoyed.

“You’re being rude.”

“It’s a golem.”

“You just said it was smarter than you thought!”

Dad groaned. “I’m sorry if I offended you, golem.”

The golem looked at Dad and offered an uncomfortable smile.

“Anyway,” Dad said, “Jack, Kate, want to go up there and see what it’s talking about?”

“I will!” Jack shouted.

“He said both of us!” Kate yelled back.

“Race ya!” Jack took off running into the temple.

“Hey!” Kate yelled, following after.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Golem,” Mom said with crossed arms. “My family seems to have forgotten their manners.”

Soon enough, the kids popped out on the roof, and looked down waving at Dad and Mom and the golem. Dad waved back. So did the golem. “What do you see?”

“Nothing,” Jack yelled back.

They looked in all directions and Kate stopped, studying something before yelling down, “Wait. I see something through a break in the trees!”

The kids peered through the small break in the trees together, squinting their eyes and wishing they still had a spyglass.

“It’s bad,” Kate yelled down. “I can see a pillager outpost. It’s really close!”

“Village not safe.” The golem nodded its oversized square head.


Chapter 8

“Well now,” Dad said, “a pillager outpost close by certainly would make it not safe here.”

“Village not safe,” the golem said.

“We know,” Jack said. “We saw the outpost.”

“Village not safe,” the golem said. Again.

Mom sighed and put her hand gently on the cold arm of the golem. “It’s okay, dear, we’ll help you. First thing tomorrow we’ll go out and see what's going on with that outpost. Right, honey?”

Dad looked at Mom like she’d signed him up for a swing dance competition. “Well, uh, I thought we were sticking to our quest to get home?”

“We are. We’ll just take a quick break to fix this poor thing’s safety issue and be on our way. Right dear?” She smiled hard at Dad. It was not a nice smile. It was not a friendly smile. It was a teeth-clenched, annoyed, please-do-as-I-say smile.

“Of course,” Dad said. “We’ll make this village safe for all the villagers that aren’t here anymore.”

Mom ignored his sarcastic tone. “Now that that’s settled, tonight we’ll get some rest and something to eat.”

“Eat? Is it?” the golem asked.

“Eating? It’s when you...uh...” Mom was at a loss how to explain eating to a golem. “You get food—”

“Food?” the golem asked. “Is it?”

“Food?” Mom asked. “Oh, food is um. Yummy things you put in your mouth?”

The golem pointed at Bruce. “Is yummy thing?”

“Hiss!” Bruce shouted.

“No!” Mom said. “Yummy things are things you cook or grow.”

“Cook? Is it?”

Mom sighed, and pulled out a cooked beef, handing it to the golem. “Here, eat this.”

“Eat?” the golem asked.

Mom pulled out another cooked beef and took a bite, chewing with big, open chomps. “Like this.”

Jack was just about to say something about Mom talking with her mouth full but the look she gave him made him consider otherwise.

The golem tried to get the beef to its mouth, but its long arms couldn’t bend, and it ended up smacking itself in the nose with a loud clang. It didn’t realize it couldn’t bend its arm and kept slamming it into its nose over and over. “Not working,” it finally said.

Jack and Kate cracked up at the golem’s antics.

“Here, like this.” Jack took an apple from his inventory.

“Yummy thing?” the golem asked, pointing to the apple.

Jack nodded. “Yep! Try eating it like this.” He tossed the apple into the air and caught it with his teeth, taking a bit.

The golem nodded and threw the cooked beef at Jack’s face. It happened so fast Jack didn’t have time to dodge, and the cooked beef slapped him like an angry toddler.

His arms windmilled and he fell onto his butt. “Ow! Not like that. You throw it in the air and catch it in your mouth!”

The golem nodded and picked up the beef. It lunched it high into the air, much, much higher than Jack had thrown his apple. Higher and higher into the sky it flew, so high they couldn’t even see it. It didn’t come back down.

Jack sighed. “You have to throw it a little lighter.”

He was about to pull out another apple for the golem when Dad shouted, “Heads up!”

Jack looked straight up, just in time for the cooked beef to splat right onto his face a second time, knocking him to the dirt again. “What?” Jack shouted.

Kate, Dad and even Mom were cracking up so hard they had to sit down. “Oh yea. Real funny guys.” Jack rubbed his stinging cheek.

“Is yummy?” the golem asked.

Jack growled as he stood up and handed the golem the beef yet again. He wiped his face off. “Here, try again, but gently this time. Watch.” Jack lightly tossed his apple into the air, barely above his head, catching it with his mouth again.

The golem nodded and tossed the beef into the air lightly. It was a perfect toss. The beef lofted slightly above the creature, flipped gently in the air, and plummeted towards the golems face. The golem opened its mouth so wide the beef fell straight in, whole. It closed its mouth and looked to the family eagerly. The family stared with wide eyes.

“Did you know it could do that?” Dad asked Kate without taking his eyes from the golem.

“Nope.” Kate popped the p.

“Good job!” Jack cheered.

The golem’s expression no longer looked excited. It looked strange. Its entire head turned a light green and a green swirly appeared above it. Suddenly the golem’s mouth opened and the cooked beef shot out, hitting Jack square in the square face, and knocking him on his butt again.

“Not yummy,” the golem said.


Chapter 9

They turned a medium house into their base since it had enough room for all the beds. They had to mine a little bit here and there, but all in all the renovation was simple and much easier than starting from scratch.

Kate ushered the animals into the existing pen in the large farm, making sure the fence was sealed off. She didn't want the animals wandering away during the night, but also the golem did another dance when he saw all the other “furry things” and wouldn’t stop trying to pet them.

Even Stompy wasn’t left alone, the golem wanting to pet the “Snorty thing.”

They all settled down, the golem wandering around through the village muttering “Village not safe,” over and over. They had leftover barbecue for dinner, but when Dad offered some barbecue beef to Jack, he just sneered at it, crossed his arms, and looked away. Dad shrugged and ate it.

“That poor golem.” Kate was lying in her bed, next to everyone else since there wasn’t enough space for everyone to have their own room. “I wonder how long it's been here.”

“I bet it’s been a long time,” Jack said.

“It’s so sad,” Mom said. “We have to figure out a way to bring it back with us and give it a home and villagers to protect.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “You’re just as bad as Kate.”

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

Mom pointed a finger at him. “You be nice to your daughter.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Kate agreed.

“All I’m saying is, you both like to pick up strays and take care of them. For Kate it’s animals, for Mom it's people.”

“Is it a people?” Jack asked.

Mom gasped. “Of course it is.”

Jack shrugged. “I mean, it’s kinda like a robot.”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Jack Murphy Smith. It’s a people! It has feelings.”

Jack held his hands up. “I’m sorry! I wasn’t trying to be mean; I just didn’t know.”

“So, are we taking out the tower tomorrow, then?” Kate asked.

Dad nodded. “Yes, we should go check it out. I can't imagine there are any pillagers in it; there’s nothing for them to raid.”

“Oh dear,” Mom said. “What if there are but they’re just hungry and lonely like the golem?”

Dad sighed. “I know dear, I’ll give them a chance to surrender.”

Mom smiled. “You know me so well.”

Dad rolled over and gave her a peck on the cheek. “I may not always understand you, but I do always love you.”

Mom beamed at him.

“I’ll make sure to bring some barbecue to show them there’s good reason to not be a raider.”

“Well,” Jack said, “you can bring barbecue all you want, but I’m still bringing my swords.”


Chapter 10

The family was exhausted after their long trek to the village. Jack especially after getting smacked around by a cooked beef. They fell asleep quickly, all except for Bruce, who was not exhausted on account of being lazy and sleeping on Jack’s shoulders all day.

Bruce yawned and stretched, wandering around the house. He peeked behind him to make sure that Mom was asleep, before sneaking to her shulker box and lifting the lid. He licked his lips when he saw all the delicious food inside. The nice thing about food kept in stacks, was if you took a small amount—say only one or two off each stack—you could have a huge feast and no one would even notice.

That’s exactly what Bruce was doing when a noise from outside startled him. He leapt so high he almost hit his head on the ceiling. He glanced around to see if anyone had woken; Dad snored loudly, but no one else budged. He ran over to the window and jumped up to see what was going on.

Bruce’s eyes went wide when he saw the golem, running here and there, smashing spiders. Not just a spider or two, not even a handful of spiders, but an entire invasion of them. It looked like a black blanket was being spread over the village.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce screamed and looked to see if anyone heard him.

None of his family stirred so he jumped from the window and darted across the room, leaping high into the air to land on Dad's head. Dad grumbled and rumbled, but didn’t wake up.

Bruce knew just the answer.

He curled up, laying down on Dad's face. It only took a moment for Dad to gasp and splutter awake, unable to breathe. “Ya darn cat!” Dad spat fur from his mouth.

“Meow, meow, meow, hiss, meow, hiss, hiss!” Bruce paced in circles on Dad’s bed.

Dad cocked his head, looking at the cat. “Did we forget to feed you?”

“Hiss hiss! Meow!” Bruce said and ran towards the window. He looked out expectantly, and sure enough the spiders were still swarming through the town. They didn’t seem to be doing any damage, but they were leaving cobwebs all over the place.

“MEOW!” Bruce wailed out the window.

“Ugghh, darn c—” Dad stopped himself as Bruce leapt off the window, and two large, black, red-eyed spiders came in after him. “Spiders! Jack! Kate! Wake up!”

Mom blinked her eyes awake, turning to see the two oversized arachnids skittering right towards her. “ACK!” she screamed and launched out of bed, more awake than that one time Dad had accidentally had a nine-hour energy drink, thinking it was a diet soda. “Get away! Get away!” she shrieked.

“Huh? Wazzaa...” Jack grumbled.

Kate jumped up at the sound of Mom’s shouting and wasted no time springing into action. “Perry! Get them!” She buffed her parrot, giving it the protection of her purple glow. She shoved Jack off his bed with her foot. “Wake up!”

“OW! Hey!” Jack shouted, rubbing his butt where he’d fallen to the floor.

Perry swooped into action, tiny claws raking against the closest spider, flashing it red. He zipped around in a tight circle, hitting the other one. Bruce wasted no time either, his claws flashing as he leapt in the air at a spider. He scored a critical hit on the injured arachnid, and it poofed.

Jack finally got to his feet. “What gives?” he asked Kate.

Dad had an iron sword and slashed the spider, twice, poofing it, but not before the spider was able to get a hit on him. “Ow, rats!”

“Rats! Rats!” squawked Perry the parrot.

“There’s rats in Minecraft?” Mom asked, jumping up on the bed she was ducking behind.

“What? No.” Jack shook his head.

Bruce leapt back into the window. “Meow! Meow! Hiss!”

The family moved towards the window and gasped at the scene outside.

The village was covered in a blanket of spiders and cobwebs. There wasn’t a block of dirt or cobblestone uncovered. There had to have been hundreds of spiders crawling, climbing skittering around, and more still were pouring into the village.

The poor golem was out there, standing strong for its villager-less village, smashing spiders left and right. “Bad leggy things!” it yelled, swinging its mighty arms.

Their vision was blocked—literally—when a block of stone was placed in the window.

“NOPE!” Mom shouted.

“Mom! What are you doing?” Kate asked.

“Nope, nope, nope.” Mom shook her head and made her way to the next window, filling it with another stone block and enveloping the room in complete darkness.

Dad pulled out a torch and hung it on the wall. “Honey?”

“Nope! I said it, nope. You guys handle this on your own. You can come get me when the spiders are gone,” Mom said. She was busy placing stone around her bed to make it into a tiny pod. She climbed into the bed, placed the final blocks above, trapping herself inside.

“Nope!” Her voice was muffled from inside.

Dad looked between Jack and Kate. They shrugged and shook their heads. But they didn’t laugh. They weren’t that dumb.


Chapter 11

“Should we...go help the golem?” Jack asked.

“You know, we should probably name it. It’s weird to just call it ‘the golem’ all the time,” Kate said.

Jack rolled his eyes. “What’s with you always wanting to name everything? We’re leaving like tomorrow and will never see it again.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “It’s our friend. It should have a name!”

“It’s not our friend, we barely know it!”

Kate pointed her finger at him. “You’re just mad because you kept getting hit in the face with a steak.”

“Alright,” Dad interrupted them. “In case you’ve forgotten, we have a much more pressing situation than whether or not to name a robot.”

“See? Dad’s on my side.” Jack stuck out his tongue.

“He is n—”

“Kids!” Mom’s muffled voice came from inside her stone bed tent again. “Listen to your father and get rid of all the spiders!”

They looked at the stone box and laughed. A mom was a mom, no matter the circumstances.

“Yeah!” Jack said, “it’s shling shling time!”

He opened the door and charged out. Or tried to, anyway. He was immediately stuck in a block of cobweb and was moving slow. “Ugh! This is annoying!” he shouted.

Turns out, that was a really bad idea, as his shouting attracted several spiders over to him where they bit at his legs as he tried to force his way out of the sticky cobwebs. “Ow! Ow! Spiders aren't even supposed to leave cobwebs!”

Kate looked at Dad and made a face. “Careful, Kate,” Dad said. “They have red eyes.”

“Spiders always have red eyes, Dad,” she said.

Dad sighed. “It’s always something with this game. How are we supposed to know if they’re mutants or not?”

Kate shrugged.

Dad huffed, equipping a sword in one hand and his shield in another. He took a deep breath and activated his shield charge, slamming into Jack and knocking him out of the webs, while sending the spiders flying.

“Hey!” Jack shouted, “that hurt!”

Kate snorted. “Beggars can’t be choosers. At least you aren’t in the webs anymore.”

Jack leapt to his feet and chomped down a golden apple. “Good point. Talon strike!” He shouted as he jump-attacked one of the stunned spiders, scoring a critical hit.

“Talon strike? You don’t have talons!” Kate took careful aim with her crossbow, firing off a shot that pierced through and through again, skewering several spiders like a spider kabob, flashing them red.

“Focus up, kids,” Dad shouted. “There are too many of them here for you to be so flippant.”

“I don’t have flippers either, Dad,” Jack shouted back.

Dad smirked. “Okay that was kinda funny,” he mumbled as he slashed down at a spider.

They fought together, backs pressed against one another so nothing could get between them. They didn’t even have to move from the spot they were in, as spider after spider swarmed them. They were a small island in a sea of spiders. They slashed and shot and blocked with abandon, each wild swing hitting something. Kate sent Perry out, buffing the parrot with her ability to make it tougher, and the bird raked spiders with his claws.

“Meow!” came a shout and a furry, black form launched out of the doorway to the house.

The form did not stay black and furry for long, however, as a moment later Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) ignited into a soft glow, his fur orange like a torch. His claws popped out, steam wisping off them as they glowed with the fury of lava. Jack shout-punched the air. “Alright! Go Bruce!”

Bruce leapt into attack, running across the sea of spiders like they were steppingstones. Each placement of a burning paw flashed a spider red, and many of them ignited with the burning debuff.

“Bruce is going to take them all out on his own!” Kate shouted with glee.

She spoke too soon.

A spider poofed in front of Bruce, dropping a string on the ground. Bruce paused, looking at the string. He cocked his head. “Meow?” He stopped glowing.

“What are you doing, you darn cat?” Dad shouted. Jack facepalmed and Kate rolled her eyes.

Bruce stuck a paw out at the string. He pulled it back. He batted again at the string, his eyes lighting up with pleasure. He looked up, surveying the swath of damage he caused with his initial attack, his eyes dreamy as he saw string after string lying on the ground.

“Meow purr!” he shouted, as he ran around chasing and playing with the strings.


Chapter 12

“Bruce! You turd!” Jack shouted. “Ninja’s don’t abandon a battle!”

Bruce either didn’t hear him, or outright ignored him. Probably the last one since, you know, he was a cat.

Nearby, the golem wandered through the spiders, its arms flailing wildly. Every time the golem hit a spider—and it hit a spider constantly—it was sent flying and flashing red. The spiders swarmed the golem, biting at him over and over.

“Look, the spiders can’t hurt it,” Jack shouted, pointing at the spider-covered golem who hadn’t flashed red once.

“That’s great, Jack,” Kate said as she kicked a spider away, lined up another shot and fired. “But you know who they can hurt? US! Stay focused!”

Jack mocked her, shaking his head. “Double-slash!” he shouted as he hit the spider in front of him with both swords, poofing it.

“Where are they coming from?” Dad asked as he blocked the attack of another spider.

Kate was about to say something when a horrific sound hit her ears: the sound of a horse screaming. “Oh no. No! The animals. THE ANIMALS! Spiders can climb walls! We have to help them!”

Dad blanched but nodded. “Okay, follow me. Stay as close as you can.” He put his sword away, swapping out to dual shields. “Here we go!” He launched into a charge attack, blasting through the spiders, sending them flying and leaving a clear path behind him. Jack and Kate ran after. The path didn’t stay clear for long, new legions of spiders replacing their lost comrades.

“Perry! Go knock down any spiders climbing the fence to the pen,” Kate yelled. Perry soared in that direction.

“Knock down! Knock down!” the parrot squawked.

Dad performed another charge attack, blasting away yet another group of spiders. They kept this up until they reached the large farm, the animals besieged by spiders. Kate couldn’t even bear to look.

Jack's horse, Midnight Sword, was doing an admirable job of holding them off, kicking, stomping, and biting at any that got close. Stompy protected the entrance into the barn itself, stomping on any spiders that got past Midnight. A few of the leggy creatures were skewered to his horns. Dirtymud and the other horses were inside the Barn, doing their best to stay safe and screaming about it in the process.

“Yeah! Midnight!” Jack shouted.

Dad was gasping, out of breath. Kate tossed him a golden apple and he chomped it down. “I’ll buy you some time, get the animals safe.” He nodded to Kate. Then he took in a great lungful of air and activated his taunt ability. “Get over here you bugs, I’m not afraid of a few spiders!” The result was immediate and startling.

Every spider in the village—and there were a LOT—stopped what they were doing at once and turned their beady little red eyes at Dad. “Uh... oops?” Dad turtled up behind his two shields. The spiders moved like a wall of smoke through the village as every spider within earshot of Dad came to get a piece of him.

The kids were stunned for a moment at just how many spiders were moving in towards them, but Kate shook it off. “Perry, go home and get safe,” she shouted, canceling the buff on the parrot. Perry winged on home, and she pointed at Midnight. Confusion crossed her face. “It didn’t work...” she muttered.

“Come on, Kate!” Jack yelled, pulling out a stack of dirt from his inventory. He leapt into the barn and placed the dirt in the windows, sealing them off from the outside. Lady and Stompy were taking care of any spiders that made it in, while Dirtymud cowered in the corner.

Kate shook her head and pointed at the ravager. “Come here, Stompy!” Her glowing purple buff covered the ravager as he stomped his way out of the barn.

Jack nodded. “Come on, Midnight, get in here.” He waved the horse over. Midnight entered the barn, and his presence soothed Dirtymud, who stopped shaking like he was the next victim of Rip the Tail off the Donkey.

Jack threw some torches on the walls for light, then sealed off the barn, completely, keeping the animals safe from becoming spider hors d'oeuvres.

Kate was mad. How DARE those creepy spiders hurt her animals? She mined the fence to the pen, making a nice big hole for Stompy, and pointed at the snorting ravager.

“Stompy—” She pointed out of the fence to the swarm of spiders. “STOMP!”


Chapter 13

Stompy bellowed and charged out of the pen, swinging his head left and right, sending spiders flying with his horns, and flattening them with his feet. Kate took a running leap, landing on top of him, standing like she was surfing, and began firing her crossbow at any spider that came close enough to attack. They aimed for the center of the hoard, right where Dad was standing.

Dad’s eyes went wide, and he held his shield out to deflect Stompy. Instead, he went flying backwards in an explosion of spiders as the ravager slammed into his shield. Dad barely kept his feet, stumbling. The spiders that had surrounded him were now either spread far and wide, or poofed from the strength of Stompy’s charge.

Jack looked at Dad. “Uh, okay, I guess we’re fighting on our own now?”

Dad stared open-mouthed at the savagery Kate was displaying as she rode through the village, leaving a trail of string and spider eyes.

“Remind me never to hurt her pets,” he told Jack.

Jack snorted. “Probably a good idea.” He pulled his blades out again, eyeing the spiders that were encroaching again. “Got any ideas?”

Dad shrugged. “I think we’ll just get in each other’s way if we fight too close, so...we go out and protect the village? Meet back up at the house if we need to resupply or anything. Yell if you need help.”

Jack nodded. “Sounds like fun. First I need to find that lazy cat.”

Dad nodded, adjusted his shield, took aim at the closest large group of spiders, and charged, slamming into them like a bowling ball, the spiders flying like pins.

Jack sighed. “That really is a cool power.”

He closed his eyes, concentrating for a moment. “I’ve got a cool power too, though.” A copy of Jack appeared and gave him a fist bump. With a smirk, Jack leapt into the air, his swords flashing as he hacked the closest spider into a cloud. His clone copied his movement, poofing another spider, fighting side by side.

Jack hacked and slashed as his clone sliced and diced. “Double Slash!” Jack screamed, his two swords slamming into a spider and poofing it instantly.

His clone paused, watching him, then copied him. “Double slash!” it yelled, its attack hitting and poofing another spider.

Jack grinned. He let a group of spiders get close, keeping his hands at his side. His clone was still attacking, using basic sword strikes, with the occasional double slash. When Jack was fully surrounded, he yelled, “Hey clone!” The clone turned and Jack popped his arms out, swords extended. “CYCLONE SLASH!” Jack cried, spinning in a blazing fast circle, his powerful netherite swords hitting everything around him like a weedwhacker.

In the blink of an eye, Jack was surrounded by poofed spiders. The clone watched, his head cocked, then nodded smartly. “Cyclone Slash!” it screamed, copying Jack's attack. It wasn’t quite as powerful, but it still left him surrounded in floating string and spider eyes.

“Nice,” Jack said, “my clone can learn.”

They fought like that, Jack occasionally pausing to show off a cool move, and the clone copying him. They cut their way through the hoard until they closed in on the golem, who was having no problems poofing spiders.

“Hey golem!” Jack yelled.

The golem paused, waving at Jack. “Oh! Hi!”

Jack snorted. “Have you seen Bruce?”

“Is it?” the golem asked.

“Bruce. You know, the cat. The uh...furry thing?” Jack sliced through a spider.

The golem smashed a spider, sending it flying against a building where it poofed. “Where furry thing?”

Jack sighed. “I can’t find him.” Jack double-slashed a spider. “He’s out here somewhere.”

The golems mouth dropped open. “Oh no! Furry thing in danger!” It went crazy then, smashing spiders into pieces even faster than before.

“How many spiders are there?” Jack asked.

“Village not safe!” the golem yelled back.

Jack sighed and kept fighting.


Chapter 14

The golem went bonkers, smashing its way through the spiders like a man bailing water out of a sinking boat. “Furry thing! Furry thing!” it shouted as it went. Jack tried to pay attention to what was going on, but it was difficult as he slashed and stabbed and gobbled apples. He was also getting tired. Sure, he could keep refilling his hunger bar, and he had to in order to keep the clone around, but he still felt like he needed a break from the never-ending combat.

He quickly put away his swords and took out a stack of dirt, adding a lip around the roof of the closest house, then jump stacked his way up to the top. He gasped for breath as he finally got a moment to rest. Sitting down, he noticed something else about his clone: not only did it learn from him, but it didn’t seem to get tired either. It was still down there, performing all his cool moves, and not once did it stop to eat.

Jack turned to watch the proceedings below. It was like a river of black and red that led deep into the forest. He shook his head in frustration. He scanned the village and saw Dad, using his charge attack to explode groups of spiders. Dad glanced his way, then cocked his head, launched onto the roof of a house and built a lip around the edge to prevent the spiders from getting up. He gave Jack a thumbs up and collapsed back for a break.

Jack smirked at Dad but kept watching below. He frowned when he saw his clone was nowhere to be found. It must have been overwhelmed.

“Furry thing!” the golem yelled, and Jack’s attention snapped towards it. It had finally found Bruce, carving out a path through the spiders to get to him.

Bruce, for his part, was doing decent damage to the spiders. Not out of any kind of sense of duty, or a desire to help or anything. No, he just poofed anything that came close to him while he tried to play with the string.

The golem got close, its arms waving in happiness. “Oh, furry thing so cuuuute. Play with string!” It must have figured Bruce was fine and simply watched the cat for a bit. Then it shook its head, looking around. “Village not safe!” it shouted and went back to work.

They fought like that all night long, spiders streaming in from the forest. Dad blasting through them with charge attacks, Jack summoning clones and Kate trampling them while the golem did what it seemingly did every night.

Finally, the sky started to lighten, and the spiders stopped pouring in. As soon as the last spider was squashed, Jack had never been so excited for bed in his life. He thought the golem would be ready for a break, too, but without hesitation, it began tearing down cobwebs wherever it could. And there were cobwebs everywhere—it looked like it had snowed.

Jack walked over to Bruce, and gave him ‘The Look,’ or his own version of it at least. It had no effect. “Nice of you to help, ya darn cat.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said as he batted at another piece of string. Jack sighed, and turned away, leaving the annoying cat to his toys.

“Hey, take it easy on him,” Kate said. “It’s been a long time since he’s been able to play with cat toys. Besides, it’s not like the spiders were a danger to us.”

Jack rolled his eyes but nodded at her. “Yeah, we’re just too awesome.”

Kate smiled. “You know it!” They fist-bumped.

Dad strolled up. “Well now. That was an interesting night.” He yawned. “We should go find your mom.”

They went into the house and heard a strange, rhythmic rumbling.

“What is that?” Kate asked.

“It’s coming from Mom’s uh...whatever that thing is she made.” Jack gestured at the bed pod of stone around Mom.

“Oh my goodness.” Kate shook her head. “Mom is snoring!”

They stopped to listen and sure enough, the loud rumbling coming out of the bed pod was snoring. The kids busted up laughing, and Dad smirked as he mined away a block to let the sunlight in.


Chapter 15

“I most certainly was not snoring!” Mom objected around the breakfast table.

The kids couldn’t stop laughing. “So...” Jack said, “does this mean at home when we thought it was Dad snoring, it was you?”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “That’s it! Plain oatmeal for you.” She pulled a bowl of boring brown mush out of the air and set it down in front of Jack.

“Aww man,” Jack groaned as he gazed into the flavorless paste.

Kate snicked, hiding her laugh behind her hand and Mom gave her ‘The Look.’ Kate turned away, still smiling.

“Come on, hon.” Dad came up behind her and kissed the side of her head. “I’ve always said you snore every now and then. Usually when you’re sleeping really deeply.”

Mom sighed. “That was a really good sleep. I think not having any loud kids, cats or husbands was good for me.” She gave Dad a peck back, then pulled out a small bowl of brown sugar and handed it to Jack.

“Yay!” Jack said.

“Can I have cranberries and pecans and shredded coconut in mine?” Kate asked.

“I love it when you eat healthy.” Mom pulled out the things she asked for. After a few moments the items faded away back into wherever Mom got them from, the kids left with just their food.

“You know, it’s kind of cool watching the food you summon.” Jack slurped his oatmeal. “Your power really is neat.” His eyes widened. “Oh! I figured something out about my clone power. It can learn my moves!”

“I thought I saw that during the fight,” Kate said. “I couldn’t even tell if it was you or your clone.”

Jack nodded, talking around a mouthful of food. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Jack, don't talk with your mouth full.” Dad scrunched up his face in disgust.

Mom had made herself a breakfast frittata with spinach, tomato, and feta, and was savoring every bite. “Do you think those spiders come like that every night?” she asked.

Dad, who was having a cup of coffee and an onion bagel, shrugged. “I bet that's why our golem friend was so up in arms about the village not being safe.”

“We still need a name for it,” Kate said. “How about Rocky?”

“What? That’s dumb, he’s made of iron.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Well, we aren't going to name him Irony!”

“That’d be ironic,” Dad mumbled.

“Uuuggh,” Jack dramatically rolled out, “duuuh.”

“Be nice, Jack,” Mom said.

Jack sighed. “I’m just saying maybe we should ask the golem what it thinks its name should be.”

“You didn’t say that at all,” Kate yelled.

Mom held up her hand for quiet. “That’s a good idea though, we should ask the golem.”

They finished their breakfast then went to find the golem. The village still had plenty of cobwebs all over the place, making it hard to walk. Mom tsk-tsked “Such a mess. If that happens every night, why weren't there more cobwebs yesterday?”

They had their answer to her question when they finally came across the golem as it was busily cleaning away the cobwebs wherever it could find them. It pounded away slowly at a cobweb. As soon as it was destroyed, the golem moved on to the next one.

Kate pointed. “I guess the golem spends all night fighting and all day cleaning?”

“Yuck,” Jack said. “I don’t mind the night part, but I wouldn’t want to do the day part.”

Kate smirked at him. “Yeah, we know. We’ve all seen your room.”

“Hey!”

“Shush!” Mom shushed them, then waved to the golem. “Excuse me, golem?”

The golem stopped what it was doing and trundled over to them. It waved. The family waved back. “Hello golem. We were wondering, do you have a name?”

“Name? Is it?” the golem asked.

“What did the villagers call you?” Dad asked.

“Umm, Bukidibeppo!” The golem threw its hands in the air and spun around.

“Oh my,” Mom said, “that's...quite a mouthful. Can we just call you Beppo?”

The golem nodded. “Beppo! Beppo!” It kept spinning, repeating its name before it suddenly stopped, looking at each of them intently. “Where furry thing?”

“You mean Bruce?” Jack asked. “He’s probably sleeping. Darn cat.”

Beppo threw its clunky head back and laughed. “Ooohh furry thing so silly!”

Dad cleared his throat. “Beppo, would you like to go with us to the outpost and find out what’s making all these spiders come here? If we stop the spiders, the village will be safe.”

Beppo nodded, jumping up and down. “Make village safe!” It looked around at the cobweb-covered village and heaved out a sigh. “No, no. Village...big mess.” It waved its arms in a circle.

“It’s okay Beppo,” Mom said. “I’ll stay here and clean it up.”

“Wait, really?” Dad asked.

Mom raised an eyebrow at him. “You really think I’d choose visiting an unknown number of spiders over cleaning?” She shuddered.

“Go now! Hurry, hurry!” Beppo shouted and ran into the forest.

“Wait, Beppo!” Dad shouted. “Alright, well, come on kids.”

They all ran after Beppo the golem.


Chapter 16

“Oh, okay then,” Mom said to their backs. She shrugged and turned around, startled when she caught Bruce right behind her.

“Meow?” Bruce asked.

“Oh goodness! Darn cat, you startled me. You better go after them—I think they’re going to do some ninja stuff.”

“Meow?” Bruce asked again, his ears twitching.

“Go! Go get Jack!”

“Meow?” Bruce asked again, twitching his tail.

Mom sighed. “Dad has food...”

“Meow!” Bruce yelled and bolted after the family.

***

“Beppo, come on. Slow down!” Dad shouted.

Beppo did not slow down. It may have even picked up speed. “Faster! Faster!” it shouted.

Jack, Kate, and Dad ran after the golem as the woods thickened around them. Thankfully the trees were tall, so they didn’t have to dodge around a bunch of leaves, only the trunks.

Kate shook her head as they ran. “I don’t like being out here without preparing. I don’t even have Fang or Perry.”

“Or Bruce.” Jack huffed as they ran, tossing back an apple to fill his hunger bar.

“I mean, we don’t really need him,” Kate said. “He was about as helpful as a bag of rocks in the spider fight.”

“Meow!” Bruce shouted as he leapt through the air, pinballed off Kates’s head and landed on Jack’s.

“Ow! Darn cat!” Kate rubbed her head.

Jack pointed at her. “Ha! That’s what you get for making fun of him.” He adjusted the cat onto his shoulders so he could run easier.

“Stop fighting, kids. We’ll be doing enough of that soon.”

“How do you know—oh,” Jack said as he saw what Dad saw.

Beppo had stopped running as he entered a small clearing. He stopped running because he got trapped in a cobweb. In fact, cobwebs plastered the entire area.

“Oh boy.” Dad blew out a breath. “This isn’t going to be good if we have to go through that stuff all the time.”

“It’s so annoying these spiders make cobwebs,” Kate said. “They have to be mutants.”

Jack shrugged. “But we can’t tell since they all have red eyes.”

They caught up to Beppo, waiting patiently for it to get out of the cobweb.

Before they could continue their trek, Dad pointed. “Uhhhh...there's another reason these might be mutants. They’ve set a trap for us.”

Sure enough, they were surrounded by spiders.


Chapter 17

“Beppo, this is why we don’t just run out into danger,” Dad said. “We need to prepare for things like this.”

“Village not safe,” the golem repeated for what must have been the hundredth time.

Spiders were everywhere. They were in the trees, on the ground, coming out of the shadows. Their beady little red eyes were flashing as they shot out cobwebs like spit wads in a fifth-grade classroom.

“That’s new,” Jack said. “Don’t get hit!”

“Duh?” Kate said.

“Spideys go away!” Beppo shouted, waving its arms. A cobweb splatted right at its feet, trapping it firmly in place. Dad facepalmed.

“Form up! Weapons out!” Dad pulled out a shield in one hand and a sword in the other. “It doesn’t look like they’re going to give us time to put on armor, so keep those apples handy.”

“I’m running low.” Kate pulled out her crossbow.

Jack nodded. “Me too.”

They moved into formation with ease, all their backs to each other so they couldn’t be surprised. The spiders advanced.

“Here they come.” Dad hunkered behind his shield, ready to block as many attacks as possible. “Don’t break formation.”

“Ninja kitty firebomb!” Jack yelled, throwing Bruce at a spider.

Bruce sailed through the air, his claws extended and glowing red. He landed on a spider, igniting it, and pinballed off to another, it too catching on fire and poofing with a critical hit. The cat moved on, igniting spiders like candles on an old person’s birthday cake.

Dad frowned. “Careful Bruce—don’t light the forest on fire.”

There was no more time for words as the spiders surged in. These seemed smarter than the spiders the night before in the village. While the front line attacked directly, the rear lines shot cobwebs, the family’s mobility dropping to nothing.

“This isn't good!” Kate shot arrow after arrow, but there were far more spiders than she could possibly shoot.

“Take out the web shooters,” Dad yelled as he blocked an attack from an oncoming spider. “We can’t afford to be immobilized.”

Kate took careful aim at a spider, letting loose an arrow. It flew true and hit the spider, knocking it off the leaves it had been sitting on. “Bruce! Go for the spiders in the trees! Between the two of us we should be able to put a dent in their ability to shoot webs.”

Jack called up his clone behind the batch of spiders closest to him, expecting it to launch right into his cool moves. It did not. The clone simply attacked in normal, boring sword swings. “Lame!” Jack frowned. He gave it some thought before shouting, “Double slash!” as he slashed down with both swords, poofing a spider in front of him.

“Double slash!” the clone shouted, copying him.

“Rats,” Jack said. “It must have to learn my moves every time I summon it. I can’t even do all my cool ones because of these stupid webs!”

Dad was slamming spiders away with his shield and chopping at cobwebs wherever he could reach. He finally freed Beppo from its cobweb prison and the golem launched out of formation to swing wildly at spiders, sending them flying, flashing red, and poofing.

“Oops,” Dad said, “he just broke formation.”

“It’s okay,” Jack said. “Get out your other shield and protect Kate. I’m going out there, too.” He didn’t wait for a response before leaping into the largest group of spiders.

“Cyclone slash!” He spun in a tight powerful circle, his nether sword of sweeping edge spraying damage on the spiders around him, and his nether sword of knockback shoving the rest away, giving him some breathing room.

“Cyclone slash!” his clone shouted, copying his move, without quite the same effect, considering he didn’t have enchanted blades.

Bruce targeted the web-shooting spiders in the trees, lighting them on fire. And the leaves. And the tree trunks.

“We’re going to burn the whole forest down!” Dad shouted.


Chapter 18

They did not burn the whole forest down.

The fight seemed like it was going to be a bad one, but at the end of the day, the enemies were still just spiders. And the Smiths were the Smiths. And of course, when you add in the magnificent Beppo, well the spiders never really had a chance.

It did get a little close there for a bit. Jack and Kate ran out of golden apples and had to resort to eating other food they had in their inventory. Dad only had a single golden apple left. By the time they defeated all the spiders. They began to worry, but they prevailed and assessed the damage.

Bruce had lit a bunch of trees and leaves and blocks on the ground on fire with his attacks. Dad was really concerned, but it wasn’t as bad as he’d pictured. There was damage to the forest, sure, but it was mostly contained. Now there were weird chunks of floating tree trunk here and there, some bare trunks and dirt patches on the ground, but for the most part the fire had left the forest in fine condition.

“Wow,” Dad said, surprised. “I was certain we’d have a major problem on our hands with a cat that sets things on fire.”

“Meow, purr,” Bruce said. He licked his paw and it sizzled like cold water on a hot pan.

Beppo crossed his arms. “Oh! Furry thing so cuuuute!” He reached for the kitty, but jerked his long arm back. “Furry thing hot.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Yes, the furry thing is cute. And hot. Now come on, Beppo, let’s go back to the village.”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

Dad nodded at Jack. “He’s right Beppo. We need to go back to the village.”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Because we came out here unprepared. We need to get our armor, make some plans, and grab more food.”

“And Perry and Fang,” Kate added.

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Because they help us fight,” Kate said.

“Why?” Beppo asked.

Kate looked at the golem, confused. “Uhm... because I ask them to?” she said in the phrasing of a question.

“Why?” Beppo asked.

Jack snorted out a laugh. “Come on Beppo, we just need to go.”

“Go back village?” Beppo asked, his square head tilted to the side.

“Yeah, let’s go back to the village.”

“Why?”

Dad groaned. “No more questions!”

“Why?”

Dad looked at the golem, turned, and walked towards the village, and Beppo followed.
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When they got back to the village, they found Mom standing with her hands on her hips, a look of such anger on her face, no one dared to get close.

“Uh oh,” Kate said.

“I’d rather fight spiders,” Jack said.

Dad looked at the kids and sighed before walking up to Mom. “What’s up, hon? Why do you look so upset?”

Mom gestured to a cobweb on the ground. “These stupid things are so hard to remove!”

Jack and Kate both gasped. Mom never said stupid.

She kicked at the cobweb and her foot got caught. She screeched. Dad grabbed her by the arm before she toppled over, and carefully peeled the web from her foot.

“I! HATE! COBWEBS!” Mom took out an axe, chopping at the cobweb. She chopped. And chopped. And chopped. And chopped some more. It was agonizing to watch.

Finally, the cobweb burst, turned into a cloud and disappeared. “I always thought putting Christmas decorations away was the worst thing ever. I was wrong. THIS is the worst thing ever. I’ve tried every tool there is: a hoe, a shovel, a pickaxe. Nothing works and it’s going to take me forever to clean this mess up.”

Jack walked up to his mom, carefully. “Mom, you haven’t tried every tool...”

Mom looked at him, an eyebrow raised. “What do you mean? Is there some other tool I don’t know about?”

Jack shook his head. “No, but a sword works great on cobwebs.” He demonstrated, pulling a sword out. “Shling! Shling!” He attacked the cobweb. It poofed away, leaving a string behind almost instantly. He looked over at Mom.

Mom’s eyes were huge. Her mouth hung open. Then she squinted, her face going red. “YOU MEAN ALL I NEEDED TO DO WAS USE A STUPID SWORD?”

Jack, Kate and Dad flinched. “Well...” Kate began.

Mom whirled on her. “Please don’t tell me if I had just shot the cobweb with an arrow, it would poof too?”

Kate very carefully kept a smile off her face. “No, Mom. That wouldn't work.”

“What is it then?” Mom asked.

“Shears.” Kate pulled a pair from her inventory. She went to the closest cobweb and used shears on it, poofing it even faster than the sword had. The cobweb dropped itself when it poofed, instead of a string.

“Whoa, cool!” Jack jumped up and down. “I forgot you could get the cobweb when you use shears. We could use them to make cool traps.”

Mom was shaking. At first everyone thought it was because she was so angry, but then she started laughing, and fell to her knees, a tear of laughter dripping out of her eye. “I can’t believe I didn’t try that...”

Dad patted her on the shoulder. “Are you okay, honey?”

Mom looked up at him, the wild look in her eyes finally gone. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. I was just going crazy trying to get rid of those cobwebs.”

“Crazy’s right,” Jack whispered to Kate. She giggled.

“I just wanted to sweep them up with a broom and dustpan.” She shook her head. “This world is just so different and weird sometimes. Who in their right mind would have thought to use a sword to get rid of cobwebs?” She jumped back up to her feet. “Alright, who’s hungry?”

“Why?” Beppo asked.
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“So! Yummy!” Beppo waved his arms wildly. “More!”

While Mom was busy refilling everyone’s stock of golden apples and various other items such as potions and whatnot, Kate had pulled Beppo aside to see if she could figure out what he liked to eat.

She started by giving it a block of dirt, making sure to get out of the way when the golem threw it in the air to catch in its mouth.

The golem did a great job this time, not missing at all. It caught the block of dirt and chomped it up. “Is... yummy!”

“Oh good,” Kate said, “I knew we’d find something for you to eat. I don’t know why Jack tried to give you people food and not things like minerals. You are made of iron.” She pulled out another dirt block. “Do you want more?”

“No,” Beppo said, shaking his head.

“Oh, okay,” Kate said, confused. “I thought you were hungry?”

Beppo nodded. “Am hungry.”

“But you don’t want any dirt?” It shook its head. “Even though it’s yummy?”

Beppo nodded, “No. Only little yummy.” It held its arms apart with only a tiny space between.

Kate smiled. “So, you want something more yummy. Let’s see what I’ve got.” She scanned through her inventory and raised an eyebrow at an iron ingot. She thought about it for a bit. “Is this like...like eating itself?” she wondered aloud softly. With a shrug she pulled it out.

“Alright Beppo, let’s see what you think of this.” She showed the ingot to the golem.

“Is it?” Beppo asked.

“It’s an iron ingot,” Kate said.

“Why?”

“Wha—I...It just is.” Kate shook her head. “it’s an iron ingot.”

“Oh! Iron like Beppo iron?”

Kate nodded. “Want to try it?”

“Silly Kate. So silly! Of course I try it.”

Kate chuckled. “Okay, here you go.” She tossed it in the air for the golem.

Beppo ran directly under the flying ingot and caught it in its mouth. The golem chomped and chomped, its eyes getting wider and wider. “Oh! Is biiiig yummy! I eat more?”

Kate laughed. “I’m glad you like it. I don’t have any more, but now that we know what you like we can get more.”

Beppo nodded, clapping his arms and spinning. “Big yummy! Yay!”

“Alright,” Dad said loudly, clapping his hands. “We’re ready to roll!” He had on his armor, Jack behind him also dressed in full armor.

“Maaaan, I wish we could make our netherite gear,” Jack whined.

Mom squeezed him in a hug, “You’ll get to soon enough, dear. Now you two watch Beppo while Kate gets her stuff.”

A few minutes later Kate returned, Perry on her shoulder, Fang by her side.

Beppo cheered when he saw them. “More furry thing!” It did a little dance at Fang, who cocked his head sideways. Beppo kept dancing and Fang joined it, barking, yapping, and running around the golem in a circle.

Beppo clapped when it was done. “Furry thing so fun!”

Bruce licked his paw.

“Okay everyone, let’s go solve this mystery,” Dad said.

“Have fun storming the castle!” Mom shouted from on top of a roof where she was busy shearing down cobwebs.
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This time their trek through the forest was a bit slower and more controlled. Dad led the way, making sure that Beppo stayed behind him. Perry flew around in circles and Kate was buffing the bird, then canceling the buff and putting it on Fang, repeating the process over and over.

“What are you doing, Kate?” Jack asked, wearing his ninja cat scarf.

Kate shrugged. “Your clone learning from you made me wonder if maybe there's more to our powers than we think. I was just experimenting.”

“Did you find out anything?”

Kate pointed at Perry. “Watch.” She buffed the bird and he started to glow, speeding up as he flew. She canceled the buff and cast it on Fang, who started glowing, but also looked a tiny bit bigger. “Did you see?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “I don’t get it.”

Kate shrugged again. “I’m not really sure, but I think my buff works differently on different kinds of animals. With Perry, it makes him way faster than usual, but with Fang, it only makes him a little faster, but also a little stronger. I think it makes Stompy a lot tougher. I can’t wait to try it out and see. Plus, there's also the magic shield they get.” She waved at Perry. “I wonder if it's weaker or stronger based on who I cast it on...” She mumbled to herself, lost in thought.

Jack grinned. He loved the powers his family had, and it was neat to see Kate getting so into it. He never thought Minecraft could be any cooler, but living in it was a hundred times better. He was going to miss this place.

Kate raised a good question though; were they using the full extent of their powers? Was there more they could get from them? He thought about it as they walked to their destination.

Fang growled, standing in place with his nose pointing straight out and his tail straight back. Everyone stopped walking except Beppo, who crashed into Dad, knocking him over.

“Oops, sorry!” Beppo said as it tried to help Dad up. Its arms couldn't bend though and all it managed was sliding Dad around in the dirt.

“It’s okay, I got it,” Dad said, trying to get away from the golem’s ‘help’.

Jack pulled out his swords, and Kate had her crossbow at the ready. More spiders were coming.

Dad finally stood up, brushed himself off and sighed. “You know what, I’m getting tired of this. Kids, defend me.”

“Wait, what?” Kate asked.

Jack and Kate looked at each other and shrugged. Kate fired at a spider, shooting through it, and piercing the one behind. Jack summoned a clone right into enemy lines, and it attacked ferociously.

Dad pulled out a crafting table and a stack of stone, then got to work making stairs. When he was done, he looked all around, casually backhanding a spider that was jumping towards him out of the sky. He found the spot he was looking for and, as fast as he could, put the stairs together. “Come on everyone, up!”

The kids realized what he was doing and nodded with smiles on their faces. Jack made his clone launch into the thickest group of spiders, buying them time. “Beppo! Come on!”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Are you kidding me right now? Get on the stairs!”

“Why?”

“Because the stairs are safer!”

“Why!”

“I’ll give you iron!” Kate yelled.

“Why?”

“Because you like it!” Kate blew out a breath. “Will you please just get on the stairs, and we can talk about it later?”

“Why?” Beppo asked yet again, but fortunately shrugged, and followed them up the stairs anyway.

When everyone was on the stairs, Dad pulled out his shields, put himself behind them and activated his taunt at the spiders. “Mom tried to kill a spider with hairspray once. It didn’t die, but it’s hair sure looked awesome.”

The spiders stopped at once, the power of Dad's taunt taking effect, but Dad liked to think it was because of his awesome joke. In an instant, like a choreographed title wave of spiders, they skittered towards him in renewed fury.

Dad smirked, jumped, and activated his shield charge straight up. It launched him high enough to get to the top of the trees, where he landed gracefully just as Jack destroyed he stairs so no spider could come up.

Dad brushed his hands off. “Those things are annoying.”

“Well, prepare to be extra annoyed then,” Kate said, pointing.

They could see the pillager outpost now. It was just ahead of them, only a few dozen blocks away. The only problem was it wasn’t a pillager outpost. Not anymore, anyway. Now it was a spider outpost. The entirety of it was covered in cobwebs, more cobwebs than they’d ever seen, with a writhing, skittering mass of spiders all around the base.

The top of the outpost, in an outdoor room, a massive spider the size of a house protruded. It was covered in normal-sized spiders, more of them appearing on its back and climbing down in a never-ending stream.

“Whoa! Big leggy thing!” Beppo said.
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“Okay. Mom should be REALLY glad not to be here,” Kate said.

Jack nodded. “I’ll say. That thing is straight out of a nightmare!”

Dad frowned, looking around. “You know, Kate, it’s too bad you couldn’t tame one of those down there.” He pointed to the horde of arachnids below them, the forest floor black with the sheer number of them.

“Huh? Why?” Kate asked. “I love all animals, but—” She shuddered.

Dad smirked. “Because then we could have a spy-der. Get it? SPY-der.”

Jack and Kate gave him blank looks.

Beppo cocked its head. “What he say?”

“Just ignore him,” Kate said. “He’s trying to be funny.”

“And failing,” Jack added. “Usually he tries harder than that.”

“Hey!” Dad said. “My jokes are awesome; they could drive those spiders up the wall!”

Kate sighed and Jack groaned. “That one was terrible, Dad.”

“I’m trying to be nice,” Dad said, “I don’t want to hurt the feelings of any spiders, especially ones I might have stepped on. They would be crushed!”

“Come on, Dad.” Jack groaned. “These are your worst yet!”

Dad put his hand on his hips and scowled. “You’re really bugging me.”

Kate snorted. Jack let out a small smile. Beppo looked back and forth between the family, tilting his head sideways in confusion.

Dad didn’t let up. “You know, Mom has a fear of spiders, sometimes it’s called arachnophobia. Do you know what a fear of monsters is called? Common sense.”

“Hah!” Jack chuckled.

Dad continued. “I once had a spider run under my computer keyboard, but it was okay because I had it under CTRL.”

Jack shook his head and Kate rolled her eyes.

“The spider was fine,” Dad said. “It just wanted to surf the web.”

“Bwaha!” Jack laughed. “Okay that was funny.”

“Can we please go attack the giant man-eating spider in the tower?” Kate asked. “That has got to be better than more of these jokes.”

Dad sighed. “Yeah, spider jokes are hard.”

Beppo looked at Dad. “What is joke?”

Kate laughed.


Chapter 23

“Onward!” Dad pointed towards the tower in the distance. They ran across the treetops, jumping or creating bridges where they had to until they got to the clearing around the tower. There were spiders everywhere. The entire ground level was covered in them, like a living blanket.

“Let’s just pour lava over the top of the outpost,” Jack suggested.

“Why is lava your solution to everything?” Kate asked.

Jack shrugged. “Not my fault lava is so awesome it works in nearly every situation.”

Dad shook his head. “No, we aren't doing that. Stop suggesting fire for everything.” Jack sighed. Dad tousled his hair. “Besides, maybe there’s treasure in there. We don’t want to burn it all.”

Jack's eyes went wide. “Oooh! Treasure!”

“Okay, here’s my plan.” Dad paced the treetop he stood on. “I’ll shield charge all the way to the front door, and you guys follow close after in the path I make. Then, when we get in, we slam the door shut and easy-peasy no spiders getting in.”

Kate pointed at the giant spider on the top. “Well, except for the ones that are already in. Coming off that thing.”

Dad nodded. “Yeah, except for that.”

Jack pulled out his swords. “It’s shling shling time!”

Dad grinned and leapt down, landing on the ground with his shield facing out. In a burst of power, he blasted through the spiders, spraying them like water droplets. Jack, Kate, Beppo, and Fang followed after. The plan went off almost without a hitch, getting them all inside the lowest level of the outpost tower.

The hitch was the fact that there wasn’t actually a door on the building. And the fact that the lower level wasn’t only filled to the brim with spiders, it was filled to the brim with spiders that had red swirls floating above their heads.

“Uhhhh.” Dad eyed the red swirlies. “What’s that mean?” As if to answer his question, a spider lunged at him, biting and doing more damage than usual. “Ow!” he shouted. “These guys are strong!”

“That’s what the red swirls mean,” Jack said as he summoned his clone, sending it to the back of the room to be swamped by strong spiders.

“Swirly leggys!” Beppo shouted and ran headlong into the center of the room with no regard for its own safety.

“I’ll block the doorway!” Kate shouted. She blasted through a couple spiders that were trying to make their way into the room through the doorway, flashing them red. She pulled out a handy dirt stack and filled the doorway.

“Okay, we’re trapped in here,” she said.

Dad shook his head with a grin. “We aren’t trapped in here with them, they're trapped in here with Beppo.” He pointed to the golem.

Beppo was going crazy, slamming its arms into whatever spiders it could, knocking them around like a toddler hitting a balloon. There were a ton of spiders, though, and even with the golem’s impressive work, they hit hard, and the poor golem wasn’t looking great.

“Protect Beppo!” Jack shouted, directing his clone in to attack the spiders on the golem. He pulled Bruce off his shoulders. “Ninja kitty bomb!” He threw Bruce at another batch of spiders before the poor cat could even finish his yawn.

There wasn’t enough room for Dad to use his charge attack, and he didn’t want to blow a hole in the wall anyway, so he pulled out his second shield and got into position by Beppo, trying to prevent any spiders from sneaking up.

“Beppo!” Kate shouted. The golem turned and its eyes went wide when he saw the iron ingot Kate had thrown. The golem caught the snack in its mouth, chomping it down. “Is good!” It rubbed its tummy.

“Does that heal it?” Dad asked. Kate shrugged and Dad blew out a breath, still blocking spiders from hitting the golem.

Bruce wasn’t even pinballing between spiders; there were so many that he simply ran around the room in a circle, his claws out and using spiders as steppingstones. Jack was spending more time dodging attacks than attacking back, but tossing out hits with his knockback sword as often as possible. He followed Bruce, slashing out with a sweeping edge strike occasionally, poofing spiders in the wake of the cat.

Kate sent Perry around, dive bombing whenever a spider was about to jump on Beppo, and distracting the spiders with his colorful wings and tiny talons. Fang was at her side, chomping any spider that came close to Kate as she carefully lined up her shots so she wouldn’t hit her team.

It was all over in a minute, the ground covered in string and spider eyeballs, the family and Beppo having taken a few hits, but still coming out on top.

“This is too easy,” Jack said. “Let’s go up!”


Chapter 24

“You jinxed it!” Kate told Jack.

“What?” Jack asked.

She pointed up the stairs. “You’re not supposed to comment on how easy it is, now you jinxed it.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Whatever. Just wait and see.” He dashed up the stairs, his clone in hot pursuit. Then he came tumbling back down the stairs.

“Ow!” Following him was a handful of spiders, all with light blue swirls above their heads, and all moving incredibly quickly.

“Jinxed it!” Kate shouted, firing off a shot at one of the spiders. Her arrow missed as the spider quickly dodged. “Aw man, fast spiders?”

Beppo ran up the stairs and could be heard smashing into things while Jack got back on his feet. Bruce was having a great time fighting these fast spiders; it almost made him work up a sweat. Almost. He was still the ultimate ninja of course, and able to slash and attack them without getting hit.

“Aw man,” Jack said. “My clone poofed.” He chomped down a golden apple to replenish his hunger bar. “Oh well, I hadn’t taught that one any cool moves anyway.” He summoned another clone and pointed up the stairs. “Go get ‘em, boy!”

“They aren’t pets, Jack,” Kate said. Jack stuck his tongue out at her.

“Come on,” Dad said, getting to the bottom of the stairs, and aiming himself properly. He shield charged like a rocket right up the stairs, poofing every spider that was on the steps. Jack and Kate followed, with Bruce and Fang right behind.

When they got to the second level, they found Beppo swinging wildly at every spider it could, but missing with every shot. The spiders were just too fast. “Slow down leggy things!” Beppo shouted.

Kate transferred her buff to Perry and sent the bird ripping through the air around the spiders. They weren’t fast enough to avoid it, and even though the bird did very little damage, it all added up.

Jack was frustrated. All his attacks were cool and flashy, but they needed a lot of room to work, and they were really cramped in the tight space. If he was fighting alone, or just with his clone, he’d be mopping the floor with these spiders, but instead he was reduced to scoring the occasional hit when one came close. He couldn’t even dodge properly because he kept hitting a wall or one of his teammates!

The spiders were using hit and run tactics, jumping in to bite then jumping back out. Dad was able to block most attacks but was still taking steady damage. He was getting annoyed. This room was much harder to fight in. They just couldn’t hit the spiders!

“Stand back, everyone!” Dad shouted. He used his taunt ability. Just as the spiders all turned to him and charged in, he jumped up and activated his shield charge, aiming straight down. He slammed into the wooden floor and blasted right through, the horde of spiders following after, many of them flashing red from the damage. 

Dad used his shield charge again, a golden apple in his mouth, this time going straight up, and like drops of water, the spiders flowed off him, forming a pile down below. With another shield charge straight down he slammed into the mass of spiders, exploding them out like TNT, flashing them red and sending them flying everywhere. 

Jack leapt into the hole. “I got this Dad, get out of here!” 

Dad looked a little worse for the wear. He’s eyes were a little cadawonky, like they couldn’t agree on which direction to face. He shook his head and they went back to normal.

“You okay, Dad?”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I’m fine. All those shield charges in a row made me a bit dizzy is all.” He walked out of the room like he’d been spinning in circles for hours.

Jack watched him leave, then grinned. “It’s SHLING SHLING TIME!” Now that he was alone with the spiders, he was able to open up his attacks without fear of hitting someone else. “Sweeping cyclone!” He shouted at the top of his lungs before spining in a circle, his enchanted netherite blades wreaking havoc on the spiders. They never stood a chance.
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Jack walked back up the stairs to the second floor to find Dad and Kate sitting down having a nice, calm snack.

“Oh, don’t let me interrupt you or anything.” He put his hands on his hips to squint at them. 

Dad frowned. “You were the one that was all, ‘I got this, now get out of here with your weird eyes.’”

“I never said that! They were kind of creepy though.”

“Well, I’m much better now, thanks for asking.” Dad took another bite of his snack.

Jack huffed out a breath. “How about we go see what's on the next floor?” He looked at his clone. “I’m hoping my clone picks up my cool moves when I use them and doesn’t have to actually see me do them.”

Dad shrugged. “So far, we’ve used a decent number of healing items. I still have plenty, but maybe we should be more careful.” 

“What do you think we should do differently?” Kate asked. 

“I know,” Jack said.

“Don’t say it,” Dad warned. 

“Lava!” Jack shouted.

Dad and Kate rolled their eyes.

“Is it?” Beppo asked.

“Lava is the best thing ever,” Jack told the golem. “It burns so much stuff and can be used in traps and is just plain awesome!”

Beppo had a look of wonder on its face as it watched Jack gesticulate wildly about the virtues of lava. “Oh. I have some?”

“No!” Dad shouted.

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“It’s dangerous; it could really hurt you.”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Because it’s really hot and burns everything it touches.”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

Dad grit his teeth. “Just...not right now. You can see lava after we defeat the giant spider.”

Beppo nodded, “Leggy things bad!” It ran up the stairs to the next floor.

“Beppo, wait!” Dad said.

Kate giggled. “So much for being more careful.”

Dad facepalmed. “Alright, I suppose we should go.”

They ran up the stairs after Beppo, to witness him once again flailing his arms around smashing them into spiders, this time, spiders that had glowing purple swirls floating off them.

“Oh phooey,” Kate said. “Regeneration. This might be tough.”

It wasn’t.

The spiders regenerated health, but they couldn’t regenerate anywhere near fast enough to outpace the damage that a flailing iron golem, a flaming cat, a shield-charging paladin, a beastmaster ranger (pets included), and a clone-creating ninja could do.

“Wow, we didn’t even need any healing items,” Dad said, checking through his inventory.

“Yeah, we’re pretty awesome.” Kate blew kisses to Perry and Fang.

“Awesome! Awesome!” Perry squawked and started dancing, bouncing his head up and down.

Beppo gasped, its mouth open wide. “Birdy thing talks!”

Kate giggled. “Only a little. Really he just mimics people.”

Beppo waved its arms in the air and bounced its head up and down like the bird. “Birdy thing so silly!”

“I guess let’s just keep a good thing going,” Dad said. “Beppo, want to go up—” He didn’t even get to finish his sentence before Beppo was gone, dashing up the next set of stairs.

When the rest of them made it into the room, they had to pause to figure out what was going on. There was Beppo—swinging away as usual—but instead of big, black Minecraft spiders, all they could see were sets of floating red spider eyes and gray swirlies floating off them.

“What in the world?” Dad asked, shield at the ready.

“Invisible spiders.” Kate blinked. “Mom would absolutely hate this!”

“Get ‘em, Bruce!” Jack yelled.

Bruce wasted no time. The spider’s invisibility barely affected him, and he pinballed from eyeballs to eyeballs, leaving a trail of string everywhere he went.

“You know, if we weren’t ultimate warriors, this room might be pretty hard,” Kate said.

Dad smirked. “Yeah, I imagine so. Right now, I think it might be the easiest one.” He shield-bashed a floating spider eyes, then slashed with his sword. “They don’t seem any stronger... just... invisible.”

“Yeah.” Jack slashed at a set of floating eyes. “And—ow!” He flashed red as he was bit. “Darn spider!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled as he scored a critical hit on the spider that bit Jack.

“Thanks, buddy,” Jack said fist-bumping the cat.

Barely a minute after they’d climbed the stairs, the fighting was over.

“One more floor and we fight the boss,” Dad said.

“Why?” Beppo asked.
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“It’s a giant mutant spider boss,” Jack said, “so let’s get all the way healed up. Who knows what it can do.”

“I’ll go first,” Dad said, “it’ll be safer that way.”

He walked slowly up the stairs, his shield out in front of him. Halfway up the steps, he stopped. Something large, black, and hard was blocking off the stairs.

“What the heck?” 

“What is it?” Kate asked.

“The boss spider is so big it’s blocking off the stairs. I can’t get up.”

Jack laughed. “That's hilarious! How are we supposed to fight it?”

“Can’t we just attack the part blocking the stairs?” Kate asked.

Jack's eyes widened. “That’s genius! It’s like a cheat. Bruce, hit it with fire!”

“Wait—” Dad shouted. But Bruce did not wait.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce shouted and dashed past Dad, his burning hot red claws slashing at the body of the spider. It ignited.

“Aw man.” Dad hung his head.

The spider screeched, and pulled whatever body part back, out of the way of the stairs. The fire spread.

“Jaaaaack, now the outpost is on fire!”

“Oops?” Jack said.

“Meow?” Bruce said.

“The way up is clear, come on then.” Dad gestured for them and finished climbing the stairs. “Oh boy.” Dad whistled long and loud when he got up to the last level.

“What’s wrong?” Kate blew out a breath. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” Dad said.

“What is it?” Jack asked as he popped out of the stairs. “Aw, man.”

“Is it?” Beppo asked.

Blocks of the top floor were on fire here and there, but that wasn’t the annoying part. The annoying part, was that the giant mutant spider had climbed to the very tippity-top of the outpost, balancing out of reach, and leaving a trail of burning wood.

“How are we going to fight it now?” Kate’s bow hung low by her side. 

“Well, we could build—” Dad was cut off as a spider leg bigger than he was shot down from above, slamming into him and flashing him red, while sending him flying out of the open-air room.

“Oh dang!” Jack said.

Kate gasped, her hands over her mouth.

For his part, Dad was certainly taken by surprise, but he quickly got ahold of himself and activated his shield charge, sending him shooting back onto the room. His feet barely made it to the ledge, and he windmilled his arms as he tried to keep his balance.

Kate wasted no time and whipped out a lead, using it like a lasso and snatching Dad back from the edge. “Yeehaw!” She shout-punched the air.

Dad opened his mouth to say something, but another spider leg came careening right for him and he had to jump-roll out of the way.

“Oooh, leggy things,” Beppo said, pointing.

They looked and sure enough, there was a line of spiders climbing down into the room. The spiders all had random swirls over them.

“Aw man, more buffed spiders?” Jack grumbled.

“Leggy things bad!” Beppo shouted and charged at the spiders, whipping its arms rapidly like a fan without the safety enclosure, slamming its arms into them, and sending them flying off the top of the outpost to crash and poof on the forest ground below.

“Well, that’s one way of dealing with them,” Jack said. He put away his sweeping edge sword, focusing on his knockback sword instead, striking spiders and sending them flying. “We’ll take these guys, you figure out a way to stop the boss!”

Dad frowned but nodded. He moved into the center of the room and shield-charged straight up, blasting away the wood and exposing a hole they could see the boss through. “Kate, you shoot it, I'll defend you.”

“You got it!” Kate whistled and spun her hand in the air, renewing the buff on Perry. “Go up top and annoy that thing.”

“Annoy! Annoy!” Perry squawked and shot through the air to the top of the outpost where he flew in close circles by the giant spider’s eyes.

Kate took aim, shooting the spider through the hole in the ceiling. A spider leg whipped down, straight for her, but Dad leapt in the way just in time, blocking the attack with his shield.

***

Bruce was annoyed. The big spider should have been the most fun, but he couldn’t even hit the thing. He cleaned his paw, then inspected the situation. Jack and Beppo were flinging spiders off the top, Kate was shooting, Dad was blocking, Fang was being a dumb dog. He looked over at Fang and rolled his eyes. Dumb dog.

Bruce decided it was time to take action. He climbed one of the posts of the open air room and leapt onto the spiders back. The thing was huge, and Bruce had no problem finding space to stand, and he popped his claws out, burning red hot. He slashed the giant spider again and again. The spider ignited again, and with it, many blocks of the top of the outpost caught fire. The spider screeched its ear-piercing wail.

Jack frantically scanned the open-air room for chests. The fire was spreading quickly now, and they might have to make a hasty departure. His eyes danced and a smile lit up his face when his gaze landed on a chest. He leapt for it, activating his luck power to the highest, causing his clone to poof.

When he cracked open the lid he frowned. “What?” All that was in it was a red orb. He plucked it out and read the description. “Eye of the spider matriarch? That doesn’t even make sense. Why would it put one of its eyes in a chest?”

He didn’t have any more time to wonder as a leg came down, catching him off guard and sending him flying. He flew all the way off the top of the outpost. Mid-air, he grabbed a cobweb from his inventory. “Gotta time this just right...” He threw the cobweb on the ground just as he was about to hit, and the stringy thing padded his fall perfectly.

“YES!” He shout-punched the air. “Aw man, now I gotta go back up there.”


Chapter 27

Kate fired arrows like crazy, often flashing the spider red, but it felt like it never ran out of hearts. Dad blocked attacks with precision, while Beppo was still hitting spiders like an MVP baseball batter.

“It’s either regenerating crazy fast or has like a million hearts,” Kate shouted between shots.

“Keep shooting!” Dad yelled as he stopped another spider leg from hitting her. The spider hit so hard that even through his shield he was taking damage. Not much, only half a heart, but it added up. And unlike Mom, he didn’t have endless food.

The spider bucked Bruce off as it wildly tossed and turned to rid itself of the annoying—and painful—cat. Bruce sailed through the air but landed deftly on his feet in a crowd of many, many spiders. “Meow meow hiss meow!” Bruce said and ignored the fight up top in favor of performing the ultimate pinball ninja strike—burning spiders with each hit.

“Ooof!” Dad said as he took a spider leg hit from behind, a massive chunk of his hearts ripping away. Luckily, he slammed into one of the pillars and wasn’t thrown off the outpost. Unluckily he bounced through fire and was now burning. “Argh!” He munched down several apples.

Kate was having to dodge attacks now, unable to line up shots through the hole in the ceiling. “Jaaaaack! Where are you?” Perry came swooping down to land on her shoulder. “Perry?”

“Lava!” Perry squawked.

“What did he just say?” Dad asked.

“Lava!” Perry squawked again.

“Oh no.”

Dad, Kate, and Beppo looked up to see the sky was much brighter right above them. They watched as everything turned a shade of orange, and the massive spider that had been annoyingly beating them was completely submerged and instantly poofed.

Red hot lava poured down the hole in the ceiling. Even more of the ceiling was burning away as the lava spread and splashed onto the floor beside them.

Jack landed next to Dad, his jump-stacked dirt tower outside clueing Dad in to just what exactly Jack had done. He gave Jack ‘The Look.’

“What?” Jack said. “I got the treasure...”

“Oooh! Lava so cool!” Beppo said.

“No, Beppo. Lava so hot!” Jack said.

Dad facepalmed. “Come on guys. We’ve gotta get out of here before the whole place burns down.” 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Because it’s going to burn down!”

“Why?”

Dad groaned. “We defeated the monster Beppo. The village is safe now.”

“Yay! Village safe! Village safe!” Beppo shouted, dancing and waving his arms. A tiny splash of lava landed on him and he yelped. “Ouch! Lava hot!”

“Lava hot! Lava hot!” Perry squawked.

“Let’s go back then,” Dad suggested.

“Okay!” Beppo ran down the stairs, dodged the dripping lava that was eating away at the next floor already, and kept on going.

Dad shook his head. “Alright. Let’s follow the golem.”

They ran down the outpost, exiting out the main entrance after mining the blocks in the way. Outside was a wasteland of poofed spiders, string and eyes everywhere. And flames. So many flames. Dad facepalmed again. He looked at Jack. “Between you and the cat, I don’t how we aren’t going to end up burning the world down.”

Jack shrugged. “It’s not that bad.”

Dad sighed and looked up at the tower of jump-stacked blocks. Jack had built a tower taller than the outpost, then a skybridge to the center of it, where he had put the lava. Dad shook his head again.

“Really, Jack?” Kate said.

Jack shrugged. “Lava is awesome! And you guys seem to be forgetting—it worked.”

Lava bubbled and gurgled and poured from the outpost. Beppo pointed. “Oooh! Floor is lava!”


Chapter 28

Dad wasn’t too mad, really, now that he knew it was much harder for fire to spread like in the real world, and he was mostly okay with how Jack had defeated the boss. And burned down the outpost. And the surrounding area. And turned it into a dangerous hotspot of lava. He sighed.

“Village is safe!” Beppo said over and over while he danced around the village, waving his arms.

“You’re back!” Mom said. “How did it go?”

“Oh, you know,” Kate said. “Jack almost melted us in a cascade of lava and burned down a pillager outpost while Bruce almost lit the forest on fire.”

Mom nodded. “So pretty normal stuff, then. Would you like some dinner? I made chicken alfredo.”

“Oh yum!” Kate said.

Dad rubbed his belly and went into the house to eat.

“Can we have Mac and Cheese soon?” Jack asked.

“Mac and Cheese? Jack, I can literally make anything.” Mom raised an eyebrow at him.

Jack shrugged. “Yeah, but I like Mac and Cheese. The good kind, in the blue box.”

Mom wrinkled her face. “Blech. I wish you’d at least eat the good homemade kind.”

Jack rolled his eyes and moved into the house. It had been a long day. They ate well that night and slept even better.

As they prepared to leave the next morning, they anxiously asked Beppo if he’d join them. They couldn’t stand the thought of leaving him there, all alone.

Beppo shrugged and nodded. “Beppo come too. Village is safe.”

That was all the incentive they needed, and they continued their trek. There were no more mutants or abandoned villages or random, annoying goats or really any other distractions—except Beppo’s need to stop and examine everything—on the final leg of their trip back to the kingdom village.

Their spirits were high as they rode up, the massive walls imposing. Every one of them smiled as the walls came into view. Except Beppo.

“Woah. Big village,” was all it managed to say.

A village guard stood on top of the wall looking down as they approached the door.

“You think you can trick me?” he shouted down.

“What are you talking about?” Dad asked, raising his voice so it would carry up the tall wall.

“You look like the Smiths, but I know you can’t be them. You must be some kind of shapeshifting monsters or something. The Smiths wouldn’t be back so soon!”

“Why?” Beppo asked.

Dad rolled his eyes.
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Chapter 1

“I’m not letting you in until you prove you’re the Smiths!” the guard yelled down. 

“Who dat?” Beppo asked, pointing his arm at the villager on the wall. 

“That’s a good question.” Kate squinted her eyes at the village guard. “I don’t recognize them at all.” 

Dad crossed his arms. “Come on! Who else would it be?” 

“How are we supposed to prove we are who we say we are?” Mom yelled up. 

The guard shrugged. “I don’t know. Do some respawner magic or something.”

Dad sighed and looked at his family. “Well, now what?” 

“Do what he said, Dad. Show him some respawner magic.” Jack made a hand motion like a rocket taking off. 

Dad looked back at the top of the wall and sighed. “Alright then.” He equipped his shield. 

“Hey now! No getting violent!” the guard yelled down. “These walls are more dangerous than you think!” 

“I know. I made them,” Dad mumbled under his breath. He jumped in the air and activated his shield charge, shooting straight up. It wasn’t enough to get him all the way to the top, so he activated it again mid-air and landed lightly on top of the wall directly in front of the guard. His hunger bar was empty from two quick activations. 

The guard's eyes went wide, and he fell over onto his butt. “Whoa! Hey!” he shouted as he scrambled to get back to his feet, an iron sword in his hand. 

“What?” Dad asked. “You told me to show you respawner magic.” 

The guard had his sword out in front of him, his hand trembling enough to shake the weapon. “G...go back down there...” 

Dad scratched his square head. “Is there someone else I can talk to? Where is everyone?” He looked over the wall into the village. “Rara! Ethan! Birgitta! Are you out there?” 

The guard approached, still trembling. “Y... you n... need to get back down there. You monster!” 

“Look.” Dad sighed. “I can tell you’re new here. I’m Mr. Smith. We helped build this village and we’re friends with the villagers here. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

The guard only stared, his sword still up in front of him. Dad was worried he was going to attack when he heard someone shouting from down below. “Henry! What’s all the commotion?” 

Dad peeked over the edge. “Myron! Buddy!” Dad leapt off the edge of the wall into the village. The guard gasped, staring at the crazy man as he fell, surely thinking he was about to witness someone poofing through sheer stupidity. But Dad tossed a cobweb down at the last minute, landing on it to cushion his fall.

Henry’s mouth dropped open as he leaned over the edge to watch, and he nearly fell off the wall. He windmilled his arms to catch his balance and accidentally threw his sword in the process, which landed on the stone wall with a loud clang.

Dad stood up, dusting himself off. Arms wide open to Byron, he shouted, “Baaaaarrrrbeeecccuuueee!!!” 

Myron’s face lit up with joy as he, too, thrusted his arms in the air and threw his head back, singing the song of his people.

“Baaaaarrrrbeeecccuuueee!!!” 


Chapter 2

“You couldn’t have come at a more perfect time.” Myron slapped Dad on the back as they pulled away from their hug. “I put in the biggest brisket I've ever made this morning, and now you’ll get to have some.” 

“YES!” Dad shout-punched the air. 

Myron grinned. “You should get something going too, to celebrate all the new villagers.” 

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Dad said with a huge grin. “Feels like I haven't had a good barbecue going in forever. Lead the way, my man.” He gestured towards Myron’s house. 

“Uhhh...” Myron paused, looking back and forth between Dad and the wall. 

Dad cocked his head. “What is it? Do you need to go get more meat?”

Myron looked down his nose at Dad. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Dad chewed his lip. “I have a furnace in my inventory, and plenty of meat…”

“Something…important?” Myron asked, shaking his head.

“I should have enough cedar planks for flavor…”

It was then that Dad heard Mom’s muffled voice arguing with the village guard.

His eyes widened and he winced. “Oh, right! My family. Hold on a second, Myron.” He strolled up to the door and opened it, allowing the rest of his family in.

“Thank you dear,” Mom said with an annoyed look back at the guard, none the wiser they were just forgotten in the name of barbecue.

A village golem came up to the group, arms waving around, with Rara not too far behind it. Beppo noticed the golem right away and pulled up short. “Is it?” it asked, pointing. 

“Oh, I was hoping I would get to see this,” Mom said with an excited little shimmy. “Beppo, this is another golem, just like you.” 

Beppo looked at the golem. The golem looked at Beppo. Beppo waved, the golem waved.

“Silly golem!” Beppo said. The normal golem simply stood there, watching. 

“Well, that was anticlimactic.” Mom shook her head. 

“You’re back!” Rara shouted, jumping into a hug with Mom. 

Mom grinned widely, hugging the princess back. “We are.” 

“You have a golem now?” Rara asked, as she looked Beppo up and down. She gasped. “It has red eyes! Is it...?”

Beppo waved at her. “I Beppo.” 

Rara gasped. “It can talk?!” 

Kate grinned at Rara. “It’s a friend. We rescued it from an abandoned forest village.” 

“Leggy things bad. Village safe now.” Beppo stood tall. 

The village golem turned and trundled off, and Beppo followed behind. “Wait! I play?” The original golem stopped, turned, and looked at Beppo. Then went back to patrolling the village. Beppo followed, mumbling on and on and on about playing with it.

“Uhhh...” Rara said.

Mom laughed. “It’s quite the story.” 

“Okay, you’ll have to tell us all about it,” Rara said. “Did you meet Baba Yaga?” 

“Yeah!” Jack said. “She was…really weird.” Dad gave Jack the hairy eyeball. “I mean, she was awesome?” Jack grimaced. 

Rara watched the two of them and raised an eyebrow, then shook her head. “Well, anyway, you must tell us everything at the party we’re having tonight. Perfect timing arriving when you did. We’re just about to have a big welcoming party for all our new villagers. Now that you’re back, it can be a welcome home party, too!” 

Mom beamed with pride. “Look at you! Party planning for—wait.” Mom’s face went serious. “Did you say new villagers? Plural? Like more than just that cranky wall guard?” 

Rara nodded. “Yep, a lot of new villagers have been coming since you left.” She hung her head. “I wish I could say it was because they heard about what a great place this is to live...but, no. They are refugees.” 

“What’s that?” Jack asked. 

Mom put her arm around him. “A refugee is someone that’s been forced to leave their home because of war or persecution.”

“That’s awful,” Dad said. “New villagers should be exciting, but not because they’re being run out of their homes. Everyone deserves to be safe in their village.”

“Let me guess...Ortho?” Kate asked.

Rara nodded sadly. “Yep. It looks like he’s been more active and destroying villages. Some refugees have said he’s filled with rage. He doesn’t even let them talk before he burns down their villages.” 

Jack frowned. “Uh oh. Maybe it’s because I poofed Ultima, his ravager.” 

Dad looked over at him. “Don’t you try to take the blame for him. People like that are just angry and don’t need a reason to act with violence.” 

“Yeah, but—” Jack started. 

“No Jack,” Mom said. “Ortho is making his own bad decisions. That is on him and no one else.”

Jack nodded, but his face still looked sad.

“Enough about Ortho. Come on!” Rara waved at the group, gesturing towards the village square. “You can come meet everyone and tell us your story!”


Chapter 3

The village square had changed since the family was last there. The monument to Hudson still stood, but everything else was different.

There was a beautiful, large pergola over the whole thing, with green vines twisting their way down the wooden legs. Flags adorned the top of it, while the underside was lit up with well-crafted lanterns. 

Benches lined the area, and a few pools with lily pads and axolotls frolicking about. They had constructed a small stage at one end of the pergola inside a grassy area.

The village square had been a beautiful place before, but the villagers had turned into a stunning oasis—a meticulous park—perfect for gatherings. It was also filled to bursting with new and old villagers alike.

“You weren’t kidding about more villagers—wow! This is a lot more people!” Jack said, eyeing the crowd.

Mom’s and Dad’s jaws both dropped. The village had easily tripled in size. “Where did all these people come from?” 

Rara gestured towards the villagers. “When the first group of people showed up, they told us a horrible story about their village being burned to the ground by a large army. After that, we sent Arthur and the Screaming Wolves out on a rescue mission to all the villages in the area. They ran into many other displaced groups wandering in the wilderness, lost and hopeless.”

A tear formed in Mom’s eye, and she wiped at it. “You’re such a good leader, Rara. I’m just so proud. We’re so proud.” Mom pulled on Dad’s arm. “Aren’t we, honey?”

Dad nodded. “We are. You’re doing an incredible job here.”

Rara smiled.

Kate cocked her head. “Wait. Arthur? The Screaming Wolves? Weren’t they kinda...” 

Rara smirked. “Yeah, they were not the best at...well...anything. That’s one reason we sent them out. They kept messing up every job we gave them in the village. But they’re actually really good at this! They’ve become our scouts and it suits them perfectly.” 

“Sounds like you’ve gotten good at finding the right people for the job.” Dad patted the girl on her shoulder.

Rara blushed. “You learn fast when there’s always a crisis. Come on, let’s show everyone you're here.” She led them onto the stage and the noise of the crowd died down until it suddenly rose again in a chatter of voices excited to see the Smiths again.

“Attention everyone! Quiet now, please,” Rara said in her best ruler voice. 

The crowd quieted down again, but there was an air of excitement that was almost electric. “As you can see, yes, the Smiths are back!” Many in the crowd cheered, but many more were giving confused looks. “For those of you who are new, the Smiths are respawners. We’re all standing in this Kingdom Village right now, thanks to them. They saved multiple villages from attack—my own included—and brought so many of us here together. They taught us things we never imagined we could do and have given us the skills and knowledge we needed to live safer, more fulfilling lives.” Again, the crowd cheered, this time nearly everyone.

“And,” —Rara paused for effect— “they have even fought against Ortho himself!” 

At these words, the crowd murmured loudly. The newcomers excited someone could be here to help against the savagery of Ortho, the pillager king.

“But first,” Rara continued, “before we go any further, I want you to know that all of you have a place here. There are many empty homes, and we can build more if we need to.” The newcomers to the village seemed shocked at the idea of other villagers building things. 

Rara nodded. “That’s right, the Smiths have shared the secrets of mining and crafting with us! They have brought together illager and villager alike and integrated us into the village you see today. We have powerful walls strong enough to stop most enemies, defenders to protect the villagers, scouts to warn us of incoming danger, ninjas to carry out strike force missions, and even evokers using their magic for the good of the village.”

There was perfect silence now, as the villagers looked around at each other, as if the words they were hearing were too good to be true and there was some kind of catch. 

“We have a garden large enough to feed everyone, with every kind of food you’ve seen in the world. We have many animals to provide us with even more.” Rara looked out over the villagers, many of them with depressed or scared looks on their faces. “With all of us living here, we will never worry about attack again!” She threw her hand in the air, and the original villagers cheered, their hands going up as well. 

The new villagers looked around nervously still, but smiles started to come out on their faces. Soon even they joined in the cheering, excited that they had found a new, safe home.


Chapter 4

Rara smiled and pulled the Smiths aside, then motioned for Birgitta to come up as well. Birgitta ran up, excitement on her face. “You’re back!” she screamed. Kate and Birgitta hugged, then broke apart. “What did you learn?” 

“Why don’t we call up everyone who is in charge in the village, so we can go over everything,” Dad suggested. 

Rara nodded. “That’s a good idea.” She whistled, and Jada suddenly appeared right next to her. 

“Whoa! Awesome!” Jack said. “Super cool ninja move, Jada.” 

Jada bowed to him. “Thank you, Master Ninja Jack.” 

“Meow!” Bruce said from Jack's shoulders. He climbed down to stand in front of Jada. 

She bowed to the cat. “And thank you, Master Ninja Bruce.” 

“Purr purr.” Bruce licked his paw. 

Jada smirked and patted the cat’s head. “It was a potion of invisibility. Now that we know how to make them, we always make sure Rara has a bodyguard that’s invisible for big events like this.” 

“Great idea!” Jack said. 

“Jada, please go get the heads of all the departments,” Rara asked. Jada nodded and dashed into the crowd. 

“Departments?” Dad asked. 

Rara nodded. “Yes, running a huge kingdom village like this was becoming too much work, so I divided it into groups, and each group has their own leader.”

Mom and Dad looked at each other and smiled. “That’s really smart, Rara,” Mom said. 

Dad agreed, chiming in. “Yeah, a good leader has people they can depend on.”

Rara beamed. They didn’t have long to wait until people started showing up. First was Reggie, head of the ninjas. Then Judah and Delilah, who were in charge of the guards. The double-E’s represented the villagers in charge of mining and farming, while Alex and Flint, the stonemasons, were in charge of the crafters. Birgitta was Rara’s second in command and helped with all the potion making. 

The family was overjoyed to see their friends and explained everything that had gone on since they left and why they were back. They talked about Baba Yaga and Jack was just about to say something about her when Dad whispered in his ear to only say nice things, since they didn’t know if she was watching. Jack blushed when he remembered his earlier comment. 

“So, she could be watching at any time?” Birgitta asked. 

Dad shrugged. “We don’t really know the limits of her power, but yes, that is a possibility.” 

“Creepy!” Elijah said. 

“Shhh! Be nice!” Ethan whispered through clenched teeth. 

“I am nice! I just think it’s creepy.” 

“That’s not nice!” 

“Is too!” 

“Is not!” 

“Boys!” Mom shouted, interrupting them. She sighed when they turned to her, their elbows digging into one another. She hadn’t missed that one bit. 

“Well,” Rara said, “we should have a more in-depth meeting later and we can go over everything, but for now, let’s enjoy the party!” 

“Yes!” Kate and Birgitta said together. 

“Dancing?” Birgitta asked Kate. 

“Dancing!” Kate shouted, and Birgitta set up her music player. 

“Blech,” Jack said, looking at Reggie and Jada. “Come on ninjas, let's go do some ninja stuff.” Jada gave him a flat look. “What?” 

“You go ahead and do ninja stuff. I’m going to dance and party.”

Reggie laughed. “Yeah, me too.” He put his arm around Jada. 

Jack cocked an eyebrow. “Are you guys...?” 

Reggie smirked. “Dating? Yep.” 

Jack’s face smooshed up like it was made of playdoh. “Gross! Romance? Blech!” 

“That’s what I said,” Elijah shouted, pointing at the two ninjas, his hand plugging his nose as if they stank. 

“There’s nothing wrong with love,” Jada said, sticking her tongue out at Jack. Then she kissed Reggie. 

“Ack! No! Stop! Come on, Elijah!” Jack shouted, and dragged him away, running off the stage without looking back.


Chapter 5

As the Dad walked off the stage, Myron was smirking. He wiggled his eyebrows and pointed to the beautiful outdoor kitchen that had been expanded as part of the new village square setup. He was specifically pointing to the row of smokers. “Want to see my new setup?” 

The grin that exploded on Dad’s face was bright enough to power the sun. He gave Mom a quick peck on the cheek and ducked out of the throng of villagers, following Myron.

“Hooo boy, this is awesome!” Dad gazed lovingly at the outdoor kitchen. There was a row of three smokers, with cutting and prep benches on either side of them. A cauldron of water was next to that, and even a campfire to the side. 

Dad pointed at the campfire. “What’s that for?” 

“That,” Myron said, “is part of my new cooking style I wanted to show you. Watch!”

He pulled a cooked chicken from a smoker, poured some honey from a bottle over it, then held it over the smoke rising from the campfire. “The smoke glazes the honey and adds a nice smokey finish to it.” He handed the chicken to Dad, who was already drooling. 

Dad groaned as he took a bite. “It’s so good!” 

Myron beamed at him, puffing out his chest in pride. “Right?!” 

Dad chomped down the rest of the chicken and rubbed his tummy. He looked around at the huge party that was already underway and squared his shoulders. “Alright then, looks like we’ve got a lot of hungry people here. Let’s get barbecuing!” 

Myron's eyes watered a little. “I’m so glad you're back.” He threw his hands in the air. “BARBECUE!” 

Dad joined him. “BARBECUE!” 

The villagers startled and some moved away, but others who’d had the privilege of tasting barbecue before came closer for a better look, expectant grins on their faces.

“Barbecue up in two!” Dad shouted as he and Myron got to work, cooking up a storm and flipping delicious barbecue out to the waiting crowd as fast as they could make it.


Chapter 6

The stage was filled with dancing villagers. Birgitta, Layla, Lola, and Kate were teaching new villagers some of their moves, while those who knew them were cutting a rug. Kate was so happy to be back with her friends, and this party was the best ever! 

Layla pointed to the water features that were incorporated into the village square. “Do you like what we made for the axolotls?” She was wearing her leopard ear headband, and Kate smiled at it. 

Kate smiled as she danced. “Oh yeah, it's awesome!” 

Layla and Lola high-fived. “We built a small underground stream all throughout the village square, then we kind of copied the design for desert wells.” She pointed at the four corners of the village square. “We put them in each corner. But we made them out of glass blocks so we can see the axolotls.” 

“That reminds me! I have something to show you.” She pulled out a bucket with water in it from her inventory. “Meet Goldilocks.” The girls looked in the bucket and ooh’d and awwwe’d over the golden axolotl. “Let’s go put her in the water with the others. Wait until you hear how I met her; it was the scariest moment in my life!” 

They strode over to the well and Kate poured Goldilocks out. The pink and brown axolotl that lived in the water splashed and danced around her. Goldilocks looked nervous for only a moment before she was splashing and dancing as well. The girls clapped and grinned at the cute amphibians. 

Kate told them all the story of the strange monster in the cave. It gave her goosebumps just thinking about it again.

“I don’t know what I would have done,” Layla said. 

“That’s why I'm glad to stay in the village and tend to animals,” Lola said. 

“You’re very brave!” Birgitta said. 

Kate shrugged. “I bet you all would have been just as brave in a situation like that. Sometimes you have to just rise to the occasion.” 

“But where is your parrot?” Lola asked. Since she was a chicken shepherd, she loved all birds. 

“I’ll call her over, hold on.” Kate gave a super loud whistle, catching the girls by surprise. They covered their ears, but quickly dropped their hands when Perry appeared, swooping in and landing on Kate's shoulder. 

The girls giggled as Kate put Perry on the ground and he started dancing. “Noise! Noise!” he shouted. 

“Oh, he’s such a pretty bird,” Lola said, instantly falling in love with him. 

“Pretty Bird! Pretty Bird!” Perry said, dancing and strutting.


Chapter 7

The party went well into the night. The new villagers were extra happy to party in the dark, where the kingdom village was so bright with lanterns and torches that no mobs could spawn.

Eventually, the Smiths made it back to the castle, where Rara had rooms prepared for them. Beppo was sitting outside the castle, looking sad. Well, as sad as a golem made of iron could look. Mom rushed over to him. “Oh Beppo, what’s wrong?” 

Beppo raised his arms to the sky. “New friends not play with me.” He pouted, lowering his head and arms again. Then he looked at Mom expectantly. “You tell all golems play with me?” 

Mom frowned and rubbed his shoulder. “Oh buddy, the golems here aren’t like you. They can’t think and talk like you. They don’t play, they only protect.” 

Beppo sighed. “Dat make Beppo sad.” 

Jack had been listening behind Mom. “I know who would love to play with you.”

Beppo jumped to his feet. “Who play with Beppo?” 

“Come on, let’s go introduce you to the Double-E’s. They would LOVE to be your friends.” Jack gestured into the village and took off, Beppo hot on his heels. 

“Come back quickly, Jack!” Mom shouted after him. 

The family followed Rara to their rooms and unpacked their stuff, dropping their shulker boxes. Mom made everyone chamomile tea, and they drank it down quietly, enjoying the peace from the large party that had lasted most of the day.

Jack finally made it back, beaming with a big smile on his face. “Holy cow, Elijah was excited to meet Beppo! They became friends instantly.” 

Dad smirked. “That’s great news. I figured they would get along.” 

“Okay kids, you need to go to bed. It’s late, late, late,” Mom said. 

“Awwww,” Kate and Jack groaned. Then Kate yawned, and Jack followed suit as if it were contagious.

Mom raised an eyebrow at them. “Look how tired you are! Why do you always have to fight it?” 

“I’m not tired!” Jack objected. Then he yawned again. “Okay, maybe I'm a little tired.” 

Mom rolled her eyes. “Tomorrow we’ll have pancakes for breakfast. But for now, bedtime.” 

“Oooh,” Kate said. “Can it be pancakes with whipped cream and chocolate chips?” 

Mom nodded. “Sure, we should have a huge, delicious breakfast.” 

“Yes!” Kate fist-pumped.

“I love breakFEAST!” Jack added.

The kids went to their rooms, and the second their heads touched their pillows, they fell fast asleep.

Dad hugged Mom close. “Well, that was a friendly reception.” 

Mom nodded. “I can’t believe how quickly this village is filling up. There are so many new villagers here now.” 

“And did you see how well Rara was running things?” Dad asked. 

“They really are doing so well. It makes me feel much better about leaving for good, knowing they can live and thrive without being helpless prey, just waiting for the next attack.” 

Dad sighed. “Now we just have to figure out this Ortho problem. It sounds like he’s gone off the deep end.” 

“Well, I think he’s going to end up bringing the problem here. We need to make sure we’re ready.” 

Dad nodded. “I have some ideas, but yeah. We have a lot of work to do. I know we’ve fought off an army before, with Bonaparte, but he was just a pig, and his army was a bunch of animals. Do you remember how big Ortho’s pillager army was?” 

Mom grimaced. “I do. But it was just us when we first faced them, us and some untrained villagers. I think we’ll be much safer now.” 

Dad kissed her cheek and yawned. “I love your optimism, honey.”

They climbed into bed and within seconds were snoring. 

That’s when Bruce made his move.


Chapter 8

Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smelled Like Poop) was waiting for this moment. He knew the family kept all the good food in those weird boxes that were like chests but opened differently.

He licked his lips in anticipation. The smells from the barbecue earlier had gotten his tummy grumbling, and now was the time to take care of it. 

He had stolen and eaten plenty of people’s barbecue at the party, but that was ages ago. He didn’t want to wake up Mom and end up back on diet cat food again, so he snuck out of their room. He would save them for last in case the kids had nothing tasty in their boxes. 

First, he went into Kate's room. His silent ninja cat feet didn’t make a sound as he padded in quietly. Kate was bound to have some good stuff—she took care of all the animals and was always handing out treats. He was severely disappointed, though, when he opened her box and saw what was inside. 

Sure, there was food—if you could even call it that. It was all gross stuff! Carrots, hay, apples. No self-respecting cat would eat anything like it!

He was about to shut the lid when he spied something that could be tasty. It was silver and a little shiny, and almost looked like two pieces of gray meat connected at the top. He took it out of the box and inspected it; it didn’t smell good. Or bad, really. It just didn’t smell at all. With a kitty shrug he gobbled it up. It didn’t taste good. 

He felt weird though, like something was growing out of him. It better not have made him sick. He’d never hear the end of it if he cleared out the entire castle with his magnificent gas.

Bruce shook to clear the feeling and felt something against his sides. He looked down to find that his back had silvery gray wings!

“Meow?” he wondered aloud. He tried to make them flap but nothing happened. He jiggled and wiggled to get them off, but they just wouldn’t come off.

“Meow hiss!” he shouted in anger. 

Kate groaned and moved in her sleep, and Bruce quieted down. The last thing he wanted was to get caught. She wiggled even more, so he decided to get out of there. He ran and jumped up onto the windowsill that led outside and leapt off. He eyed where he would land—on all four feet, of course—but he didn’t go straight down like he expected.

Instead, his new wings extended out from him and he sailed a long distance before coming gracefully to a landing.

He looked back at the castle window he’d jumped from; it was way back there. How had he jumped so far?

Curious, Bruce climbed up to the top of the nearest building. He knew he could leap off with no risk of injury, he was a cat after all. And not just a cat, but a ninja cat. He looked at the ground, backed up a good way, and with a running start, leapt off the roof. His wings extended again, and he soared through the night, over parts of the village. 

Hakeem and Imani, two members of the ninja squad, had guard duty that night. Both of them caught sight of what looked like Master Bruce, flying through the air above their heads. They knew it was him when they heard an exultant, “Meow!” 

Imani looked at Hakeem. Hakeem Looked at Imani. Both shook their heads. Imani spoke first. “Yeah. I think we should just ignore that.” 

Hakeem nodded. “Yep. Just going to pretend I didn’t see it.” 

“See what?” Imani asked. 

“Exactly,” Hakeem said. 

Bruce landed on top of another house with an evil little kitty grin.

He was going to have so much fun with this.


Chapter 9

Morning came bright and early, and just like Mom said, they had pancakes with chocolate chips and whipped cream—or real maple syrup, for those (Dad) that didn’t like it.

Birgitta was there, along with Rara, and they talked strategy over breakfast. “So, you have to get the power beacon from a wither, the life beacon from Ortho, and the water beacon from a water pyramid?” Rara asked. 

Dad nodded, wisely choosing not to talk with his mouth full around Mom. He swallowed, then spoke. “Yes, that’s what we need. We came back here because there’s one of those fortress things right above the castle in the nether where we can get the wither skulls. We also knew Ortho was planning to come here—I'm pretty sure he thinks there is still a beacon here and he wants it for himself. Last, I remembered there was an underwater pyramid by your old island village.”

Rara nodded. “Yeah, but that place is really dangerous.”

“More dangerous than a wither or a pillager army?” Jack asked. 

Rara shrugged. “All I’m going to say is you’ve got your work cut out for you.” 

Dad nodded. “I’ll say. But that’s one reason I think we’ll save the water beacon for last. With Ortho on his way here, I want to make sure we aren’t gone.” 

Rara raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think we can take care of him ourselves?” 

Dad’s eyes went big. “No! Uh...that’s not...” His cheeks were turning red as he stammered. 

“Oh dear, Rara is just playing with you,” Mom said. 

Rara chuckled in agreement. “Are you kidding? We’d love to have you here. We learned a lot from the last war that was brought to our walls, with Bonaparte, and we have much better security. But still, it would be a lot worse without you all here. I have no idea what to expect with an army of smart pillagers.” 

Birgitta nodded. “Granted, we have a lot more people now, too. And every day we have new villagers joining the guard or trying out for the ninjas. We even have a few that have begun training with Delilah to become Evokers.” 

“How many more ninjas have you gotten?” Jack asked, unable to keep the eagerness from his voice. 

Birgitta sighed. “None. Reggie and Jada are very strict about who gets in, and nobody has successfully made it yet. They keep trying though.” 

Jack smirked. “Awesome. Ninjas are elite, so it should be hard to get in. Only the best of the best!” 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Don’t forget, we also have to go to the End.” 

“Wait, what?” Rara and Birgitta asked together. 

Dad nodded. “I almost did forget. We have to get a dragon egg from the Ender Dragon.” 

“YOU WHAT!?” Rara asked.

Birgitta didn’t say anything, but her eyes were so wide you could use them as headlights, and her mouth was hanging open.


Chapter 10

After breakfast they broke up into smaller groups. Mom stayed with Birgitta and Rara to look through the library. They were going to find any information on a stronghold nearby—the only way to find an End portal. 

Dad, Jack, and Kate walked out of the castle into the village. They had plans of their own. Dad was going to check in with the Double-E’s to figure out how to find more diamonds. They needed a lot of them. Jack wanted to check in with the ninjas, and Kate wanted to make her rounds through all the animal pens, of course. 

All that changed when they heard screaming coming from inside the village.

“Come on!” Dad ran towards the commotion. The screaming intensified, coming from the village square. Dad and the kids pulled to a screeching halt inside the square. There were villagers there, huddled under benches or crouching down with their hands over their heads. 

The smokers were cooking away, and Dad found Myron hiding behind them. “What’s going on?” Dad asked. 

Myron pointed a shaky hand to the sky. “There’s a horrible monster flying around. Something I’ve never seen before. It was attacking us,” he whispered.

Kate pulled out her crossbow, and Jack both of his swords, as they turned back-to-back, with their eyes in the sky.

“Do you see anything?” Jack asked. 

Kate shook her head. “No, I wonder what it is.” 

“Did it have red eyes?” Dad asked Myron. 

Myron shrugged. “I couldn’t tell, it was so fast. It swooped down from the sky and snatched my just-cooked barbecue out of my hand. All I could see was a streak of black and gray.” 

“It stole your barbecue?” Dad stared into the sky. “Did it hurt anyone?” 

Jack shouted. “Is anyone hurt?” There was a general shaking of heads. 

“It stole my food, too!” someone shouted. 

“And mine!” another shout came out. 

Dad scanned the skies but saw nothing out of the ordinary. “Maybe it was just something that was hungry?” 

“Whatever it was,” Myron said with a shaky voice, “it was unlike anything I’ve ever seen.” 

“Have you ever seen a phantom?” Kate asked. 

Myron shook his head. “Not in person. I’ve seen it in books before. It could have been that...but I thought they burned up in the daylight.” 

“Yeah,” Jack said. “That’s true. Though it could be a mutant phantom.”

Dad sighed. “There's always something, isn’t there? If it isn’t hurting anyone, I guess we’ll be okay. Just let us know if it comes back and someone gets hurt. And maybe don’t hold your food up. Why are you out here, anyway?” 

“I’m here every day.” Myron shrugged. “We set up this village square as a place for all of us to congregate for breaks and meals and hanging out. I come out in the mornings to get barbecue going for lunch and dinner, then when workers come in from the garden or from guarding the walls, or wherever, they get a delicious meal.” 

Dad’s eyes watered up a bit as he thought that over. “You...you get to barbecue all day every day?”


Chapter 11

Dad stayed with Myron to “keep him and the villagers safe from the flying menace.” The kids rolled their eyes as they saw him head straight over to the smokers, without a look towards the sky.

“Well, he’s going to be busy all day.” Kate shook her head and laughed. 

Jack chuckled. “He is easily distracted when it comes to barbecue. Do you really think it could be a mutant phantom? …Kate?” 

Kate wasn’t ignoring Jack, but she was distracted by the wolf pen they’d walked close to. She was busy smiling and waving at the wolves and the “BABY WOOOOLVES!” she howled.

Jack rolled his eyes. “I’m going to check on the ninjas.” If Kate heard him, she didn’t say anything, and he started off. 

He didn’t make it far before there was another scream nearby. “What?” he asked out loud to himself.

Ahead in the chicken pen, the chickens were freaking out. Lola was in there trying to calm them down, especially Tiny, the giant mutant chicken that lived with the normal non-mutant chickens. 

Kate dashed out of the wolf pen, making sure to shut the gate, and Jack caught up with her. They ran to the chicken pen together.

“What’s going on?” Kate asked Lola. 

Tiny was running around like a chicken with its head cut-off. He still had his head, of course, but he was going berserk. The pen was covered in feathers and even a raw chicken.

“Whoa there, Tiny!” Lola said as she raised her hands to the giant bird to calm it down. Its red eyes were flashing, and it was angrily pecking the ground. 

Lola said some more calming words while she stroked the chicken's neck and it finally calmed. Lola blew out a breath. “That was terrifying.” 

“What happened?” Kate asked. 

“Was it the terror from the skies?” Jack asked. 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Terror from the skies? Really?” 

Jack shrugged. “What? It’s a cool name!” 

“No it isn’t.” 

“Yes it is!” 

Lola cleared her throat. “It was something that came from the sky.” She gestured towards the floating feathers. “Something black and white swooped down and poofed a chicken, then gobbled it up!” 

“Black and white?” Kate asked. 

Lola nodded. “I think so. I didn’t get a good look at it. It was so fast.” 

Jack turned to Kate. “Myron said the one he saw was black and gray. Does that mean there’s more than one?” 

Kate shrugged. “I don’t know, but one thing is for certain: nothing eats my pets and gets away with it!” Her face clouded up like a thunderstorm with anger, and Jack took a step back. 

“Whoa sis, calm down,” Jack said. 

She scowled at him. “I’ll calm down when I've caught whatever this horrible creature is!” 

Jack nodded. “Alright, you hang out with Lola and see if it pops up again. I’m going to check with the ninjas. Maybe they know something.” 

Kate nodded, pulling out her crossbow and watched the skies.


Chapter 12

Jack arrived at the ninja training center and was amazed at the changes. The obstacle course was still there, but it was almost unrecognizable. Instead of the barebones obstacles Jack had set up originally, it was now dressed up tremendously. Bamboo shoots grew all over the place, the water at the bottom of the course was covered in lily pads and had fish swimming all throughout it. 

Trees of various kinds also grew near and even into the course, offering alternative methods through it. A lava-fall poured off a block high in the air and covered part of the course, offering an even more dangerous path. 

Jack stared, his eyes wide. “Whoa...this is so...so...cool!” 

“Master Jack!” Devon, one of the ninjas, ran up to him. “It’s so good to see you back.” He whistled loudly, and ninjas came flying over from the obstacle course. Tarrell, Aliyah, Jada, Reggie, and Tiana leapt, flipped or slid into a line in front of Jack. They stood and bowed in unison. 

Jack bowed back, “It’s so good to see you all again. Where is Hakeem and Imani?” 

“They were on night watch duty last night, so they get the next couple of days off,” Jada said. 

“Do you like what we’ve done to the obstacle course?” Tarrell asked. 

Jack grinned. “Oh yeah! It looks super cool now. I bet it’s a lot harder, too.” 

The ninjas grinned and nodded. “It’s a lot harder,” Aliyah said, “I bet it’d even make you fall.” 

Jack smirked. “Oh we’ll see about that.” 

Tiana pointed, her finger moving through the course. “We put in an easy mode, too, so we can train new people. We just finished it today and haven’t had a chance to try out any recruits on it. The regular course was so hard nobody could beat it without lots of practice.” 

Jack cocked an eyebrow. “So, no new ninjas yet, then?” 

The group shook their heads. “Not because we don’t want any. We just want the best,” Reggie said. 

“The best of the best,” Jada agreed. 

Jack nodded. “That's smart. Being a ninja’s hard work, it takes a lot of dedication and skill. But they do have to start somewhere. Remember, you were all junior ninjas once too.” 

Jada nodded. “That’s why we put in the easy mode. The candidates that fail over and over, but keep coming back? Those are the ones we want, but we needed a way for them to succeed.” 

“It helps build confidence,” Reggie said. 

Jack dusted off his hands. “I have to say, I’m impressed with how you’re running things around here. I can’t wait to give this course a try. I wish Bruce was here, he’d love it too.” 

“Where is Master Bruce, anyway?” Jada asked. 

Jack shrugged. “You know him. Always off doing something ninja-y. I’m sure he’ll be around soon. Anyway, I’m going to give this course a shot. I can't wait to beat the fastest time.” 

“Psh, good luck,” Tarrell said. “Imani has the best time.

Jack walked to the front of the obstacle course. “Oh good, then when she gets back, she can see how much I crushed her by.”

He looked up at the course, getting his bearings, then up into the sky. “Oh, by the way. There’s some new kind of monster that can fly. It’s been zipping around the kingdom village stealing food and eating chickens. If you see it, try to capture it.”

He activated his luck skill and took off into the course.


Chapter 13

“I think I found something!” Birgitta shouted. She jumped up from the chair and turned the book she was reading around for everyone to see. It had a map that showed a location with a circle around it. 

Mom and Rara jumped up and rushed over. “What is that?” Mom asked, pointing at the map. 

Birgitta glanced where she was pointing. “It’s a badlands, very hot and sandy.” 

Mom sighed. “Oh. I’m familiar. I can already feel the sand getting in my toes.” 

Birgitta chuckled. “Well, this book mentions they were mining for gold and came across a structure deep down in the mine. The miners broke a block and were attacked by a swarm of silverfish. Several miners poofed, and they abandoned the mine after that.” 

Mom frowned. “What are silverfish?” 

Birgitta and Rara both shrugged. “I guess that’s another thing we need to look up,” Rara said with a grin. 

Mom chuckled. “Well, at least we have a lead on a stronghold now. Whatever a silverfish is can’t be as bad as a mind-controlling zoglin with an army of animals. Still, I’d like to know what we’re going into.” 

Rara nodded. “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to go into a hostile place without any information.” 

Mom kept the book Birgitta had found to show Dad later, and they continued their research through the castle's library. They only worked a bit longer before Mom heard a sound that filled her with awful anxiety.

Rara’s tummy grumbled. 

“Oh my goodness! I’m a terrible person!” Mom exclaimed. 

Rara and Birgitta looked up from the books they were reading. “What? Why?” Birgitta asked. 

Mom pointed at Rara. “You’re hungry. I should have fed you!” 

Rara giggled. “It’s okay, I skipped breakfast. I was just too excited to work with you on this.” 

Mom gasped, her hands over her mouth. “You skipped breakfast? The most important meal of the day? That’s terrible! We have to fix it right now.” She crossed her arms and looked at Rara sternly. 

“You know,” Birgitta said, “I could probably eat something too.” 

Mom stomped her foot. “That’s it! No more work. It’s lunch time.” 

The two villagers smiled and shared a laugh. Rara stood up and dusted off her clothes. “Why don’t we show you how we do lunch here in the village now? I bet you’ll get a kick out of it.” 

Mom cocked her head. “Oh? Well, now you’ve piqued my interest, what do you mean?” Birgitta stood and the three of them made their way to the castle exit.

Mom had a bounce in her step knowing that very soon, nobody would be hungry. “I’m excited to see what you guys do. Give me a hint?” 

Rara was quick to answer, obviously excited. “Well, Myron loves to barbecue, so that outdoor kitchen you saw at the party? It’s a permanent setup! We feed all the villagers lunch and dinner from there if they want. Then they give Myron some of whatever they’ve been working on—meat, vegetables from the garden, or whatever—so he can keep it going.” 

Mom smiled. “That sounds like what we call a restaurant from my world. Oh, I’m so excited!” They continued down the path when Mom stopped. “Wait a minute.” 

“What is it?” Birgitta asked. 

“You mean, Myron is there cooking barbecue all day every day?” The girls both nodded, confused. Mom sighed. “I’ll bet Mr. Smith is there too, cooking away with him and not getting his preparations done.” 

Both the girls chuckled, and they walked to the village square. Sure enough, there was Dad, working away serving food and putting more in the smokers. He looked as happy as could be.

Mom strode up to him and Dad smiled hugely. “Hey honey! Isn’t this cool?” He gestured at the kitchen. “They cook like this every day. They created a restaurant, right here in Minecraft!” 

Mom nodded. “It’s wonderful dear. So what did you learn from the double-E’s about getting diamonds?” 

Dad’s eyes went wide, and he facepalmed. “Doh! I forgot all about that!”


Chapter 14

Bruce was having the time of his life. Building the tunnel system to sneak food during Christmas was fun, but it was nothing compared to his new wings. Why be a sneaky tunnel rat when he could be the hunter he was born to be? He could stalk his prey from the tops of the buildings, then leap into the air and dive-bomb the food, swooping it into his claws or mouth.

It was almost enough to make him wish he had been born a bird. Almost. Birds were too tasty though, so he was happy as a cat.

He yawned and stretched. His nap in the sunlight on top of the building was warm and awesome. Nothing and nobody could nap better than cats. Sometimes that stupid dog Fang was a good challenger to him, but still, Bruce felt like he was better at it. 

He stood and his ears twitched, swiveling around. There was a commotion from the village square. He licked his lips. That place was the best hunting grounds. There was always delicious food.

Bruce had eaten a lot already today, snatching food out of villager’s hands or chickens from the chicken pen, but he was still hungry. Besides it wasn’t just about the food, there was also the fun of the hunt.

His tummy grumbled. It wasn’t exactly a hungry grumble, but one of the other kinds. He gave a little kitty shrug and stalked to the edge of the building. 

His eyes went big at the sight he saw down below. The village square was filled with villagers! Villagers...and food. It looked like the entire village had turned out for lunch time, including his family. They were all eating and carrying on, having a good time. The smells of delicious barbecue wafted up to him and his tummy grumbled again. This time it was a hungry grumble. And maybe something else. 

He watched his prey, waiting for just the right moment. He didn’t want to go right to the center of the crowd, that would be too obvious. Instead, he watched along the outer edges, looking for weak or slow prey. His eyes widened when he saw it. There was a villager, facing away from the crowd, watching out into the village. It looked like she was just trying to take a little quiet moment to herself, while holding a massive, juicy, warm, tasty, cooked beef. Bruce drooled. 

He crouched down, his butt sticking up in the air, wiggling. With a mighty ninja leap, he launched off the roof and streaked towards his target. Bruce grinned—or, whatever a grin on a cat was called. That was the cool thing about flying—most people never looked up.

With a flash of his claws, he hooked the cooked beef and zoomed out of sight, landing on a close rooftop. Bruce was a ninja, so he knew how to be careful enough not to hurt the villager when he snatched their food, and quick enough to hardly be seen.

He spun around to watch the results of his attack, munching on the cooked beef. The villager, now empty handed, blinked rapidly. She held up her empty hand, then let out a tremendous scream of fright.

“The Terror of the Skies!”

Bruce smirked. Down below the villagers, illagers and respawners sprang into action, but there was nothing they could do. They looked this way and that, trying to find what they couldn’t because, of course, Bruce was a ninja and excellent at hiding. Plus, cats can’t fly, so they wouldn’t be looking for him anyway.

His tummy grumbled again. He frowned. He didn’t feel hungry, especially after eating that cooked beef, but maybe he was? Flying was a lot of work after all.

The ruckus below excited him, now that the village was on alert, it’d be even more of a challenge to steal food. Bruce loved a good challenge. He gave them a few minutes to calm down, and when they all went back to eating and socializing, he made his move. 

There was one of his students, a ninja, who was eating in a somewhat empty chunk of the square. It was perfect—a chance for him to get some food and test a ninja at the same time. Who knows, maybe they could catch him. It was doubtful, but maybe. His tummy grumbled again. This time it felt more insistent. He needed that beef! 

Bruce launched himself again, shooting down like an arrow. The ninja made eye contact with him, though, and at once Bruce knew he’d been lured into a trap. Smart ninjas. He’d be proud of them if they could catch him.

He pulled up out of his dive, knowing there was no way the ninja could catch him. But he was shocked to see Jack leap from the ground towards the ninja, who held his hands together like a spring, and in one smooth motion, launched Jack into the air. 

Jack had his arms wide as he flew towards him. “I gotcha—Bruce?” he said as he was just about to clasp his arms around ‘The Terror of the Skies.’

That’s when Bruce’s tummy had had enough of the grumbling, and released a powerful green blast of gas, shooting him through the air like a firework rocket.

“AAAACCCKK!” Jack shouted, as he was suddenly enveloped in the green gas. 

The boy landed on the ground, gagging, and the gas settled all around him, filling the square with noxious fumes. The villagers all ran away screaming from the terrible smell. “You darn cat!” Mom shouted into the air. 

Bruce decided he wasn’t that hungry anymore anyway and settled down for another nap on a rooftop in the sunshine. Nobody was better and napping than a cat. Especially now that his tummy was feeling better.


Chapter 15

“Well, now that lunch is ruined, I suppose I should go see what the double-E’s are up to,” Dad grumbled.

And boy howdy, had lunch been ruined. The gas attack forced everyone out of the village square, and with the food likely tainted, they simply decided to get back to work.

Mom was busy cleaning up the mess from all the food that was dropped during the rush to evacuate, so Dad snuck off. He was still embarrassed about forgetting to check on the diamonds. 

He strolled over to the entrance of the mine, excited to see what kind of progress the boys had made. Just as he was about to go in, Beppo came walking out. Dad waved. “Oh, hi Beppo.” 

Beppo paused, waved, then ran off. “I go play dat thing!” he shouted, pointing towards the animal pens. 

“Oh uh, okay. Bye Beppo!” Dad laughed and went into the mine.  

Dad had to blink, rub his eyes, and blink again. He’d been expecting the same kind of mine as before he left—a staircase that led down to multiple levels of mined out sections. Instead, the staircase led to a massive square hole in the ground, all the way down to a black and white section of rock on the very bottom. 

There were levels cut into the square every three blocks, and he could see people working on them. Some were mining and some were emptying what looked like a minecart that moved on a winding rail track all around the levels and up to a spot near the entrance where he stood.

The entrance was also totally changed. Now there was a massive wall of chests, with minecart rail tracks leading right up to them. The tracks had red spots throughout it, with flickering torches alongside, and the minecart seemed to drive by itself.

“Wow!” Dad gasped out when he could finally pull his jaw up off the ground. 

“Oh, hi Mr. Smith!” Ethan said from the side of the room. He was laying down more minecart rails, forming another path for the cart. There was a minecart sitting on the tracks in front of him. 

“Ethan! This...this is amazing!” 

Ethan puffed up his chest and looked around. “Yeah, it really is, isn’t it?” 

Dad gestured towards the mining operation. “What did…where did…how in the world did you get it this...massive?” 

Ethan shrugged. “Well, you know how sometimes Elijah and I fight a lot?” 

“Do not!” came a voice from behind the minecart, and Elijah popped up, dusting off his hands. 

“Do too!” Ethan shouted back. 

“Do not!” 

“Do too!” 

Dad sighed. “Boys! Can we please not fight about how much you fight?” 

Both of them looked sheepishly at Dad. Elijah smiled and waved. “Hi, Mr. Smith!” 

Dad rolled his eyes. 

“Anyway,” Ethan continued, “one thing we figured out was that we both love mining and are great at it. Once we learned how to make minecarts and redstone powered rail tracks, well, we went a little crazy mining.” 

“We had help,” Elijah said. “Lots of villagers like mining, and once we got them involved, we could work a lot faster. Even Bubba and Lala set up a shop down here so they could craft stuff for us faster.” 

Dad was impressed. “Redstone powered rail tracks? What’s that?” 

“Only the coolest thing ever!” Ethan said and Elijah nodded, his grin huge. Ethan pointed to the sections of rail that were red and gold. “See those? If you put a redstone torch near them, they power up and push the minecarts.” 

Dad’s eyes bugged out. “That is really cool.” 

Elijah chuckled. “You sound like Jack.” 

Dad shrugged. “He is my son, after all. He gets his coolness from somewhere.” He gestured at the tracks. “You figured this all out on your own?” 

“Well,” Ethan said, “Rara helped. We asked her for some ideas on what we could do with all the redstone and gold—”

“Gold?” Dad asked quickly. “You used gold to make those?” 

Ethan and Elijah nodded. “Yeah,” Ethan said. “It was just sitting there doing nothing, and gold weapons and armor are too soft to be useful. We thought gold was kind of a waste.” 

Dad bit his tongue so he didn’t yell. He felt a little tear form in his eye but blinked it away. “Well, that's fine. Probably a good use for it after all. I’m really impressed, boys. This is quite an accomplishment.” 

The double-E’s stood a little taller. “Thank you,” Ethan said. 

“How is Beppo getting along with you guys?” Dad asked. 

“Beppo’s awesome!” Elijah crowed. “It’s so nice and helpful!”

Ethan nodded. “It’s awesome you brought it. We couldn’t get any golems to come down here, but Beppo comes down no problem. We won’t have any more mob problems with Beppo around.”

“Oh yeah,” Elijah said. “Beppo already fought off a random skeleton that appeared. It’s awesome.”

Dad was relieved that Beppo had found some friends. “I’m glad to hear that. Please take good care of Beppo, it really wanted to be friends with the other golems, but they aren’t smart like Beppo.”

“We will,” Elijah said. “It’s already our friend.” 

Dad grinned at them. “Alright, so I came here because we need a lot of diamonds. Like…a ton of them. We have some powerful fights ahead of us, and we have enough netherite to make full netherite armor and weapons, but of course, we need diamonds for that.” 

“How many are we talking?” Ethan asked as he walked towards a chest. 

“Over a hundred.” Dad grimaced. 

Ethan stopped as he was reaching for the chest. “What? One hundred?! That’s so many!” His eyes were bugging out of his head. 

“Yeah. It’s a lot,” Dad said. “I haven't completely totaled up how many we need, but I know it’ll be around that number.” 

“Wow,” Elijah said. “And I thought we had a lot in our chests.” 

“How many do you have?” Dad gestured towards the massive mining operation. “It has to be a bunch with how huge this mine is.” 

“Well, we thought it was a lot,” Ethan said, “but nowhere near what you need. We have 33 diamonds.” 

Dad gulped. “Oh. Okay then. Well. Diamonds must be rarer than I thought. We’ll have to figure something out then, won't we?”


Chapter 16

Kate was mad. Not just mad, really mad. Not just really mad, really really mad.

“Where is that cat?!” She stomped around the village looking for Bruce. Her fists were clenched, her nostrils flaring. “When I find him, I'm going to rip those wings right off.” She wouldn’t really, no matter how mad she was at Bruce, she wouldn’t hurt him. But boy was she mad. 

She wandered around the entire village but couldn’t find the cat anywhere. “Stupid ninja cat,” she muttered.

Her walk brought her right back to the animal pens, her favorite place in the village. She wandered through each pen, taking solace in the animals. The animals that weren’t stupid cats. She fed them, she petted them, she watered them even though they didn’t need water. It wasn’t long until she finally calmed down. 

She ended up in the chicken pen, where her frown completely disappeared. There were so many chickens in there, it was hard to tell how many Bruce had eaten. She sighed. “I guess I can’t be too mad at him. Cats are carnivores after all.” 

Beppo came trundling into the animal pens and Kate ran over to it. “Hi Beppo!”

Beppo waved. “What dat thing?” it said, pointing at Tiny the giant mutant chicken. 

Kate grinned. “That’s Tiny. He’s a chicken.” 

“Why?” Beppo asked. 

Kate laughed. “Because he was hatched that way!” 

“Why?” Beppo asked. 

Kate sighed, then got an idea. “Hey Beppo, do you want to meet a goat?” 

“What dat?” Beppo asked with a slight cock of his head. 

“A goat is a friendly thing.” 

Beppo nodded. “Oh. I like friendly things!” 

Kate grinned and brought Beppo to the steps that led to Waffles, his girlfriend, and the baby, who was now all grown up. “Go up there and meet him.” Kate pointed up the stairs. 

“Why?” Beppo asked. 

Kate facepalmed. “Because he’s friendly!” 

Beppo waved to the goats in their goat pen up high. The goats didn’t wave back. Beppo looked at Kate. “Why?” 

“Ugh!” Kate said. “Just come with me.” She grabbed its arm and walked it up the stairs. As soon as she got to the top step, Waffles greeted them. 

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!” the screaming goat screamed. 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“AAAAAHHH!!” the baby screaming goat screamed. 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

The female goat simply watched. 

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!” the screaming goat screamed. 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!” the baby screaming goat screamed. 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“AAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!!” the screaming goat screamed. 

“Why?” Beppo asked.

“Have fun!” Kate shook her head with a smile and ran down the stairs wondering just how long that conversation would go on.


Chapter 17

Evening came around and the village square was filling up. This time though, instead of everyone eating and gathering and getting along, there was a noticeable air of nervousness. Sure the ‘Terror of the Skies’ was discovered to be Bruce, so nobody was afraid of getting hurt, but they were certainly afraid of their food being stolen. 

That’s why lookouts were posted all around the edge of the square, dedicated villagers who were chosen to eat last, so they could keep their eyes to the sky. Bruce watched all this from one of his rooftop hideaways. He shook his head; did they really think they could stop him? He was a master ninja after all. 

While they had all toiled the day away, Bruce had perfected his plan. He would not be attacking from the sky. Oh no, now he was going to combine his secret tunnels with his new wings for the ultimate in sneak attacks! 

Bruce had dug around until he found his old tunnels. The villagers had filled in only the top layer so it was an easy feat. He laid in waiting, having adjusted one tunnel to exit right next to the smokers. When he heard Myron open the smoker, and smelled a fresh hunk of barbecue, Bruce made his move.

He leapt from inside the tunnel and snatched the barbecue right out of his hand, midair.

“Hey!” Myron shouted. 

Bruce leapt off Myron’s head and opened his wings, speeding through the air towards another secret tunnel down a corner. A party of villagers chased after him and he closed his wings, falling perfectly into his tunnel like a well-placed hole-in-one.

He munched on his trophy as he listened to the confused villagers. 

“What the nether? Where did he go?”

“Is that cat magic or something?” 

“How did he just disappear?” 

He smirked at the confused villagers and ran back through the tunnel to the village square. Someone had blocked off his first hole, but he’d expected that and had others prepared all around. He poked his head out of another one and saw a villager about to munch down a fresh loaf of bread. Bruce drooled. He leapt out of the hole, snatched the bread, and dove back into the tunnel.

“Help! He came out of a tunnel right here!” the villager shouted. 

Bruce gobbled up the bread and listened carefully. Sure enough, his plan had worked.

“Everyone, look for tunnels! If we seal them all off, he won't sneak up on us,” someone shouted. 

Bruce dashed out of his escape tunnel and ran to the top of a building. He cast his gaze down below, his tail twitching with excitement. They were all scrambling around desperately searching for tunnels, and no longer paying any attention to the skies.

Puurrrfect.

He leapt into the air and shot like a rocket towards the table covered in food. Expanding his wings, he glided flawlessly over the table, scooping up barbecue after barbecue, making a stack of the delicious cuisine.

“Not again!” Mom shouted as Bruce soared back to a hiding spot to consume his stolen food.


Chapter 18

The day wound down and after there were no more sightings of the ‘Terror of the Skies,’ dinner was served like normal. The sun set and all the villagers went to bed, tired from the hard day’s work. The Smith family was back in the castle, sitting in the library with Rara and Birgitta. 

“Well, it’s sure good to be back,” Dad said. “We got to visit with a lot of people and cook a lot of bar—er...find out a lot of information.” He watched Mom as she slowly raised an eyebrow at him. 

Mom smirked. “Just what did you learn today honey?” She crossed her arms. 

Dad snorted. “Okay, okay, I kind of got caught up in the barbecue craze. But you know me, it’s always been a dream of mine to have a barbecue restaurant! I think when we get out of here, I'm going to consider it.” 

“Well, to get out of here, we have to actually do the things we need to do,” Mom said. 

“I know, I know,” Dad said. “I did talk to the double-E’s though, and boy you should see their mining operation now. It's...well, it's just amazing.” 

“Oooh I can’t wait to see it!” Jack said. 

“It really is something else. But while I was there, I learned they’ve only found 33 diamonds.” 

Jack frowned. “That’s not nearly enough...” 

Dad nodded. “I know. We’re going to have to figure out how to get more, and faster.” 

“Why do you need so many diamonds?” Rara asked. 

Jack jumped up, bouncing on his feet, excited to talk about his favorite thing. “To make netherite gear! Baba Yaga gave us enough netherite to make a full set of armor and swords for each of us.”

“Do we really need netherite?” Mom asked. 

Jack looked at her like she had just stepped on his latest Lego creation. “Of course we do. It’s so cool!”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Sure, it looks cool. But that’s not why we need it. It’s also really strong. If we want to fight all these powerful things, like the wither and the Ender Dragon, we need to be more prepared.” 

Birgitta shook her head. “I still can’t believe I’m listening to people talk about killing the Ender Dragon like...like it’s just a thing people do!” 

Rara went to a chest in the room and opened it. “I have 7 more diamonds right here. The Screaming Wolves collected them while they were out and about looking for lost villagers.” 

“They went mining?” Jack asked. 

Rara shook her head. “No, Stanley said they ran into a cave to get away from a horde of zombies—”

“So it was probably just one zombie,” Jack said. 

“Jack, be nice,” Mom gave Jack ‘The Look.’ 

“Anyway,” Rara continued, “this cave was huge, and they explored it a bit and found diamonds just in the walls of the cave. Then when they had to run away from something else—” Jack snickered and Mom glared— “they went into another cave, and ended up finding more.” 

Dad rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Hrm, I wonder if simply exploring caves would be faster than mining.” 

“The only problem with that,” Jack said, “is trying to find a place with lots of caves.” 

Birgitta jumped up. “That’s not a problem at all!” She dashed over to a section of a bookshelf and pulled off a book. “While we were investigating where to find a stronghold, I came across this.” She plopped the book down, opening it to a page that showed a small map, with Caverns of Mystery written on the page. 

“Why is it called the Caverns of Mystery?” Mom asked. 

Birgitta shrugged. “This book is a journal of a wandering trader who walked that route. He is the one who named the caves that, I think because he never explored them. He said there were so many caves you had to be careful where you walked, or you might fall into one.” 

“That sounds awesome!” Jack said. “Is it close?” 

“Falling into caves is not awesome, Jack.” Mom shook her head.

Rara looked at the map, then went into the library with Birgitta. A few moments later, they pulled out other maps, laying them on the ground to form a larger map of the area.

“It looks like it’s only a two- or three-day walk.” She pointed to the map. 

“Alright,” Mom said, “so now we have a few places to go now for this quest.”

Rara bit her lip, like she wanted to say something, then hesitated, but finally spoke up. “Would it be alright if I sent out a team to the caves to find the diamonds for you?” 

Dad nodded. “You’ve done a great job with this village. Pick who you think would be best to go, and we’ll join them.” 

Rara shook her head. “No, that’s not what I mean. I want to send a team...without one of you respawners.” 

Kate cocked her head. “Why would you want to do that? It could be really dangerous.” 

Rara nodded. “I know. But it’s like we talked about before, we need to be able to do things for ourselves.” She gestured towards the books in the library. “Long ago we used to. Before we forgot how to mine and craft. Respawners won’t always be here, and we have to be able to do everything.” 

Mom was about to say something, but Dad cut her off. “If you think that's what’s best for this situation, we’ll agree to it.” Mom scowled at Dad. 

Rara smiled. “Great. This will be a good way for some of our people to get stronger and experience the world. Besides, if Ortho does show up soon, that’s one thing I would like respawners here for.” 

Mom stopped scowling at that thought. “That's a good point.”


Chapter 19

With all the planning out of the way, Dad brought up the next piece of business.

“We need to plan a trip into the nether. That sounds like the easiest part of this whole quest, especially since we can pop right in through the portal in the throne room.” 

Rara rubbed her hands together. “I can’t wait to show you how it’s going in there, the nether village has really grown.” 

“Really?” Mom asked. 

Rara nodded. “Oh yes. The piglins have done an amazing job turning it into a home. Even some villagers have moved in there, it’s quite nice now.”

Birgitta smirked. “It’ll be even better if you can help make the fortress a little more manageable. Every now and then mobs fall down from up above and attack the village. It’s not a huge deal because Bruiser and his team are more than capable of handling it, but it’s still annoying.” 

“Why haven't you built a wall or something to stop it?” Dad asked. 

“Or a lava pool so the mobs fall right in it?” Jack asked. Everyone groaned. “What? It would work!” 

“Anyway,” Rara said, “you’ll see when you get in there. They’ve been busy building other things, and the danger hasn’t been great enough to worry about.” 

Mom smiled. “It’s nice to see how much everyone has grown that, you can even say something like that.” 

Rara nodded. “We really have learned a lot since you respawners showed up. Sometimes I feel like it was just yesterday we were worried about the strange building that popped up in the middle of the night on our island and getting our turtles back.” She chuckled. “Now we have an entire kingdom to run, one that exists here and in the nether.” She shook her head ruefully. “It’s amazing and we truly have you to thank for it.”

“We may be the instigators, but you are the ones putting in the hard work,” Dad said.

Mom looked like she might cry. Happy tears, of course. “We’re so proud of you all.”

“Just wait,” Kate said, “when we finally stop all the dangers that are coming to destroy everything, I’ll show you how to build some awesome buildings. Like a stable and a zoo and an aquarium, and—” 

“Why does everything you build have to be about animals?” Jack cut her off. “Don’t forget cool things like arenas and roller coasters and—” 

“Because animals are cool!” Kate yelled, cutting him off. 

“Not as cool as a roller coaster!” 

“Cooler!” 

“No way!”

“Way!” 

Mom crossed her arms. “Kids.”

“No way!” 

“Yes way!” 

“Kids!” Dad shouted. “Chill out. People are allowed to like what they like.” 

Kate stuck her tongue out at Jack. Jack crossed his eyes at her. Mom gave them both ‘The Look.’

“I think we should go into the nether tomorrow,” Dad said, changing the subject back on topic. 

Mom raised her eyebrows. “That soon?” 

Dad nodded. “We need to stay as close as possible while Ortho is a threat. Going into the nether is one way to accomplish part of our quest while still staying close.” 

“Yeah, I’m ready to fight some skellies!” Jack shouted. 

“You’re always ready,” Kate said, trying to make it sound like it was a bad thing.

“You know it!” Jack completely missed her tone. 

***

Bruce was annoyed. Every time the sun went down, and the night came out, everybody went to bed and there was no one to steal delicious food from. He was enjoying his new wings so much that he never wanted to stop swooping down to snatch food from the hands of unwitting victims. It was even better than leaping on toddlers and knocking them over. 

He blew out a kitty sigh and decided to go home and get some sleep on a soft, comfy bed. He wanted some belly rubs, too. And maybe he could get a treat. His day adventuring through the skies like the most dangerous predator ever, was over and he was already looking forward to the next day.

He wandered into the castle, and found his boy’s room, and jumped up on the bed. 

Jack rolled over as the cat settled in and blinked sleepily at him. “Bruce, good. I’m glad you're back. Tomorrow we’re going hunting in the nether and we could use your skills.”

Bruce didn’t respond, so Jack sat up. “Bruce?” But the cat was already asleep. Jack rolled his eyes. “Darn cat.” He petted Bruce's head and laid back down, but sleep wouldn’t come easily for him. He was too excited about the next day. 

With a sigh he got out the Codex of Seeds to find a good story that might help him relax. He flipped through the pages until his eyes went wide at a particular story. It was about a seed where the people all had pets they could train and give powers to called Hachamobs. The pets would live in spawn eggs and their handlers would bring them out to battle against other handlers, then put them away safely inside their eggs.

These two kids traveled all over and there were special arenas they battled in, and they won decorative capes for each arena if they beat the arena captain. It was awesome.

This story did not help Jack sleep. In fact, Jack was so enamored with the world, he stayed up way, way, WAY too late reading. He was really excited about this place and wondered if they’d ever somehow be able to visit. He continued reading and got even more excited when he learned that hachamobs that lived in the wild sometimes got so massive and dangerous, they were called behemoths. 

The handlers would have to band together with their hachamobs to fight the behemoths off before the giants could destroy everything in their path.

“That sounds so cool,” he muttered out loud, forcing himself to close The Codex. It took forever, but he finally dozed off, dreaming all night about having his own hachamob and fighting rampaging monsters’ side by side.


Chapter 20

Morning came and Rara rushed them through breakfast. The princess was positively bouncing as she waited for everyone to finish eating. Her energy was so infectious that Kate didn’t even ask for anything sweet with their breakfast of omelets that Mom made, and Kate's sweet tooth was legendary. 

Dad cocked his eyebrow at Rara. “You know, I used to be impatient like that. But now I just don’t have the time.” 

Everyone in the room looked at him and Mom sighed. “Dear? Was that supposed to be funny?” 

Dad shrugged trying—and failing—to hide a smile. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just explaining that it’s okay to take your time with things. After all, eating can be really time consuming. Especially if you’re eating a clock.” 

Rara and Jack chuckled a little at that. Mom rolled her eyes. 

“Especially if you go for seconds,” Dad continued. This time even Mom and Kate laughed. 

Dad was encouraged by their laughing. “You know, I once tried to make a belt out of clocks. But it was a real waist of time.” 

There was a round of chuckles and he continued. “I once saw a clock win a spelling contest. It was really clockwise.” 

That one caused a groan, but Dad wasn’t going to let up yet. “You know, when a clock tells another clock some gossip, it’s second-hand information.” 

“Okay, let’s go,” Mom broke in, looking right at Dad. “We don’t have all day, and your jokes are starting to tick me off.” She broke into a smile as Dad opened his mouth to say something, when he realized her joke. 

“Hah! You got me!” Dad jumped up and hugged her. “Nicely done.” 

They gathered in the portal room, the family—except for Mom—wearing their armor and weapons. They made sure to have a piece of gold on. Mom decided against joining them on their mission in the fortress, and instead wanted to spend time in the piglin village.

Kate had Fang and Perry with her, making sure she was combat ready. Just as they were about to step through the portal, Dad covered his ears, knowing to expect a commotion on the other side. 

He was a little disappointed his ears weren’t assaulted by the shout of “Intruders!” when they made it through the portal.

He looked around and saw Rara snickering. He cocked his head at her as he lowered his hands from his ears. “We told Bruiser and Ksizzle they don’t have to guard the portal any more. Since we’re the only ones going through it now, and there are a lot more people who can protect the island, they had completed their duty.” 

They strode out of the portal room and into the castle proper. In the main room they found Ksizzle—reading, of course—in a chair next to another person, a village librarian they hadn't met before. The two stood up when they noticed Rara and the family come in. 

“Hello, Rara. Who are these people?” The new girl gestured to the Smiths. 

“It’s the respawners!” Ksizzle shouted, bouncing up and down. “It’s so good to see you again! I thought you left?” 

Dad sighed. The new girl waved and Rara pointed to her. “This is Mackenzie, she’s one of the first villagers the Screaming Wolves brought back. She was a librarian in a small village that Ortho attacked. Mackenzie, this is the Smith family.” She pointed to each of them, introducing them. 

Ksizzle ran up and gave Mom and Kate a hug. “You’ll love Mackenzie. She studied the nether a ton in her old village and was able to solve our problem.” 

“Problem?” Kate asked. 

“Shhhh,” Rara said. “I want to surprise them.” She winked at Ksizzle. 

Mackenzie looked confused but Ksizzle grinned. “Oh, this will be fun, come on!” She darted through the main doors out onto the island. 

The family followed and Mom was particularly excited to see how much the village had grown. She wanted to hear what the piglins thought about living in a village, too. But the sight that greeted them through the main doors was a shock. 

Instead of the neat village full of villager houses, there was simply a road leading to a large rectangular building made of blackstone. The building had many holes and Mom realized what they were.

“Windows?” she wondered aloud. 

Mackenzie nodded, finally catching on to what was happening. “Oh yes, those are windows. You must be the ones that helped the piglins find a new home?” 

Dad nodded. “Yes, we saved them from the brutes and brought them here, but...what happened to the houses?” 

“That was the problem Mackenzie solved.” Rara grinned.


Chapter 21

“I still don’t understand,” Mom said as she looked around. The area outside had been turned into a courtyard with cobblestone walkways around a central area, very similar to the village square back in the overworld. There was a raised bed filled with mushrooms, instead of fountains. 

Alongside the road were still the villager houses one would expect to see in an overworld village, just far fewer than there had been before the family had left.

Mackenzie pointed to the large rectangular building. “You see, the piglins aren't used to living in individual houses. They prefer to live in a community building where they can do things together. Trying to live separately made them anxious and cranky.” 

Mom's eyebrows raised, and she looked over at Ksizzle. “I didn’t know that, why didn’t you say anything?” Ksizzle blushed and looked to the side. 

Mackenzie patted her on the shoulder. “Piglins don’t normally make their needs known like that. It’s part of their cultural heritage to simply accept what life gives them and deal with it the best they can.”

“That’s fascinating, how do you know all this?” Mom asked. 

Mackenzie smiled. “In my village we had a lot of books on the nether, I found them captivating. I learned everything I could, but I never thought I’d actually get to visit it.” 

“We’re so glad you did,” Ksizzle said, high-fiving the librarian. 

Rara smirked. “When Mackenzie met Ksizzle, they were like, instant best friends. They have so much in common that sometimes it’s hard to tell them apart.” 

“So basically, they live in an apartment building?” Kate asked. 

“What's that?” Ksizzle and Mackenzie both asked at the same time. 

“It’s a big building where many people live,” Dad said. 

“Oh, no it’s not an apartment. It’s a bastion!” Ksizzle said. “Come on, let's go check it out!” 

They walked through the small village, waving at the few villagers that had taken up residence. They were busy crafting various things, with a couple of them in the garden helping mushrooms grow. When they got to the bastion Kate gasped, pointing to a smaller section behind it that had been hidden from the front. “A stable!” 

Mackenzie smiled. “Yep, that's for the hoglins.” 

They made their way through the bastion, the piglins smiling and waving. Kate played with the ones that came out and were asking about the wolf and parrot. Bruce watched carefully from his perch on Jack’s shoulders. There were even a few villagers hanging out in there.

“Intruders!” A shout came from a set of stairs above them, making Dad jump. Bruiser came walking down the stairs, laughing. “Got you!”


Chapter 22

“You’re going into the fortress?” Bruiser asked after they had shared greetings. “Awesome! I want to go too.” He pulled out a sword, waving it around dangerously. 

“Watch out!” Ksizzle said, shoving him. “You could hurt someone.” 

Bruiser rolled his eyes. “No way, I'm too good.” 

Jack laughed. “Haha! Let’s go.” He pulled out his two swords. “Shling! Shling!” 

Bruiser and Jack chased each other through the bastion with Dad yelling after them. “Hey! Wait up!” 

Kate rolled her eyes and looked at Mom. Mom sighed. “Go on then.” Kate smiled, and chased after the boys, Fang and Perry following. She finally caught up to them on the other side of the castle. The three of them were staring up into the sky at the walkway of the fortress, way high up there. 

“You ready, Bruce?” Jack asked, pulling the ninja kitty off his shoulders. 

“Meow hiss!” Bruce flexed his claws back and forth. The blue of his diamond armor reflected the light of his burning claws in a haunting way. He shook and his elytra fluttered about him before settling down. 

“You know most mobs in the nether are immune to fire, right?” Kate asked the cat. Bruce looked at her and cocked his head, swiveling his ears. Kate shrugged. “I want my elytra back, too, ya darn cat.”

Bruce licked his paw to hide his kitty smile, his tail twitching. 

Dad pulled a potion from his inventory. “That reminds me. Everyone, drink your potions of fire resistance.” He pulled another out for Bruiser. 

The zombified piglin drank it and let out a huge burp. “Tastes fruity!” 

Jack laughed. “Better out than in.” 

Kate sneered. “Boys are gross, even not-human boys,” she said to Fang and Perry, before realizing she was literally the only girl in her group. “Ugh.”

Dad chuckled. “Let's go!” 

They ran up the stairs, arriving on the platform of the nether brick road of the fortress and were immediately beset by enemies. A fireball blasted down the path, but Dad easily blocked it with his shield. Magma cubes bounced at them, their slinky bodies projecting heat that couldn’t burn the warriors because of their position. 

“YAAAAAAAH!” Bruiser wailed and charged into combat, swinging his sword wildly. 

Jack grinned and ran after the zombified piglin, leaping into the air while he activated his luck power to land perfectly on Bruiser’s head, using it as a springboard to fly into a magma cube.

“Mine!” he shouted. 

“Hey!” Bruiser said, rubbing his head. “That’s not fair!” 

Jack laughed as he swung his swords in a powerful flurry of attacks, scoring multiple hits on the first magma cube. “Too easy!” he shouted as the cube poofed away. 

“I'll show you!” Bruiser shouted, charging in to attack the next cube. Only to be pushed back by a ninja cat also using his head as a springboard as it launched into the magma cube, his claws flashing like a blender. 

The magma cube poofed and Bruce simply sat on the ground licking his paw. 

“Hey! That’s not cool. I want something to fight,” Bruiser whined. 

Dad chuckled nervously and pointed down the pathway. “I think you’re about to get your wish,” he said as another fireball slammed into his shield.


Chapter 23

Dad was right. Bruiser was able to get all the fighting he wanted soon enough. A horde of blazes, magma cubes, and four wither skeletons awaited them across the bridge on the next fortress section.

Bruce leapt into the air, bounced off Dad's head and soared into combat, his elytra wings spread open and his claws trailing smoke. 

Bruiser pointed at Dad who was rubbing his own head. “Haha! That cat did it to you, too.” 

Dad frowned. “Darn cat.” 

The three of them chased after Bruce, launching into battle. Kate stood at the end of the nether brick bridge, and told Fang to protect her. She waved her hand, activating her buff on Perry. The parrot glowed purple and became incredibly fast, his claws slashing against enemies. He didn’t do a lot of damage, but every little bit was helpful, and his attacks were so fast, they added up quickly. 

Jack smirked and called out a clone, sending it in to attack. This time its sword glowed like it was enchanted again, and he frowned. He couldn’t figure out if that just randomly happened or if there was a way he could make it happen. The clone waded in, swinging the sword around in basic attacks. 

Dad activated a shield charge, blasting straight into enemy lines, slamming into a blaze and knocking it back. 

Bruiser watched the respawners as they activated their cool powers and sighed. “I want a cool power.” He didn’t have time to pout, as a bouncing Magma cube made its way to him. With a bestial roar he slammed his sword into the creature, flashing it red. 

Bruce was having the time of his life, using his typical pinball style of attack, but making it even more effective by leaping off an enemy and using his wings to fly across the battlefield to one further away. The confusion he caused by this kept the mobs at bay, leaving them open to attacks from Kate's razor-sharp arrows. 

At one point, Perry and Bruce landed attacks on a magma cube together, poofing it. The cat looked at the bird and the bird looked at the cat. Something unspoken happened between them and the two of them began a weird game of flying around to land slashing attacks on enemies. 

It was only a minute or two before Bruiser slashed his opponent a final time, poofing it and readying himself to charge into another combat. Only to find that all the mobs had already been defeated. “Wow, you guys are strong.” 

Jack flexed. “Oh yeah!” 

Kate put her hand on Bruiser's shoulder. “So are you. You’re a great defender for your people.” Bruiser stood up a little straighter at that. 

“Look!” Jack pointed at something floating where the wither skeletons had been poofed. There were bones of course, and a piece of coal. But also floating within the pile was something he hadn’t seen before. Something square and black.

Jack picked it up and turned it around to reveal that it was a wither skeleton skull. A huge smile stretched across his face.

“Hah! This is going to be too easy.”


Chapter 24

Of course, it wasn’t that easy. Not even close.

After that first skull dropped, they didn’t get another one for a long, long time. They easily cleared out the nether fortress, destroying any mob spawners they came across and fighting every group of wither skeletons.

It was hours before they finally got another wither skeleton skull. In the end, they let Jack fight all the wither skeletons by himself, using his luck power as he poofed them to have a better chance of getting a skull to drop. By using this tactic, they were able to get their last skull in only another hour of combat. 

They’d never really been in any danger, since they were so powerful. Jack and even Bruiser were getting bored, the thrill taken out of the combat after they continued to fight for so long. When they at last collected the final skull, they were more than ready to be done with it all. 

Dad sent Bruiser back down to the piglin apartments while he, Jack, and Kate walled off the nether fortress so no more mobs could plummet out of the sky and attack the nether village. When they went back down, they found Mom waiting for them in the palace, a delicious feast of their favorite pizzas sitting out with steam curling off them.

Jack and Kate cheered, and Dad leaned in to kiss Mom on the cheek. “Thanks hon. You’re the best.” 

“When are we going to fight the wither?” Jack asked around a mouthful of food.

Mom eyed him sternly but said nothing about his lack of table manners.

Dad looked up and swallowed his bite. “If what you told me is true about how powerful it is, I think we should probably wait until we all have full netherite armor.” 

Kate nodded. “That’s a good idea.” 

Mom agreed. “Safety is important. Besides, we want to make sure we summon it somewhere far away from the village. I don’t want anyone accidently getting hurt because of us.” 

Dad pointed at her. “That’s a good point.” 

Mom smiled. “I know, I’m amazing.” 

Dad laughed and choked on some pizza. Mom smirked.

They said goodbye to Mackenzie, Ksizzle, and Bruiser and left through the portal.

Dad grabbed Jack's shoulder. “Let's check in with the ninjas and miners, see if they’re ready to go cave exploring.” Jack nodded and they walked off. 

Kate looked down at Bruce. Bruce looked up at Kate. “Gimmie that elytra!” she shouted, suddenly leaping at the cat. Bruce was a cat and had cat-like reflexes. He also was a ninja and had ninja-like reflexes. Therefore, he had catninja-like reflexes, and easily dodged her grab, using her head as a springboard to leap into the air and sailed over the village with his wings.

Kate shook her fist at the cat, then sighed, shaking her head. “Elytras don’t even work like that. How does he do it?” 

Maybe no one will ever know. But nothing could stop Bruce Lee, the Terror of the Skies. 

Mom rolled her eyes. She opened her mouth to say something, when the bell in the village began ringing violently, and horns sounded outside the village walls. 

The End!
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Chapter 1

“Battle stations! Battle stations!” Dad shouted, jumping up in alarm. He and Jack had just started walking towards the ninja obstacle course when the town bell rang out loudly, the sound of horns coming from outside the walls.

Dad spun around catching back up to Mom and Kate.  “To arms! Everyone get ready to fight!” 

Jack yanked out his swords. “It’s shling shling time!” 

Kate pulled out her crossbow. “Perry! Fang!” She buffed Perry, making him faster, the purple glow surrounding the bird. 

“Oh dear,” Mom said, getting out a stack of potions. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

Beppo came barreling out around a corner, arms waving furiously in the air. “What dat noise?”

“It means there are enemies at the gate!” Dad shouted, pulling his shield out of his inventory. 

“What dat?” Beppo asked. 

“Enemies!” Dad yelled, then paused, trying to figure out how to explain it to the golem. “Bad guys. Uh...village not safe!” 

Beppo’s iron eyes got huge, and it waved its arms wildly. “Village not safe! Village not safe! I get other golem friends.” As if sent on a mission, it took off at top golem speed. 

The Smith family ran towards the gates but came to a screeching halt when they arrived at the village square.

No one was panicking. No one was arming themselves; no one was talking tactics, no one was moving at all.

Rara was there, speaking with villagers, waving her hands around like there wasn’t a care in the world, a huge smile on her face.

“What are you doing?” Dad asked frantically. “We’re under attack!” 

This got them going. The villagers panicked, some gasping nervously, looking around for the enemy, many running off. Rara lifted her hands in the air. “Wait! Wait!” she shouted. “He just doesn’t know!” The villagers in the area paused in their panic, looking between Dad and Rara as if to decide who was telling the joke. A few chuckled, and the laughter spread through them like a yawn as they went back to chatting and working. 

“Don’t know what?” Dad asked. 

Rara smiled at him. “The horns outside aren’t an attack. It means the Screaming Wolves are back. We gave them a horn so they could alert us when they got close, so we wouldn’t think they were enemies.” 

“Yeah, Dad,” Jack said, his swords disappearing into his inventory. “It’s just the Screaming Wolves, not enemies.” 

Dad gave Jack a look, his eyebrow raised. “I’m pretty sure you said something about shling shling time too...” 

“Who me?” Jack looked at Dad with a sheepish grin.

Dad rolled his eyes. 

“So, the Screaming Wolves are back?” Mom asked Rara. 

Rara nodded. “Sounds like it. Did you hear how they blasted three different notes from their horn? That means they have refugees from a village with them, too. That’s why I’m directing everyone here to prepare. We like to have a welcoming feast for any displaced villagers. They’re usually hungry and sad, and a good meal and some new friends are just what they need.” 

A tear formed in Mom’s eye. “Oh Rara, that’s wonderful! I’ll help with the preparations.” 

Rara smiled. “That would be great.” But Mom was already off, bustling around building tables and pulling out food. Rara shook her head and laughed. She looked at Dad and the kids. “Why don’t you guys go welcome them in? I bet the Screaming Wolves would be happy to know you’re back, too. Plus, they usually have information to report about what's been going on outside.” 

Dad finger-gunned her. “Great thinking. Come on kids.”


Chapter 2

“This is pretty exciting,” Jack said as they ran to the wall. “I wonder if they have to use a secret knock to get in.” They skidded to a halt at the door, which was surrounded by guards, Judah and Delilah forming them into lines. 

“Hello there, Smiths.” Judah waved. “You’ve come to greet the new villagers?” 

Dad nodded in greeting. “How long before they're here?” 

“How long?” Judah shouted at the top of the wall. 

“Ten minutes!” a guard shouted down.

“More like eight!” another shouted.

“It’s reasonable to round to ten!” they heard the original yell back.

“But now it’s like seven!”

“How can you know the exact number of minutes?”

“Well, I know the longer you argue about it, the closer they get!”

“You should always average it into five-minute chucks. Five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes… That’s just common sense.”

“Yeah, they’re about five minutes out!”

Jack and Kate giggled as the original guard finally yelled down, “They’re five minutes away!”

Dad shook his head and tried not to roll his eyes. “How has the guard been coming along, Judah?” Dad asked. 

Judah smiled. “Besides some sibling-like arguing,” he pointed up at the guards who were still debating from the top of the wall, “they run like a well-crafted redstone machine. It helps that we run drills every day.” 

“Oh well hello there!” a familiar voice sounded behind them, and Dad twisted his neck around to see. Oogie and Auggie walked up, each eagerly rubbing their hands together. Dad waved at them and patted Auggie’s arm while he shook Oogie’s hand. Oogie smiled at the once strange gesture. “It is being very nice to see you again.” He shook Dad’s hand for far too long, and his eyes twinkled as he spoke, as if he always had some secret he was just dying to tell.

Auggie nodded. “Thank you ever so much for telling my cousin where to find me! He has agreed to spread the word to all our family that I am here and doing well. They will start coming here to trade!” 

Oogie nodded. “Oh yes, we are always looking for good villages to trade with. This village is wonderful! The most wonderful I have seen. Traders from every corner of the world will be honored to come here and trade goods.” 

Dad grinned. “That’s wonderful, guys. It’ll only make this place even better.”

They caught up with the wandering traders and guards for a few minutes while they waited for the Screaming Wolves to arrive.

“How about you, Delilah?” Kate asked. “How are your evoker trainees coming?” 

Delilah puffed out her chest proudly. “Wonderfully! All of them can use the chompy spells now, and more than half can summon a vex. Although, I think without having gone into actual combat, they may be a little overconfident.”
 

Dad sighed. “I’m sure we’ll see combat soon enough. Even so, confidence in battle is better than fear.” 

Delilah and Judah looked at each other, frowns blossoming on their faces. No one—not even video game NPs—wanted to think about war coming to their home.

Jack spoke to lighten the mood, but also out of sheer curiosity. “So, do you give people a special knock or anything to come in?” 

Judah cocked his head. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, like, they knock in a specific pattern or something, so you know it's them and not an enemy,” Jack replied. 

“You know,” Dad said, then mimed knocking on a door. “Knock knock.” 

“Who’s there?” Kate said instinctively. 

Dad grinned, taking this moment to launch into an act. “Mikey.” 

Kate caught on quickly and didn’t hesitate. “Mikey who?” 

“Mikey isn’t working. Can you let me in?” Dad slapped his knee, laughing at his own joke. 

“Hah!” Jack laughed, while Judah and Delilah gave them odd looks, like maybe they’d been out wandering for too long and the sun had gone to their heads. 

Then Delilah's eyes went wide. “Oh I get it! Haha! My key!” 

Dad rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Knock knock.” 

“Who’s there?” Delilah asked. 

“Scold,” Dad said. 

“Scold who?” 

“‘Scold outside, let me in,” Dad finished. This time, Judah chuckled along with the rest of them. 

“Knock knock,” Dad said. 

“Oink oink,” Dad said. 

“Oink oink who?” Jack asked. 

“Make up your mind, are you a pig or an owl?” Dad said. 

Jack and Kate busted up at that one, but Judah and Delilah didn’t get it. “What’s an owl?” Delilah asked. 

Dad waved her off. “It’s like a big, sleepy bird—you know what, never mind. Knock knock.” 

“Who’s there?” Judah asked. 

“Woo,” Dad said. 

“Woo who?” Judah asked. 

“Calm down! It’s just a joke.” Everyone laughed, but Judah must have thought it was the best joke ever because he couldn’t stop laughing. 

“Knock knock,” Dad asked again. 

“Who’s there?” Delilah asked. 

“Howl,” Dad said, and Fang’s ears perked up. 

“Howl who?” Delilah asked. 

“Howl you know unless you open the door?” Dad finished. There was a round of chuckles and Dad opened his mouth to start again when he was interrupted.

“Knock—”

“They’re here!” a guard from above shouted down.


Chapter 3

The iron door opened and in walked Arthur, Baylee, Bella, Ted and Stanley, the pillager scouting team known as the Screaming Wolves. Along with them were three villagers: two farmers, a girl and a boy, and a tool smith, also a boy. They gaped as they came into the kingdom village, their eyes darting every which way at all the sights. There was a reason the wandering traders said the kingdom village was the best village they’d seen. There just wasn’t anything else like it.

“Welcome!” Judah and Delilah said together with friendly smiles on their faces. 

“See?” Arthur turned to the new villagers. “I told you we wouldn’t harm you.” 

The three villagers stopped together, nervously standing close to each other. “I guess you’re right,” the tool smith said. “We’re sorry for not believing you.” 

Dad grinned and walked over. “Hello there, welcome to your new home. I’m really sorry you had to abandon your old one. But it’s safe here; safe and secure. There are lots of jobs and lots of friends. I think you’ll find it’s a pretty wonderful home.” He stuck out his hand to shake before he remembered they didn’t do that. “I’m Mr. Smith,” he gestured at himself and the kids. “We’re respawners.” 

The newcomers looked at him like he was crazy.

Arthur saluted Dad. “It’s good to see you again.” 

Dad nodded at him. “You too. I’m happy to see your team has found such a fitting job for you all to do.” 

“We love being scouts,” Baylee said. 

“And saving villagers is so much more fun than stealing all their stuff,” Bella agreed. 

Arthur pointed at the boy farmer. “That’s Joel, he’s pretty cool. He said if we were telling the truth about this place, that he’d want to join us for scouting and rescue missions. He loved camping out with us.” 

The farmer nodded and gave a small wave. “I really did like being outdoors. It was way more fun than what I used to do in my village.” 

The tool smith took a slight step forward. “I’m Graham, and this is Carmen.” He gestured towards the girl farmer. “Thank you for letting us come to your village. I know we weren’t the most willing guests, but now that we’re here, we’re thankful you brought us.”

Dad smirked. “It’s not MY village, it’s everybody’s, yours included now. Come on, we have a feast prepared and I’m sure you’re hungry after the journey.” He waved them in, and the group followed Dad to the village square. They stopped abruptly when a red-eyed golem, leading a squad of four other normal-eyed golems, dashed in front of them in suspiciously defensive stances. 

“Is it?” Beppo asked, staring sharply with its red eyes. The other golems stood fiercely at attention. 

The new villagers huddled together nervously. Stanley stepped in front of them and pointed at Beppo. “Is that a mutant golem?!” 

Dad waved Beppo off. “It’s fine, Beppo. There is no enemy. Just new villager friends to protect.” Beppo’s arms waved wildly, and Dad chuckled. “This is Beppo, we met it on our way back here. It’s a smart golem who lives here now, too.” 

“Beppo very smart!” Beppo said. 

“Beppo,” Kate said, “these are our new friends.” 

Beppo looked at the villagers and the Screaming Wolves, getting ridiculously close to them. Arthur tried to stand courageously in front of the golem but flinched a little when Beppo poked him with its arm. “New friends play with Beppo?” 

Baylee and Belly laughed, and Arthur breathed out a sigh of relief. “Sure, we’ll play with you!” Baylee said. 

Beppo grinned and looked at Mr. Smith. “New friends play with Beppo!”

Dad shrugged. “Go on ahead.” 

“Yay!” Beppo shouted, waving its hands in the air. The other golems trundled off, wandering around to guard the village while Baylee and Bella pulled Beppo away to play. 

“This is a strange place,” Graham said. 

Jack barked out a laugh. “Wait until you see the cat that can fly.”


Chapter 4

A cheer erupted from the crowd of villagers as the refugees made it into the village square. Joel, Carmen, and Graham stood stunned, as villager after villager after villager came over with greetings and hugs and welcome them to their new home.

They told stories of their own rescues or adventures of their journeys to the kingdom village and eventually the newcomers let down their guards, their shoulders visibly dropping as the stress of the past days was taken off them. 

“Okay everyone, let’s eat!” Mom shouted, and another cheer erupted. “Our new villagers get to go first, then the rest of you can jump in.” Mom gestured towards the newcomers. “Come on over, fill your bellies. I’m willing to bet we have some food you’ve never tried before.” 

That got their attention, and they walked up to the banquet table, laden everything they could imagine and then some. Mom, being Mom, had made sure some of the standard Minecraft food was available, so some things were familiar. Of course, there was also a ton of barbecue, and other delicious things the kingdom villagers had fallen in love with, as well as some new things.

“Whoa,” Carmen said as she saw the spread. “What is all this?” 

Mom pointed at each dish individually. “Well, as you can see, we have all your traditional food, cooked fish and potatoes and mushroom stew and pumpkin pie, but over here—” She gestured to the other side of the banquet table— “We have respawner food. Special food that only I can make, but it’s delicious and unlike anything you've ever had.” 

“What’s that?” Graham asked as his stomach let out a loud rumble. “It smells amazing!” He pointed at a round thing that looked kind of like a pie. 

Mom smirked. “That is one of my world’s most popular dishes.” She pulled up a slice and the cheese from the pizza stretched into a long line. “It’s called pizza! The villagers here absolutely love it.” She handed the slice to Graham, who took it, his eyes wide. 

He sniffed it, then shrugged and took a bite. His eyes exploded open with delight. “It’s...amazing!” He scarfed the whole slice down. 

Mom laughed. “It is pretty good, isn’t it? And it can come with all sorts of toppings too. Pepperoni, pineapple, pepperoncini… Olives, sausage, onions… I can make plenty, so eat up.” 

Graham didn’t have to be told twice and he dove in, snatching up another piece. “I don’t know what any of those things you just said are, but they all sound delicious,” he said with his mouth full of pizza.

Joel and Carmen were eager to try some too, but something else had caught Carmen’s eye and she pointed at a bowl of white, fluffy things. “What is that? It looks like snow. Is it cold?” 

Mom grabbed the bowl and poured some popcorn into the girl's hand. “Way better than snow. This is popcorn, and it’s a delicious snack. You can eat it in so many ways. This kind only has a little butter and salt, but my favorite is when I sweeten it up a bit. Try it!” 

Carmen popped some into her mouth and jumped up and down clapping, “It’s so good! Crunchy and not crunchy at the same time. I love it!”

Mom smiled and gave the girl the entire bowl.

Joel was browsing the table and stopped to stare at something.

“What is this?” he asked. “It’s all mixed together?”

“I had a craving, so I just had to make it,” Mom said as she served Joel a big scoop from the bowl of fried rice. “It comes from another part of our world, but it’s one of my comfort foods. It’s called fried rice, and this kind has chicken in it.” 

Joel dug in and grinned. “Wow, this is fantastic! I didn’t know you could mix things together like this.”

“I’m so glad you like it!” Mom said, beaming. She absolutely loved introducing people to new foods. “Eat all you want; I can make as much as we need. Don’t forget to try the barbecue either, or else Mr. Smith will be sad.” 

The trio chowed down, sharing the strange but delicious new foods with each other and going on about how tasty everything was. Mom raised her hands to the waiting crowd. “Okay, everyone. Let’s eat up!” 

The village moved like a hungry lion hunting prey, eager to pounce on the food Mom and the others had prepared. They ate and talked—and ate some more—and made the new villagers feel at home, since that’s what it was now: their new home.

The only thing better than the meal they enjoyed together was the pile of desserts Mom brought out once they were done.


Chapter 5

As the welcoming party wound down, Rara asked the Smiths, the newcomers, and Arthur to have a meeting in the palace. They gathered in the throne room, the trio still gawking at everything.

“Welcome to the castle,” Rara said. “This is our last defense in case of invasion, as well as our library and alchemical crafting area.”

Birgitta, Rara’s second in command grinned. “If you ever want a book to read or need help with anything, you can find us here.” 

Rara nodded. “We brought you here because we want to integrate you into our village. Find you jobs and meaning so you feel happy and fulfilled.” The three new villagers looked at each other, small smiles appearing on their faces. “But before we do that, I was hoping you could tell us what happened to your village.” 

The smiles that had started melted away. A tear even formed in Joel’s eye. “It was awful,” he said. He took a minute to speak again, and everyone waited patiently. “We were just going about our business like normal, tending to the gardens and taking care of the village when they showed up. The pillagers. So many of them.” He shuddered as he remembered. “Not like the ones you have here. They were like...like pillagers usually are. Mean.”

Carmen nodded. “But what made it worse was there wasn’t a horn blowing like usual. They just showed up unannounced. We didn’t even get time to run into our houses before they captured our poor golem and started destroying our village.” 

“How many of them were there?” Rara asked, her voice gentle and kind.

Graham blew out a breath. “So many. Ten? Twenty? Maybe more. We’d been raided before, but this was something else entirely. There were pillagers everywhere, and more coming in at every moment. We didn’t stand a chance. The worst part, though, was one of them had glowing green eyes.” 

“Wait, what?” Dad asked, shaking his head and sitting at attention. “Glowing green eyes? Are you sure they weren’t red?” 

Graham nodded. “Yes sir. They were green.” 

“There was one there with red eyes, though,” Joel added. 

“Yeah,” Carmen said, “there was, but he showed up at the very end. After Graham had gathered us up to run away.” A tear fell from her eye as well. “It was the hardest thing we’ve ever had to do. To abandon our village like that. We didn’t have a choice. Well, we kind of did. Run or poof.” 

“When we looked back…all we saw was fire,” Joel said. His face wasn’t even sad, just…empty. Stoic. Remembering. “I don’t understand. Why did they have to burn it down? How does that even benefit them?” 

Mom put an arm around Joel and squeezed him in a hug. “We don’t always get to know why people do the things they do. We just get to do the best we can to live life in a way that doesn’t hurt others and to treat everyone how we want to be treated.” She looked between the three villagers. “You don’t need to worry anymore. Everything will be okay now that you’re here. We know who those pillagers are, and they won't get away with this.” She looked up at Dad. “We’ll take care of it, won't we?” 

Dad’s mouth was set in a firm line, and the red of anger was creeping into his face. “Yes. Yes, we will.” 

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Mom said. “Now let’s figure out how we can get you integrated into our village so you can truly feel like it’s your home.” 

Birgitta smiled, holding one hand in the air. “That’s right. Now that you’re here, you're safe. So, let's figure out what team you should be a part of.” 

“Team?” Carmen asked. 

Rara grinned. “We have designated teams to keep the village running smoothly. I’m sure you’ve seen how this village has all kinds of unique things about it?” The villagers nodded. “Well, those didn’t come out of nowhere. We built them.” 

“You built them?” Graham asked, his jaw dropping. 

“Yeah,” Jack said. “The walls even have lava in them!” 

All three of the new villagers scrunched up their faces in confusion. Mom sighed, “Jack, enough with the lava.” 

“What? Lava is awesome.” Jack crossed his arms. 

“Anyway,” Rara said, “we’ll teach you how to build and craft, and mine and fight—anything you want to know. But tell me, what is it you want to do?” 

They were quiet for a moment when Joel raised his hand. “I think...I think I’d like to work with the Screaming Wolves. They were nice, and I like their mission. Plus, I love being outside, so it sounds awesome.” 

Rara looked at Arthur. “Do you think you could make that happen?” 

Arthur smirked. “I was going to ask anyway.” He turned to Joel. “You’ll have to go through some basic training with Judah and the guards, but then we’d love to have you.” 

Joel nodded and fist bumped Arthur. Graham smiled at his villager friend, then turned to Rara. “Well, I’m a tool smith. I don’t want to stop doing that; I love making tools. But I really want to learn more about crafting. It’s fascinating you built so much of this village yourselves, and I want to do stuff like that.” 

“Great!” Birgitta said. “We always need builders and crafters to work on improvements. I’ll assign you to work with Alex—he’s in charge of the crafters, along with Flint the stonemason. The more people to bring them fresh ideas, the better.” 

“What about you?” Rara asked, looking at Carmen. 

Carmen bit her lower lip, thinking. “Well, I’m a farmer. It’s okay I guess, but...” 

“But what?” Rara asked. 

“Well, if you can build and craft and stuff like that...is there a way to, I don’t know. Make things look nicer?” She lifted her hands in the air. “Not that it doesn’t look nice here!” 

Birgitta laughed. “I think I know what you mean. You should see the village around holidays, we decorate it all up, and it looks so festive and lovely!” 

“Dec-or-ate?” Carmen said, trying out the word. 

Birgitta nodded. “Oh yes. I think you should work with Layla. She’s in charge of decorations since she manages the sheep and so many decorations require wool.” 

“Oh goody!” Mom exclaimed. “It’s always great to have another artist.” 

“What’s an artist?” Carmen asked.

“Someone who is creative and loves to bring their visions to life,” Mom said. “We can work together; it will be so much fun!”  

The newcomers smiled together, happy to have found a path forward.

“Thank you so much,” Graham said. “For everything.”

Rara nodded. “We appreciate your gratitude, but just know our village exists to keep villagers safe and happy. We all work towards that goal. This village isn’t just a home, it’s a community. We’re better together.

Mom looked like she might cry. Happy tears, of course. She wiped her eyes.

“Now,” Rara continued, “if you head back out, you’ll find Ethan and Elijah, the double-E’s. They’re getting your houses prepared and take you to the right people to get started.” 

After another round of hugs, the newcomers left to go begin their new lives.

Rara turned to Arthur. “Alright, Arthur. It’s your turn now. Please give us a report of what you found out there.” 

Arthur’s smile faded away, replaced by a deep frown. “It’s not good.”

Rara shoved out a sigh. “Let’s hear it.”


Chapter 6

Arthur took a deep, slow breath and let it out. “We picked up those three—” He gestured at the villagers that had just left— “on our way back here. We saw the smoke of their burned down village and rushed over, immediately searching through the wilderness for survivors. It was just their luck we were in the area. The only reason we were there at all was because we were rushing back to tell Rara of what was coming.” 

Rara bit her lower lip in nervousness. “What is coming?” 

“Ortho and his army. But not just any army. An army so big it’s like they had every pillager in the world with them. It made that pig Bonaparte’s army look like a small gathering of friends. He had ravagers, too, and evokers. It was terrifying. They’re headed in this direction. But that wasn’t the worst part.” 

“What?” Mom asked. “What could be worse than that?” 

“That green-eyed pillager that Graham was talking about? We ran into him. He was leading a patrol of pillagers that was tracking us. They were good too, they tracked us almost all the way here before we noticed them. We had stopped for the night and built a small shelter to rest in when they attacked.” He held his hands out in front of him as if he was trying to stop an attack. 

“What happened?” Dad asked. 

“They got the drop on us. Luckily the villagers had already gone in the shelter to bed, so they didn’t have to see the fight, but it was a close one.” He puffed up his chest. “In the end, the Screaming Wolves won the day. We fought using superior teamwork thanks to the training Judah and Delilah put us through.” 

“But what about the green-eyed guy?” Jack asked. 

“Oh right,” Arthur continued. “Well at first, I couldn’t tell anything was different. It was dark, you know, and we were in the thick of the fight. I saw a glint of green in his eyes, but we fought him off, poofing him. He was the last one to poof, and it wasn’t a normal poof cloud either. It was as big as he was!

“We were just catching our breath when the poof cloud from the green-eyed guy dissipated and revealed a zombie. The green-eyed pillager had turned into a green-eyed zombie, right in front of us! It hit poor Ted right in the nose. We were so shocked.” 

Kates eyes went wide. “The pillager turned into a zombie? What? How? That's terrible!”

Arthur nodded. “I’ll say. I mean, we’re the Screaming Wolves, so we put it down pretty quickly, but it was a huge shock. But that still wasn’t all! After we defeated the zombie, it turned into a skeleton! We were prepared this time though and defeated it right away.” 

Dad’s jaw was hanging open now, and even Jack looked nervous.

“So, what you're saying is, you had to fight a guy three times to win?” Jack asked. 

Arthur nodded. “That’s right. Sure, it was easy to fight the zombie and the skeleton, but it means that whatever power Ortho has, it made his army three times stronger.”

“Do you think every guy we poof is going to turn into two more things before he’s gone for good?” Jack asked.

Arthur shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, kid. But I’m afraid we’re probably going to find out.”


Chapter 7

Dad blew out a breath. “Wow. That’s just...wow. That’s not good.”

“He’s got to be using the beacon,” Jack said. “Glowing green eyes? When Baba Yaga activates the nether beacon, mobs hit by it get glowing red eyes. This has got to be the same thing, just a different beacon.” 

“Beacon?” Arthur asked. “What’s beacon? Is that the strips of food you served with pancakes?”

Mom chuckled. “No, dear. That’s bacon.”

“Mmm, bacon,” Dad said, almost drooling.

The family laughed, though not wholeheartedly. It was hard to be too giddy with the news they had just been given. 

They explained the omega beacons to Arthur, who sadly shook his head at the. “The Screaming Wolves knew Ortho before he went crazy. He used to be just a normal pillager, you know? Raiding villages and stealing stuff. Then one day he found a book talking about these things that could give people power and he got obsessed. Downright fixated. He couldn’t think of anything else. It wasn’t enough to raid villages, he started capturing villagers and bringing them back to his main outpost. He’d make them work to grow more and more food or make more weapons so his army could get bigger and bigger. We deserted soon after he began all that. It was too much.” 

“And now you see how much better it is for people to work and live together and be kind, looking out for everyone and not just yourself,” Mom said with a smile. 

Arthur blushed, lowering his head. “Yeah. I feel awful about doing all that bad stuff.” 

Mom put her hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, we forgive you. You aren’t the same person anymore. Look at you now! Saving villagers all the time. Using the skills you learned in the pillager army to help instead of harm. If you hadn’t been a part of that army, you wouldn't be as good at what you’re doing here for us now.” 

The pillager captain smiled, lifting his head. “That’s a good way to think about it, thank you.” Mom hugged him.

“That’s great and all,” Dad said, “but we have a serious problem now. How far away would you say the army was?” 

Arthur thought about it. “Well, the main army was way behind us, we saw them from on top of a mountain when we were scouting. We crossed paths with their advance force only two or three days ago. We fought them all off, but once they fail to report in, I’m sure the army will head this way. My guess would be enemy scouts will show up in the region within a week, and the army will probably be a week or more behind them. The only good thing about an army that big, is they’re super slow.” 

Dad frowned. “That’s not a lot of time, and we have a lot to do before they get here. Maybe we should think about fleeing through the nether portal and destroying it on this side. We can always rebuild the portal once they’re gone.”

Rara’s brows knit together. “Abandon the kingdom village? No way. We worked too hard for this to be a place of freedom and prosperity. We aren’t running at the first sign of a true threat.” 

“Maybe Mr. Smith is right,” Mom said. “Fighting off Bonaparte’s army was hard enough, and they were just animals. Are we ready to fight off smart pillagers? Not to mention whatever that new power they have is…” 

Birgitta put her hands on her hips. “I agree with Rara. Ortho and his army have been a blight on our lands, everyone in this village has something to lose here, and we are more than ready to fight. Besides, we learned a lot from the last invasion, and our forces have trained harder than ever. Ortho needs to be stopped, and we are the ones to do it.” 

“We can do it, Dad,” Kate said. “I agree with them. Ortho is the biggest threat around, and this kingdom village deserves to be free. Who else is going to stop him?” 

“Yeah!” Jack shouted. “We’ve accomplished so much here. We can do this, too!” 

Mom and Dad looked at each of them with resigned looks of determination on their faces. Dad nodded and looked back at the leaders of the kingdom village. “Alright, we will defend the village. But we’re going to get as strong as we can as fast as we can.”

“Alright!” Jack shouted, fist-punching the air.


Chapter 8

“How are we going to prepare?” Rara asked. 

Mom held up a hand. “The first thing we need to do is tell the villagers what's going on. If anyone wants to escape into the village in the nether, we should let them.” 

Dad nodded. “That's a good idea. If we have just the fighters left in town, it might be a lot better.”

Rara agreed. “Find, but I’m not ordering anyone to go. If people want to stay and help, it’s their village too.” 

“That’s fair,” Dad said. “Next we should—” 

Jack cut him off by raising his hand. “Wait, I have an idea. What If Bruce and I take a team of ninjas into Ortho's army and steal his beacon?” 

“Jack!” Mom gasped. “Stealing is wrong!” 

Jack looked at her, trying to read her face. She was dead series. He threw his hands out to the side as if he was pleading. “Oh, come on Mom, I know that. I wouldn’t steal anything normally, but Ortho is using this thing to strengthen his army so he can destroy everyone in his path, which—spoiler alert—includes us!”

Mom crossed her arms, her eyebrows knit in anger. “I understand that, but still. It’s the principle of the thing.” 

Jack threw his arms out with each word he spoke. “Massive! Army! Coming! To! Destroy! Us! All!” 

Dad put his hand on Mom’s shoulder. “It’s...actually not a bad idea.”

“Hey!” Jack exclaimed. “I have good ideas! It doesn’t even include lava! At least I don’t think it does—I haven’t planned the whole thing out yet.” 

Kate burst out with a laugh and Dad smirked.

“Well, I’m not a fan,” Mom said. 

Dad hugged her close. “Hey, our kids know what is right and what is wrong. He isn’t a thief or anything, he wants to do it to protect everyone. I think in this case, we should allow it. Don’t think of it as stealing—think of it as removing a weapon so he can’t use it against innocent people.” 

Mom sighed. “I just don’t like it. But you’re right—”

“Wait, what did you say?” Dad interrupted.

“I said you’re right…” Mom responded, a questioning look on her face.

“Woohoo! For once I’m right! Say it again, please.”

Mom rolled her eyes. Hard. “Honey, this is hardly the time for gloating. What I was trying to say, is this is a horrible situation, and if getting the beacon can help save lives, I can live with removing it from his possession.” 

Dad kissed her on the cheek and turned to Jack. “Okay Jack, you heard the lady. Get a team together. You’re going on a secret mission to remove the beacon from Ortho’s possession.”
 

“Yes!” Jack fist-punched the air. 

Dad turned to Rara next. “Going back to our previous topic, we desperately need to get diamonds. Can we get the team together and head outside the walls and into the caves and mine for them? That netherite armor would be an enormous help fighting the army that’s coming.”

“And the wither,” Kate said. “If it’s anywhere near as strong as the thing we fought in the cave on the way over here, we need to be as protected as possible.” 

Dad pointed at his daughter. “That too. With everything we’ve got coming, the more protection, the better.” 

Rara thought about it, then turned to Birgitta. “Do you think Delilah would be interested?” 

Birgitta nodded. “She’s been itching to get her team some practice. This is a great opportunity.” She turned to Dad. “We’ll get some miners who want to volunteer to go. Then Delilah and her evoker trainees can go along with them for protection. It will help them get better before Ortho shows up anyway.” 

Kate raised her hand. “I’ll go too, I can help protect them.” 

Rara frowned. “I wanted them to go on their own, but with Ortho just around the corner, I suppose we need to act faster. That’s okay, but with both you and Jack gone, plus the ninjas and evokers, our defenses will be really low. What if Ortho shows up while you’re gone?”

Dad puffed out his chest. “Oh don’t worry about that, you’ll still have me.” 

Mom rolled her eyes. “Don’t brag dear.” 

“Hey!” Dad said. 

“I’ll be here to help, too,” Mom said. “I’ll make sure we have plenty of potions for everyone. I can make splash potions too, so that will help.” 

Rara blew out a breath. “Well, it sounds like we have a plan, and not a moment to waste. Let’s get an early start tomorrow.”


Chapter 9

Breakfast the next morning was a rushed affair, with everyone eating as fast as possible in order to get to their tasks. Kate rushed out to find Delilah after chomping down a delicious pumpkin pie. She balanced another pie on her hand and knocked on the evoker’s door.

Delilah opened, a yawn still in her mouth. “Oh! Hey, Kate, what’s going on?” 

Kate handed her the pie. “Here’s some breakfast, courtesy of my mom. Can I come in for a moment?” Delilah nodded, taking the pie with a hungry look. “Great. You heard Ortho is coming soon, yeah?” 

Delilah scowled but nodded as she took a bite of pie. “It’s so annoying that we can’t simply live in peace. I wish we could just push a button and all the mobs and mean guys would go away.” 

Everything in Kate wanted to tell her about peaceful mode, but they didn’t have the time. “I know, but you’re doing the right thing. I think Hudson would be proud to know you’re making a team of evokers dedicated to defending people.” 

Sadness crept into Delilah’s face for only a moment before she smiled, sitting a little straighter. “You’re right. It’s the kind of thing he would appreciate.”

“How is your team doing, anyway?” Kate asked. 

Delilah held out her hand, wiggling it side to side. “They’re progressing quickly. But it’s hard when there aren't any actual threats to practice on. Someone can be great at knowing how to do something, but when it’s in a stressful situation, that's when it gets hard.” She looked down. “Believe me, I know.” 

Kate touched her arm. “We talked with Rara and Birgitta last night, and they said you’re looking for a way to get your team some real experience. I think we have the solution. We’re going to form a mining group to explore some caves to find diamonds. We need them so we can make netherite armor.” 

Delilah’s eyebrows shot up. “That sounds like exactly the sort of thing we’re looking for. When would we go?” 

“Right away.” Kate gulped. “Like, now. With Ortho coming, we need to get this armor made.” 

Delilah nodded, a huge grin on her face. “Give me a few hours to get everyone ready, then let’s go.” 

“Perfect!” Kate said, standing up. “We’ll meet at the gate when you're ready. Rara and Birgitta should have a team ready by then. I have an errand to run first.” They traded goodbyes and Kate ran to the animal pens and rounded up Fang, who had been hanging out with his wolf bros, Stompy, and Lady. She whistled for Perry who came swooping in, landing on her shoulder. 

She gathered them all into the ninja training yard, a procession of animals like a mini parade. Jack was in there, talking with the ninjas, while Bruce was up on the obstacle course, bouncing around, showing the newest trainees how it’s done.

“Whoa, Kate, what’s with all the animals?” Jack asked. 

She held up her hand, her parade coming to a stop. “We’re leaving on our mission soon, but I wanted your help.” 

Jack’s eyes got big. He looked behind him, then to the sides. “My help?” He touched his chest.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. Yes, I wanted your help.” 

“What do you want my help with?” Jack asked. 

“I think it’s time we nail down exactly how our powers work. We need to experiment a bit.” 

“Ooh yeah! Awesome!” Jack bounced up and down like his parents just told him he was going to Disneyland. “It’ll be good practice for the ninjas, too.”

He turned from his sister and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Everyone, line up. You get to be our guinea pigs!”


Chapter 10

“What’s a guinea pig?” someone asked.

“Uh, I don’t wanna be a pig,” another added.

Jack waved the question off. “Don’t worry about it. Kate and I are going to use our powers and we need you guys to run through the obstacle course as targets.” 

“Uhhh, no offense master Jack, that doesn’t sound fun,” one of the ninja recruits said. 

Jada raised her hand. “Ignore him, it sounds like good training.” She looked at the recruit that had spoken up. “Ninjas must look at everything as an opportunity to train. This is a rare one.” 

Jack nodded. “Yep, and the fun begins…NOW! Kate, go!” 

Kate blinked, startled for a moment. “Oh, uh, okay.” She waved her hand at Stompy, and a purple glow enveloped him. “Stompy! Get them! But not too hard.” She sucked a breath in through her teeth.

Stompy bellowed and stomped after the group. The ninjas leapt out of the way, leaping and twisting and turning with grace, while the ninja recruits screamed and ran into each other trying desperately to get away. Stompy stomped into them, knocking them over like bowling pins. Kate watched, mentally keeping track of what was happening. “So, Stompy gets a little faster, but not much,” she muttered to herself, committing it to memory. “Now everyone try to hit Stompy!” 

The ninjas wasted no time, launching into jump kicks and sword slashes, while the recruits simply looked around nervously. A recruit held out a sword as if he was going to hit Stompy, but the ravager snorted and stomped, and he screamed and ran off. The ninjas were pounding away on Stompy, each hit flashing the buff of energy around the ravager with bright colors. They continued pounding on him until, with a shatter, the buff exploded out, leaving the ravager exposed. 

Kate raised her hand for the ninjas to stop and they expertly cut off their attacks. Jada and Devon stepped over to the recruits to offer words of advice and encouragement.

Kate rubbed her chin. “Okay. Stompy gets super tough with my buff.” She pointed at Lady, who began to glow. 

“Lady, take a lap around the outside of the course. Everyone, try to catch her!” Lady took off, her already fast speed made even faster by the buff. The ninjas had no hope of catching up to her. When Lady pulled to a halt they attacked her, hitting the glowing shield, which exploded much faster than the one on Stompy.

“So, the buff gives Lady a smaller amount of protection, but makes her faster.” 

They continued testing on all her pets until Kate fully understood how her buff worked on each animal. Lady was made faster with a small amount of protection, Stompy had a huge amount of protection and a slight increase in speed, Fang could hit much harder with his bite attack and got a decent amount of protection, while Perry, of course, was made blazing fast but could only do a small amount of damage and had the least amount of protection.

“My turn!” Jack said. “Everyone get ready.”

He concentrated, summoning a clone with half his hunger bar. The clone had what looked like a netherite sword, but it didn’t have the glow of enchantment. “Attack!” Jack shouted, sending the clone into the recruits. 

The recruits looked nervous but held their ground, with the coaxing of their coaches. They attack the clone, and the clone attacked back with simple, boring attacks. The recruits easily anticipated and dodged them, which gave them confidence and they attacked back eagerly, poofing the clone. 

“Okay, it’s going to get harder now,” Jack said around a mouthful of baked potato. “Get ready!”

He summoned another clone, concentrating on the power. Once again, this one didn’t have an enchanted weapon and Jack frowned. “How do I...” he muttered. With a shrug, he launched into a cyclone spin attack, and the clone watched him. Again, he sent the clone into battle. 

This time the results were a little different. As they fought the clone, Jack would execute an attack move, and the clone would learn it instantly, using it against the recruits. It was a brutal fight, with many of the recruits being knocked away but learning a lot. Eventually Jada and Devon had to step in to defeat the clone. 

Jack pulled out his second sword and concentrated on summoning a clone again. This time, instead of just activating the power, he activated his luck power right before. The clone popped out, holding two enchanted blades.

“Ahhh, it is a luck thing!” Jack crowed. “I get it now! Get ready ninjas!” 

He sent his clone in, and it immediately launched a double-strike attack, startling Devon who barely dodged out of the way. Jack fist-punched the air. “Sweet! Luck makes it have a special attack already, too!” 

They prepared and fought like that until Kate had to leave. The animals and clones were excellent training obstacles for the ninjas and recruits alike, and by the end, the recruits had gained skill and confidence.


Chapter 11

Mom gave Kate, Delilah and the mining team a bunch of tasty foods for when they needed a pick-me-up. She couldn’t help but worry she was sending them all out into the wild with only Kate as backup in case something went wrong. Well, Kate and a team of evokers. In her head she knew they’d be fine, but in her heart she still worried.

So she did what she always did when she worried—made delicious food. She loaded up Dirtymud’s saddle bags with all the yummy things she could imagine. Cookies, pies, dumplings, a vast assortment of pizzas, fried rice, curry dishes, and of course, some of Dad’s barbecue.

When his saddle bags were full to bursting, she hugged Dirtymud. “You stay close to Kate, ya hear?”

“We’ll be fine, Mom.” Kate waited impatiently at the door of the kingdom village. Behind her was the team of evokers and miners all looking nervous and excited at the same time. Elijah had opted to go with the miners, along with a half dozen other villagers, all with iron pickaxes. 

Delilah’s team consisted of her and four villagers, all in evoker robes Layla had made. A few vexes flew around the group, making them look dangerous. Mom supposed that was a good thing. 

“I know you’ll be fine,” Mom said, “but it’s a mother’s job to worry. I’m just exceptionally good at my job. Even when you’re fully grown and on your own, I'll worry about you. That’s just how love works.” 

Kate smiled, her eyes watering a bit, and pulled Mom in for an enormous hug. “I love you, Mom.” 

“I love you too, Kate.” Mom hugged her back, squeezing tightly. “Now, get out of here and find those diamonds!” 

There was a small group of delegates from the kingdom village seeing everyone off, and they waved and cheered as the group left. This was a big moment, not just because of their mission, but because it was the first time in as long as anyone could remember when villagers had gone off to do something so against their nature. Leaving a village to brave the unknown. 

Rara blew out a breath and looked over at Mom. “This is a big deal. Yes, we’ve done all kinds of things since you respawners have shown up. Learned to craft, started working with illagers, all kinds of new things. But this...” She gestured toward the backs of the mining team. “This feels like the start of a new era in our world.” 

“Or maybe like we’re reclaiming what was lost,” Birgitta said. 

Rara nodded. “Perhaps both.” 

Mom smiled. “You really have come a long way. The world is yours for the taking now.” 

Rara blew out a breath. “Well. We still have to deal with Ortho. He’s trying to take it all first.”


Chapter 12

“Alright ninjas! Let’s go deal with Ortho!” Jack shouted, pumping the air. 

The ninjas he assembled cheered, waving their swords. He asked for volunteers for the mission, and of course Devon and Jada had volunteered, but he turned them down, telling them they should stay and train the new recruits. Another batch of ninjas was desperately needed in the village.

In the end he took Tiana, Reggie, Imani, Hakeem, and Aliyah. Terrell wanted to stay and help train the recruits as well. They left for the gate, wearing enchanted iron armor. They brought their enchanted black leather ninja armor as well, but that was going to be saved for the mission. For traveling, they wanted to have the most protection in case of accidental creeper meetings or any other mobs that might surprise them. 

Of course, Bruce wore his diamond armor. Strutting around the ankles of the ninjas, showing off. They’d flinch and yell “ouch!” as he rubbed along their legs.

They made it to the door out, on the opposite side of the kingdom village where Kate had left. Dad and Myron were there, along with Ethan. The Screaming Wolves weren’t there yet, but they were going to lead Jack and his crew in the right direction before turning back.

Dad gave each of them a fist bump as they came close, and a huge stack of barbecue. “It’s important to make sure you have the best food on a mission like this. Of course, nothing is better than barbecue, so that’s what you get!” 

Jack and the ninjas chuckled, and Bruce chomped down a barbecue beef Myron tossed him. Ethan smiled at Jack. “You guys be safe, okay?” 

Jack nodded. “We’ll do our best! Where’s your brother?” 

“He went with Kate. I’m proud of him. He seems all grown up now.” 

Jack cocked his head. “Aren’t you like...barely older than him?” 

Ethan shrugged. “Physically, sure. Mentally?” 

Jack chuckled. “I guess I’ll call you the single-E now?” 

Ethan snorted out a laugh. “You’re weird.” 

“I’m weird? You’re weird!” 

“Am not!” 

“Am too!” 

“Am not!”

“Am too!”

“Boys!” Dad shouted. “I swear, it’s like you can’t go five minutes without arguing with someone.”

“Can too!” Ethan replied. 

Dad raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t you have some work to do?” 

Ethan’s eyes got big. “Oh yeah! That new villager, Graham, he’s really smart. I showed him our redstone minecart setup and he was blown away. He immediately started tinkering around with redstone. He’s going to be a huge help.” 

“Good,” Dad said. “I’m glad—”

“Wait a minute,” Jack interrupted. “Redstone minecart?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah. It’s so cool. It goes all through the mine, super-fast!” 

Jack scowled. “Wait. You have a roller coaster, and you didn’t tell me!?” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “It’s not a roller coaster.” 

“What’s a roller coaster?” Ethan asked. 

“It’s—”

“Not important,” Dad said, interrupting Jack. “You can play with it when you get back, Jack.”

Jack raised his eyebrow at Dad. “You know I will.” 

Arthur and the Screaming Wolves finally showed up, with their newest recruit, Joel, decked out in iron armor with a bow in his hand. “You guys ready?” Arthur asked. 

“I thought Joel was going to go do some training first?” Dad asked. 

Arthur shrugged. “It can wait until we get back. We shouldn’t be gone that long.” 

Dad looked at Joel. “You’re sure you’re okay going back out there? Without any training?” 

The villager nodded. “Yeah, the Screaming Wolves are good at what they do. I’ll be okay.”

“Besides,” Jack said, “he can train with us ninjas along the way.” 

Dad nodded. “Alright, well, don’t take any unnecessary risks, Jack. If it’s too dangerous, abort the mission and come back.” 

Jack nodded and hugged Dad. “I know. I’ll keep everyone safe.” 

“Keep yourself safe, too,” Dad said, patting him on the back. “I love you, son.”

“Love you too, Dad.” 

They parted ways and the team of ninjas left the gate, led by the Screaming Wolves.


Chapter 13

“I’m going to get the nether village ready,” Birgitta said. “We should be prepared for anything.” 

Mom nodded. “I suppose I'll go meet up with Mr. Smith and help with making lunch for everyone.” 

“I’ll come too,” Rara said. “It will be a good time to talk to everyone.” 

They parted ways and Mom and Rara got to the village square the same time as Dad and Myron. Dad could tell by the look on Mom’s face she was feeling emotional. He pulled her in for a long hug. “It’s tough to see them go, but those kids are smart and resourceful. They’ll be fine.” 

Mom nodded, taking in a deep breath. “I know, they are growing up so fast. I think maybe even faster here in Minecraft. I’m so proud of them.” She pulled away and wiped at her eyes. “We should get this food ready for the villagers. Nothing worse than a hungry crowd.” 

Dad smirked at her. “Barrrrrbeeecuuuuueeee,” he whispered. 

Mom rolled her eyes but chuckled all the same. They got to work, preparing the lunch for the village, and slowly the villagers streamed in. When everyone had arrived, and were chowing down, Rara stood on a table and raised her hands. “Attention everyone!” 

The talking quieted down, and heads turned to hear what their little ruler had to say.

“As many of you know, we have an enemy. Ortho, the so-called pillager king. He’s taken something from all of us—whether it was your village or your ability to live in peace, unafraid of what may come. Unfortunately…he’s on his way here.” 

The crowd murmured loudly, as the shock of her statement wound its way through them all. “We still have a lot of time before he shows up, but we have a plan to keep everyone safe. Anyone who wants to can evacuate into the nether village, which is being prepared as we speak. It’s not nearly as well developed as it is here, but with your help we can make it even better. Everyone is welcome, and when we go in, we will destroy the portal so we can never be attacked by him again. 

“The respawners and any villagers that want to, will stay out here to fight. Once he is defeated, they will build the portal and bring us home. That means I’m asking not just for people to go be safe in the nether village, but also for volunteers who want to stay and help fight against this madman.”

More murmurs from the crowd.

“I’ll be honest—it’s a big ask. His army is massive, and he is very powerful. But it is not an insurmountable task. He must be stopped, not only to protect ourselves and our kingdom village, but to protect all the villages. He will not stop destroying everything in his path until he is forced to once and for all.”

The talking in the crowd reached a higher volume, but eventually one of the newest villagers raised her hand. “I’ll stay and fight. I’m tired of running. If my small part can keep even one more village from facing what mine did, it will be worth it.”

“Thank you for your bravery.” Rara smiled.

There was a hum of consent around her, but nearly just as many shook their heads, fear the prominent look on their faces. Yet hands continued to raise up in the air as more and more villagers volunteered to stay. 

Rara smiled. “Wonderful. All of you who want to stay, please go meet with Judah. He will make sure you are equipped and trained. The rest of you, gather your things and meet me at the portal. We’ll go through together and work on fixing up the village in the nether.” 

The two sides dispersed, leaving a handful of people left behind to clean up. One of those was Carmen, the new villager girl.

“Carmen?” Mom asked. “Did you decide where you want to be?” 

The girl sighed. “I just don’t know. I’m so frustrated at this Ortho guy. I look around here at how awesome this village is and think that he’s coming here to destroy it...destroy everything.” She clenched her fists and shook slightly. “It just makes me so angry!” 

Mom put her arm around the girl in a side hug. “It’s okay, dear. I understand. You know, when I’m upset, I like to cook. It helps me think and channel my emotions, so they don’t get too overwhelming. Plus, it’s delicious.”

Carmen laughed. “You must be pretty emotional—the food I've tasted has been great and there’s so much of it.” 

Mom laughed. “Maybe that’s something you should try. Of course, it doesn’t have to be cooking, but being creative in any way is a great way to feel your heart and manage those big emotions.” 

Carmen looked around at the outdoor kitchen and bit her lower lip. “Hmm, I don’t know. Cooking is probably lots of fun and makes great things, but I think I’d like to try something else.” 

Mom gave it some thought, wishing she had art supplies like paint in Minecraft, then her eyes got big and her mouth dropped open. “I think I have an idea! I once made a beautiful flag on top of a sandcastle using wool. I have a bunch of wool and plenty of dyes, maybe you could do something with it?” 

Carmen tilted her head. “What do you mean?” 

Mom pulled out some wool blocks and a crafting table and set them down. She quickly dyed a few of the blocks green—the only color dye she had in her inventory—and placed the blocks in a pattern with the white ones. “Like this!”

It was Carmen's turn for her eyes to go wide. “That...that does look fun!” 

Mom smiled. “Follow me then, I’ll take you to my shulker box and give you as much dye and wool as you can handle.”


Chapter 14

The trip across the biomes went faster than Jack thought it would. The Screaming Wolves were excellent guides, ushering the ninjas smoothly towards their destination. Joel was proving to be a quick learner, picking up how to craft and mine and hunt for food and forage easily. He was also great at using a bow. 

Hakeem had given him a spare and showed him a few times how to fire it, but the boy took to it like he’d known it all his life. When they settled down for the night, Joel built a campfire right away, and Arthur smirked at Jack. “See what I mean? He’s a natural outdoorsman.” 

Jack nodded. “Joel, you really are going to be a great member of the Screaming Wolves.” 

Joel's face got a little red. “Thanks Mr. Jack.” 

Jack laughed, and laughed, and laughed some more. “Hahaha! I’m not a mister. Not even close. I’m just Jack. Only old people go by mister, like my dad. He’s sooooooo oooooold.” 

Joel chuckled, and they broke into the barbecue Dad had given them, chowing down and getting sticky with sauce.

When they were finished, Jack set up a target block and grinned. “Alright everyone. It’s target practice time!” He had all the ninjas line up and start working with Joel to perfect his aim. 

They did this until it was too dark to see, then the Screaming Wolves pulled out their beds to sleep.

“Wait a minute,” Jack said. “You aren’t going to build a shelter?” 

Arthur shrugged. “No, if you build shelters the enemy can track you. We just set up a watch rotation to make sure no monsters can attack us while we sleep. If monsters do come, the person on watch either fights them, or wakes everyone else up if they need help. It’s a great system.”

Jack looked around nervously. “Really? You just sleep out under the stars?”

Bella looked up, gesturing to the sky. “Yep! Best night of sleep you’ll ever have.” 

“Who wants the first watch?” Baylee asked. 

Jack raised his hand. “I’ll do it. Joel, want to join me? I’ll show you some cool moves.” 

Joel nodded. “Sure Mr. Jack.” He said it with a smirk, so Jack knew he was just playing around.

The rest of the team turned in and Jack stayed up with Joel. Bruce stayed up too, and together they gave the villager a crash course on being a ninja. Joel stood up from getting knocked down, dusting off his pants and pointing to Bruce, who had just knocked him over with a claw-less pinball attack. “You’re not a normal cat, are you?”

Bruce licked his paw. “Meow meow.” 

Jack laughed. “No way, Bruce is the best ninja around! He helped teach all the ninjas and even me how to be a ninja’s ninja.”

Joel tilted his head. “A ninja’s ninja? That's weird.” 

Jack shrugged. “Wanna go again?” 

Joel was about to respond when a groaning noise pierced the darkness. The three of them spun around to spy a zombie, not too far off wandering towards the delicious treats that were the sleeping villagers. Joel's eyes got wide. “Should we wake the others?” 

Jack spat out a laugh. “For a zombie? There’s only one of them! Didn’t you face any zombies on the way back from your village?” 

Joel looked nervously back at the sleeping Screaming Wolves. “Well, yes, there were some zombies. But they usually...you know...fought them. I just watched.” 

Jack smirked. “You’ve got this, a puny zombie is nothing. You’re already well on your way to being a good fighter. Shoot it with an arrow first—just picture a big old target on its head.” 

Joel pulled out his bow and nervously took aim. He let fly and the arrow struck home, flashing the zombie red. It groaned and charged.

“Yaaa!” Joel screamed, panic rising in his eyes. Bruce leapt onto his shoulders, laying across them like a comforting pillow, and started purring. 

Joel was startled for a moment, breaking him out of his panic.

“Meow hiss,” Bruce said pointing his paw at the encroaching zombie. Joel nodded, setting his jaw into a look of fierce determination, and pulled out his sword. 

“That’s it,” Jack said. “Be confident!”

Bruce hopped off the villager onto Jack’s head where he watched, licking his paw. 

“When it gets close, dodge its first attack by rolling, then hit it with an upward slash,” Jack told the villager from off to the side. Far enough away to give him space, but close enough in case he needed help. 

Joel took a deep breath and did just as Jack suggested, shouting, “Upward slash!” as he attacked. 

Jack smiled as the zombie flashed red. “Good work! Now just keep dodging and attacking.” 

Joel steeled himself, and did just that; hitting the zombie enough times to poof it before the zombie ever landed a blow.

“Yes!” the villager shouter, jumping up and down.


Chapter 15

The group was excited to hear all about Joel’s accomplishment during the night. Baylee grabbed him in a side hug. “Look at you! Already making the Screaming Wolves proud!” 

Arthur finger-gunned him. “She’s right. You’re doing great! I can’t wait until we go on a mission together.” 

“Aren’t you on a mission right now?” Jack asked. 

Arthur smirked. “I guess. This isn’t like an actual mission though, I mean. We aren’t rescuing anyone.” 

Jack shook his head. “Still important. Come on, let’s get going.”

Arthur nodded and they broke camp, hiking further through the biomes. As the day wore on, they eventually came to a mountainous region and Arthur pointed. “If we go up there, we should be able to see the army. Then you’re on your own. There are more villages around that we need to save.” 

“Lead on,” Jack said. 

They climbed the closest mountain all the way to the top, and Arthur frowned as he pointed. “There you go.” 

Jack turned to look, and gasped. Bonaparte’s army had been big. It was something Jack thought he would never forget. The land was covered in animals of all kinds forming a carpet of living things that moved across the land. 

He realized that was nothing. The memory of Bonaparte's army would always be overshadowed by the massive force arrayed across the biome in front of him. Ravagers and pillagers, captains and evokers, all of them covering the land like an anthill knocked over. He covered his mouth, almost afraid to breathe. “That’s...wow.”  

Arthur nodded. “Yeah. That’s why we rushed back as soon as we saw it. Now you know why we’re so desperate to find and save any villages we can. I love our kingdom village, but I don’t think anything can stop that.” 

The group was silent as they watched the teeming masses of pillagers moving slowly, inexorably towards the kingdom village. The place they called home.


Chapter 16

Bella tapped Jack on the shoulder. “Jack?” 

Jack turned to her, then shook his head. “Oh, sorry. What's up?” 

She gestured down the mountain. “We’re gonna get going.”

Jack nodded, taking in a deep breath and steeling himself. “Right. You guys go, do your work. We’ll meet you at the kingdom village later. Or maybe in the nether. I’m not sure what's going to happen.” 

Arthur nodded and clasped him on the shoulder. “We’re going to do everything we can to save everyone we can.” 

Jack nodded, and the Screaming Wolves left. Aliyah was watching the army, and she turned to Jack. “There’s a lot of them, but they move slowly.” 

Tiana pointed. “There! I bet that's where Ortho is.” 

Jack looked where she was pointing and saw a group of ravagers, all walking together. They were too far away to make out individual faces, but Jack nodded anyway. “Yeah, I bet that’s him. He seems like the type to want to be in the biggest, most important looking part of the army.” 

“What’s our plan?” Hakeem asked. 

Jack studied the army a bit longer. “Okay. I think we need to change our idea a little. Bruce and I will be the ones to go steal the beacon.” 

“What!?” Tiana yelled. “You’re just going to ditch us?” 

The ninjas were looking angry, and Jack held his hands up. “No way guys! You’re too awesome for me to do something like that.” That calmed them down a bit. “No, it’s just this army is way bigger than I thought. I want to steal the beacon, but I want you guys to cause some damage around the flanks of the army.” 

He pointed to the edges. “While Bruce and I are sneaking in, you use hit-and-run tactics to cause distractions, and put them on edge. Do everything you can to annoy them and weaken their resolve before they get to the kingdom village. This is what ninjas were meant for. Striking from the shadows to defend their kingdom. We can do this!” He shouted, raising his sword high. 

Bruce leapt onto his head, holding out his claws. “Meow hiss!” 

The ninjas looked at each other, then cheered. They were finally going to use all their ninja skills against a worthy foe.


Chapter 17

Dad went to the mine to gather supplies for crafting. He wanted to make sure he had a full inventory of things he felt would be important when Ortho showed up. Pickaxes, stacks of stone, iron, anything that could be useful to stop an invading army. The mine was missing its usual hustle and bustle since so many had gone into the nether portal, or with Delilah to the caves. 

The minecarts weren’t even running, and Dad couldn’t hear anyone mining. He did, however, see Alex, Ethan, and Graham all working together on the main floor on some project. “Hey guys, what’s going on?” 

“Oh, hey Mr. Smith!” Alex said. “We’re just trying to experiment a little, see if we can make anything to help in the upcoming war.” 

Dad cocked his head. “What do you mean?” He noticed a whole bunch of things that he had no idea what they were. “What is all this?” 

“It’s the best stuff ever!” Graham said. “I didn’t even know this stuff existed until Alex and Ethan showed me.” 

Alex chuckled. “Well, we didn’t know either until the Smiths showed up and taught us how to craft again.” 

“Okaaaay,” Dad said, “but what is all this?” He spread his arms wide, gesturing to the items in front of them.

Ethan brushed his hands off. “These are all redstone components. We have sensors, observers, pressure plates, droppers, hoppers—” 

Dad raised his hand. “Whoa, whoa, okay. I haven’t heard of like…any of that. Well, I have heard of the pressure plate.” He frowned thinking of the time Bruce had set off a bomb in the desert pyramid. “What are you trying to do with all of this anyway? And what's with those things?” He pointed to a strange collection of blocks put together above the ground, but the ones that had caught his eye the most was the squishy looking yellow blocks.

“Well, this is our prototype flying machine,” Alex said. 

“A flying machine?!” Dad's eyes got huge. “Like an airplane?” 

“What’s an airplane?” Ethan asked. 

Dad waved it off. “Never mind. How did you come up with a flying machine?” 

“Well, we don’t know if it works yet,” Alex said, “but we’re hoping to test it soon. Honestly, we wouldn’t have even gotten this close to a prototype if it wasn’t for Graham showing up.” 

The new villager waved it off. “Oh, come on, you would have. I don’t deserve the credit.” 

“It’s true!” Ethan said. “Alex and I were stuck, and we really needed a fresh perspective. Your idea of making it off the ground was genius!” 

Alex chuckled. “Yeah, it was literally stuck. Such a simple solution.” 

Graham smiled. “I’m just glad to be working with other people who are fascinated by this stuff too.” The three of them high-fived.

“So,” Dad said, “when will this be ready? A flying machine could be really helpful in the invasion.” 

“We still need to mess around with it,” Alex said. “It’s why we didn't tell you about it earlier. We didn’t want to get your hopes up that we had something helpful.” 

Dad nodded. “Alright, well, just keep working on it and let me know. If you come up with a working idea, then we can make plans around it.” 

“You got it,” Ethan said. “But anyway, what did you come down here for?” 

Dad snapped his fingers. “Right! I need to get supplies. I want to have chests up on the wall at strategic locations filled with items people might need.” He walked over to the massive wall of chests filled with the items collected from mining. “I’m really glad you gathered so much stuff. This will be vital against Ortho and his army.” 

He came out of the mine with a spring in his step, happy to be doing something tangible to help the village. He climbed up the wall and started placing chests, filling them with the essentials. He stretched his arms up—even in Minecraft his back got sore bending over so long—and looked out across the village when his eyes caught something. 

The opposite wall of the village had a mural on it. That definitely hadn’t been there before. Had it? No. He would have noticed it for sure.

He squinted for a better look then climbed down to run over and check it out. Mom was there, a smile on her face, as she watched Carmen using blocks of wool to add finishing touches to the mural on the wall of the village. It showed a gray hand of a pillager and a tan hand of a villager, fist-bumping. Beneath it, also in wool blocks, was the word Unity. 

“What’s this?” Dad asked. 

Mom turned to him and pulled him in for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Isn’t it beautiful? Carmen made it, completely designed and crafted it all by herself. She said she was so inspired by what she saw in the village, she wanted to capture it as a source of inspiration for everyone.” 

Dad gazed at wool art on the wall. “It really is beautiful; I didn’t even know you could do something like that.” 

Mom shrugged. “Artists will always find a way to make art.”


Chapter 18

The ninjas snuck down the mountainside and dug out a small underground base to hide until nighttime. The army was approaching, and they wanted to make sure they could stage their attack at the right time, and the nighttime was the right time.

As soon as it was completely dark, the only light from the stars shining far away, Jack nodded to the ninjas. “Alright guys, you know what to do.” 

They eagerly nodded as well, ready to begin their operation. “Just remember,” Jack said, “this is a mission to weaken them, not to go all out. Don’t get in any tough situations. We just want to scare them, make them nervous. We all need to make it back to the village safely for the big fight. If you take too much heat, retreat. Don’t worry about me—one way or another I’ll meet you back there.” 

They fist bumped and Jack left the underground base to begin his part of the plan. The army was still marching, forced to move even during the night by Ortho. They were a ways out yet, but that was just what Jack needed.

He jump-stacked two dirt blocks, then carefully while crouching, mined the bottom block. He kept this up until he was high in the sky, watching from a single block floating in the air. 

With the cover of night, and the hope that most people never really looked up, he was banking on going unnoticed so he could—literally—get the drop on them. He knew the distractions from the sneaky team of ninjas would help, too. 

Slowly but surely, like a tide of coming in, the army made its way across the landscape, surpassing his position. “It’s going to happen any time now Bruce, be ready,” Jack told the cat who was riding on his shoulders. 

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, climbing onto Jack’s head before shaking his back to unfurl his elytra wings. 

“I know it made Kate mad when you stole that elytra, but I’m sure glad you have it now. These pillagers are going to fear the terror of the skies!” 

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, popping out a claw in one paw. 

They continued to observe down below, waiting for just the right moment. “There!” Jack whisper-shouted while pointing. The ninjas had begun their attack. He looked wildly around for Ortho’s group of ravagers, and spotted them, making sure to keep an eye on them. “Any minute now!”

The ninjas below had used one of Jack's favorite attacks: lava. Jack laughed as splotches of burning red lava appeared in strategic places, causing the army to stop advancing and chaos to erupt. There was shouting and running and the army clumped up in areas away from the bubbly orange molten rock. It was hard to tell exactly what was going on, being so high up, but Jack trusted his ninjas. 

He kept a watchful eye on Ortho’s group of ravagers, waiting patiently. They spread out as one ravager, bigger than the others, rode towards the front of the line where the fight was going on.

“Now Bruce!” Jack shouted. 

“Meoooooooooow!” Bruce howled as he leapt off Jack to sail down below, his claws out. 

Jack smirked as the cat made it into the lines of the enemies, his claws flashing as he streaked through them like an arrow. The large ravager stopped, and Jack stared, waiting. They weren't directly below him, but they were close. Close enough for his plan to work. 

Ortho dismounted, and Jack frowned when he saw what the pillager king did next. He quickly built a 3x3 platform out of something and pulled out a green glowing beacon. Jack had been hoping the attack would cause Ortho to pull the beacon out but watching him craft a platform was upsetting. Somehow, he had learned how to craft. That was going to make the upcoming battle much harder. 

Ortho placed the beacon down in the center of the platform, and a beam of pure green energy shot into the sky. Immediately within a 20-block radius of the beacon, the pillagers moved faster and dodged attacks from the ninjas with ease.

“I guess this is my time to shine then,” Jack said, as he pulled out a cobweb and leapt off his floating block.


Chapter 19

Reggie waited underground in a small tunnel he and the other ninjas had built. There were stairs leading up to the surface, but he had them blocked off except for a single open block looking up so he could keep track of what was going on. When he saw light appearing and heard the noise of battle coming from up above, he knew it was time. 

He smirked and mined the rest of the ceiling away so he would have easy access then spun around and opened the door that he’d placed behind him. A familiar “Sssssss,” started as soon as he opened the door and he laughed as he ran out of his tunnel and up the stairs. The pair of creepers he’d lured in following him. 

The surface was the kind of chaos he’d been expecting; blobs of lava bubbling, screaming, running. A pair of ninjas hidden behind blocks firing arrows into the lines of pillagers, and another pair of ninjas using Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells like Poop)’s patented pinball attack maneuver. They were simply bouncing from enemy to enemy, flashing them red and bouncing away, never focusing on one enemy long enough to get caught. 

Reggie smiled, knowing his black leather armor kept him well hidden as he charged directly into a mass of pillagers. He paused as the creepers caught up to him, waiting. The pillagers finally caught on to what was happening as the telltale hissing began, but by that point, it was too late. Reggie quickly placed down two iron blocks—something they were always supposed to carry in their inventory just for moments like this. 

The creepers exploded, but Reggie barely felt it, hidden behind his iron blocks. The pillagers felt it all too much and, as the smoke cleared, Reggie was standing near a crater in the ground with a bunch of floating crossbows and other items. 

***

Aliyah and Tiana high-fived. They had built a small outcropping of dirt and sand that blended in with the surroundings quite well and thanks to the cover of night, was very hard to see. It looked just like a regular random hill, except for the hole in the ceiling they could drop in, and the holes leading out they could fire arrows through.

After they dropped their lava buckets, causing bright light and burning flame, they leapt into their creation, closed off the ceiling, and fired arrows into the crowds of pillagers. 

“This is too easy,” Aliyah said. “These pillagers never had a chance.” 

Tiana smirked. “Yep, being a ninja is awesome.” She fired another arrow into the crowd of pillagers, and one poofed away. “Just remember to use the escape hatch when the main force arrives, or we’ll be trapped.” 

They continued to fire arrows out their windows, causing chaos and damage to the enemy, when a bright green light appeared outside of their vision. “Uh oh...what’s that?” Tiana asked. 

“No idea,” Aliyah said. “Just keep firing. Maybe it’s Jack doing something respawnery.” 

***

Hakeem bounced off the head of a pillager, his sword flashing as he struck another one, flashing it red. He was breathing hard but having a great time. “I don’t know how Bruce can do this so much without getting tired!” He shouted to his partner Imani, who was also pinball-bouncing between pillagers. 

They had taken a few hits here and there, but thanks to their supply of golden apples, were doing well. “No kidding! He really is an amazing ninja,” she shouted back as she ducked under an arrow meant for her, that hit another pillager instead. 

They were the fastest out of the ninjas so had been given the task of being out in the open to give the enemy something to see and attack. Their job wasn’t to hurt the army or poof anyone, just to be the biggest distraction they could be. “Here comes Ortho!” Hakeem shouted as he pointed with his sword. 

Tiana turned, and her eyes went wide as she saw the pillager king laying down a foundation. “He can craft?! That’s not good.” She wanted to fight her way over to him, hoping she could maybe end the war altogether if she could just get to him. That hope was dashed when he placed a glowing green beacon on the platform, the beam of light shooting high into the sky. 

Immediately all around her, enemies got fast. Faster than her even. She took an arrow in the shoulder and gasped. “We have to run!” She was scared now; the pillagers were moving so quickly. It had to be the beacon giving them buffs. She prepared to dodge when a pillager took aim at her, and out of the corner of her eye she saw another taken aim. She inhaled sharply. Would she be able to dodge both attacks? 

She didn’t have to, as a streak of black and white tore through the sky, slamming into the first pillager, poofing him instantly. Tiana gasped as Bruce looked at her and winked, then leapt into the air again streaking through the pillagers like a living arrow, flashing them red everywhere he flew. It was her moment to escape, and she took it.

“Hakeem, let’s go!” 

“Come on!” Hakeem said, turning to get out of there, but not before getting an arrow in the butt. “Ow! Now I know how Mr. Smith feels.”


Chapter 20

Jack plunged through the night sky like a meteor, trying to angle his fall to get as close to the beacon as possible. At the very last moment, he threw down the cobweb, plunging into it to stop his fall. He landed with his swords out, ready to deal damage. He’d been smart this time, and only brought enchanted iron swords. A mission like this had a high chance of ending up in respawn and the last thing he wanted to do was give Ortho one of his powerful netherite blades.

He was still over a dozen blocks away from the beacon, and there were enemies everywhere. Between the arrows streaking in from his ninjas, and Bruce terrorizing them from the skies, he landed without being noticed.

That didn’t last long though. “Enemy!” a vindicator shouted, his axe gleaming in the orange light from the lava. He charged at Jack, his face a mask of anger. Jack easily dodged, rolling under the attack, his focus solely on his prize: the green glowing beacon. 

Jack activated a clone, spending as much luck as he could on it, and completely draining his hunger bar. The clone popped out, a glowing enchanted sword in one hand, and a plain iron sword in the other. The clone screamed, “Cyclone slash!” spinning in a circle with its swords and Jack smirked. He pulled out a golden apple, munched it down as fast as he could, and let his clone deal with the vindicator behind him. 

Arrows flew past him as more and more pillagers noticed him, but other arrows came from behind as his ninja troops fired back. He ended up having to put a sword away because he was eating so much. It burned a lot of luck to get through all those arrows! 

He ran up to the green beacon, bathed in its light, and started mining. It was easy. He was going to do it! A few more whacks and he’d have the beacon in his inventory, and they’d be able to get out of there and back to the kingdom village in no time.

Until a horrible voice called out to him. A voice he recognized. “YOU! You really are a respawner!” Jack whirled to see Ortho, atop a massive ravager. 

“Ortho, I see you got a new ride. What's its name? Ultima Jr.?” Jack quipped. 

Ortho’s face went red with rage. “How dare you mock Ultima. You will pay for what you’ve done. You and every respawner and every villager. I will make this a world of pillagers!” He charged at Jack, his mount snorting and snuffing. 

Jack tried to leap out of the way, but the ravager was faster than normal, and to his surprise he was hit by the horns and sent flying across the battlefield. Ortho pointed an axe at him. “Not so tough now, are you?” His glowing red eyes flashed with anger. 

“How?” Jack started, but then he realized it had to be the beacon. “You powered it up. How did you know?” 

Ortho smirked. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.” He charged again, and again it was so fast it took Jack by surprise. Thankfully, Ortho was in for a surprise of his own as Bruce swooped out of the sky, raking his claws against the pillager king and flashing him red. “Bwaha!” Ortho shouted at the flying cat. “You miserable beast!” 

“Get him, Bruce!” Jack shouted and ran back to the most important part of this mission: the beacon. He started mining it again as Ortho struggled against the flying cat. An arrow streaked out of the night sky, hitting Jack and sending him stumbling, forced to restart the mining. He frowned and pulled out a stack of cobblestone, quickly building a room around himself and the beacon so he could mine it in peace. 

Or so he thought.

With the all too familiar sound of cobblestone breaking, a pillager destroyed a block, totally shocking Jack. “You can mine now?!” The only answer he got was a crossbow pointed at him through the hole and firing, flashing him red.

“Bruce! Get the ninjas and run!” Jack shouted. 

He had nowhere to dodge since he’d boxed himself in. His greatest asset—being able to mine and craft—now negated by the pillagers that could do the same thing. Another hole appeared in his tiny room followed by another crossbow, and arrows flew within his cobblestone box and he poofed away to respawn.


Chapter 21

“Rats and phooey!” Jack said as he respawned in his room. 

“Jack? Is that you?” Dad asked. 

Jack stomped out of his room, anger all over his face. Dad met him in the dining room of their house, with Mom right behind him. “What happened, son?” he asked. “You look as angry as a bull with an itchy nose.”

Jack sneered. “Ortho happened.”

“Did his new mutant pillagers get you?” Mom asked. 

Jack sighed and shook his head. “No. My own stupidity got me.” 

“What do you mean?” Dad asked. 

Jack sat down heavily on a chair. “They can craft and mine now. I saw Ortho doing it but didn’t think his pillagers could too. I got myself respawned by underestimating them.” 

“They can craft and mine now?” Dad asked. “That is not good, not good at all.” 

Jack nodded. “Yeah, and there are so many of them. I don’t know how we’re going to handle this. But he has the beacon, I saw it. I was so close to getting it.” 

Mom hugged him and rubbed his back. “It’s okay Jack. You tried your best.”

“What about the ninjas?” Dad asked. 

“They had strict orders to get out of there if anything went wrong. I got out a warning to them at the last second. If Bruce doesn’t respawn, I think it’s safe to say they’ll all be okay. They did a great job.” Jack looked down, clenching his fists. “And I let them down. I let us all down by thinking I was so awesome I couldn’t be stopped.” 

It was Dad’s turn to comfort him this time. “It’s okay, son. Sometimes, no matter how good we are, or how well we think we have the situation in hand, it just doesn’t go right. Sometimes we lose, no matter what. It’s just a fact of life.” He squeezed Jack’s shoulder. “It's not losing that’s important, it's what we do after we lose.” 

He stood back with his hands on his hips. “Do you take that loss, and let it eat you alive, making you angry? Or do you let it make you stronger and more prepared for the next time?” 

Jack stood up. “I’m going to be stronger! I won’t let a single loss hurt me. Ortho won't stand a chance next time we meet,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m going to train harder, and craft more and come up with ideas to defeat him and help save us all.” 

“Good,” Mom said, “but let’s do all that tomorrow. It’s bedtime right now, and we need our sleep. We have a lot to prepare for.” 

Dad nodded. “Ortho is coming. I just hope Kate will be back soon. And the ninjas. We’re going to need all hands on deck.” 

The End!













As always, thanks for reading! We truly have the best fans in the whole world and consider ourselves lucky to get to keep writing this story. We can’t wait to show you what happens next with The Accidental Minecraft Family—their journey seems to be getting near its end!

If you love the story, we truly appreciate you taking the time to leave us a quick review. And of course, feel free to message or email us! We do our best to respond to every message we receive. We love hearing from fans!

See you in the next book!

—Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate

Email: PixelAteBooks@gmail.com

Website: PixelAteBooks.com

Facebook: Pixel Ate Books

Discord: https://discord.gg/5BDjQ4pU8d (ask your parents first!)

Fan-Made Wiki: https://the-accidentai-minecraft-family.fandom.com/f
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