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Book 29

By: Pixel Ate


Chapter 1

“It’s SHLING SHLING TIME!” Jack yelled and whipped out his swords. He’d perfected unsheathing in a wide, dramatic arc, the blades whistling through the air.

“What? Why?” Mom asked, eyeing her son.

Jack pointed at the hole to the stronghold with one of his swords. “Because we’re going into a dungeon... you know, filled with monsters and stuff?”

Mom sighed. “And we have to go in with our weapons drawn? What if we run into someone nice in there? You could poke them.”

Jack looked offended. “My swords don’t poke—”

“It’s better to be safe than sorry, hon,” Dad said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “In fact, we should get all of our armor on, so we’re fully protected.”

Kate nodded, pulling out a crossbow—with much less fanfare than her brother—and petting Perry on the head. “It should be pretty easy, though. Just the usual zombies and skeletons and things.”

Mom blew out a breath. “What has my life come to that fighting zombies is considered normal?”

Everyone reset their respawn points, equipped all their gear, made a bunch of torches and broke camp. Mom had to shoo Bruce away from the food chest, the cat hissing as he dragged out a raw chicken. “Don’t eat that raw!” she yelled, but it didn’t matter. It never mattered. It could be raw, rotten, stomped on, black and blue, covered in bugs with wisps of green poison floating off it. Bruce would eat it anyway.

The cat gobbled it down in one slurp before letting out a small burp. Bruce looked at her and licked his paw, his tail twitching.

Mom shook her head and sighed as Kate handed her a stack of torches. “What are we going to do with all these torches?” Mom asked, looking at them.

“We need to place them everywhere in there. It’s hostile territory,” Jack said. “If we put torches everywhere we go, it’ll stop mobs from spawning and leave a trail so we know which way we’ve been.”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Just how big is this place?”

Jack shrugged. “Strongholds can be pretty big.”

“Are we ready?” Dad asked, peeking through the hole in the wall.

Mom bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “Should we have a nice meal first? I think we should. You know, if it’s going to be a long, hard next few days, with lots of battles and monsters and…” Mom droned on.

Dad opened his mouth to respond but was cut off by a familiar—and unwelcome—gurgling noise coming from Bruce. A terrifying gurgling noise that seemed to move toward his nether region. The cat looked nervous and guilty. The family's eyes all widened at once as they recognized what was happening. Bruce jumped to his feet from his sitting position and a loud stench erupted from his rear end.

“Into the hole!” Dad shouted, pointing to the stronghold and dashing in.

“Oh gross!” Kate yelled, holding her nose and running after Dad.

“Gross! Gross!” Perry shouted from Kate's shoulder.

Jack used his luck power, draining a bit from his hunger bar to leap into a roll through the hole and came out standing on the other end. “Made it without smelling it!”

“Lucky,” Kate whined.

“My goodness,” Mom said, waving her hand in front of her face. “They need to invent locks for those chests.”

Kate still had her nose plugged. “Or we need to stop filling them with raw chicken.”

Bruce gave a little kitty shrug and followed his family through the hole.


Chapter 2

Dad threw some stone into the wall to prevent the smell from coming in. “Darn cat,” he mumbled.

“Oh, this is spooky in here,” Mom whispered, looking around. They were in a tunnel leading in two directions like a Y, made of stone brick. “Well, we can fix that, can’t we?” She placed enough torches on the walls to nearly blind everyone. “Much better.”

Kate shielded her eyes. “Don’t use up all your torches, Mom.”

“It’s okay, dear, we’ll just make more.”

Kate chuckled. “So, how do we know which way to go?”

“Left to the treasure!” Jack practically screamed, startling everyone else who had been talking in hushed voices. They all glared at him. “What? Why were you whispering anyway?”

Dad shook his head. “Why left?”

Jack pointed down the left path. “In video games, when you get into a dungeon there’s usually a boss monster in one direction and treasure in the other. And the treasure’s typically to the left.”

Dad looked to the left path, the right path, and then back at his son. “That doesn’t make any sense. Doesn’t it take the fun out of the game? Already knowing what you’ll find?” He scratched his chin and looked at Kate. “Is this true?”

Kate shrugged. “I don’t play as many video games as him.”

“Too many!” Mom said, giving Jack the stink-eye.

Jack grimaced. “Gotta go! Left to the treasure!” He took off down the left path.

With a few shrugs and groans, the rest of the family followed. They didn't have far to go before they came to a small room with iron bars along the sides and top of the entrance. Mom frowned. “This looks like a prison.”

“Yeah,” Kate said, “but I guess that’s what you’d expect from a dungeon, right?”

“Why do you keep calling it a dungeon? Isn’t it a stronghold?”

Kate blinked. “I…don’t know. Thats just what we’ve always called it.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, it’s pretty spooky like a dungeon, all dark and cave-y.” He gestured to the iron bars. “And isn’t a dungeon where you keep prisoners?”

“Well, it needs some cheering up.” Mom stopped frowning and planted a blue banner before laying out a spread of matching blue carpet.

“You can’t cheer up a dungeon!” Jack said, throwing his arms in the air.

“If anyone can, it’s your mother,” Dad said with a grin.

They continued on, placing torches as they went, with Mom dropping out a piece of décor here and there. Jack looked back down the hallway. “It’ll be easy to find our way back for sure.”

They paused when they heard what had to be splashing water. “What’s that?” Dad asked, looking cautiously down the path.

“Let’s go check it out!” Jack dashed down the hall before Dad had a chance to say, “Wait!”

“Whoa! Cool!” the boy shouted when he got there.

The rest of the family caught up. The room in front of them contained a fountain—a small tower with a water source block on top of it. The water splashed down into a raised area beneath it.

“See?” Mom gestured to the fountain. “Now this is what I’m talking about. Even dungeons can have decorations! It lightens the mood, it lifts the soul. Honestly, there’s no reason for any place to not be decorated.”

A less rhythmic splashing coming from the other side caught their attention, and they watched as a zombie and a skeleton emerged, splashing around in the water. “Are they... playing?” Kate asked.

“Nope! Not playing!” Dad yelled as the skeleton turned and fired an arrow at him. Dad ducked and the arrow hit the wall behind him, ricocheted off, and hit him right in the butt, only to bounce off his netherite armor. “Ow—hey! Nice, my armor stopped it.” He wiggled his pain-free butt at the mobs.

“Only because the ricochet took some of its momentum.” Kate laughed.

Mom smiled hugely and hugged Kate. “Smart girl! My little physics expert.”

“Um, guys,” Jack said. “Incoming monsters?”

“You can handle it, Jack,” Mom said.

“Alright!” Jack snatched Bruce off the ground. “Ninja kit—OW!” Bruce, who had noticed Jack was trying to throw him into water—wet, cold, terrible water—latched onto the boy with his razor-sharp claws, all eighteen of them firmly embedded in his skin. “Ow ow ow!” Jack hollered as the cat climbed all over the boy to get down, looking more and more like a pincushion with each move Bruce made.

“Meow!” Bruce yelled.

Dad laughed and the skeleton fired another arrow, hitting Jack in the butt as the boy thrashed about wildly. “Ow!” Jack jumped up, holding his butt, and finally flinging Bruce off. The cat flew right towards the pool of water and yowled in rage.

Dad fell to the floor, laughing at the scene as Jack rubbed his sore butt, scowling. Bruce extended his elytra wings, but it was too late, and he splashed right into the water. “Mrrrrrrrooooowwwww—” Whatever else the cat had to say turned into gurgles as bubbles floated up.

The zombie moved in, plodding slowly through the water, and hopped over the one-block edge to get to the family.

Kate sighed, shaking her head. “Boys.” She took aim with her crossbow and fired, slamming a bolt into the zombie as it trundled forward. She pointed and Perry zipped in, a purple glow outlining him, and slashed the zombie with his claws.

“I’ll say,” Mom agreed, tossing a splash potion of healing on the zombie, poofing it.

Suddenly the water exploded out as a soaking wet and steaming hot—literally—cat with glowing red claws burst forth and attacked the skeleton, poofing it away in sudden ferocious strikes.

“Meow meow MEOW!” Bruce screamed, then sat down and began licking his soggy fur dry.


Chapter 3

When they had stopped laughing and Bruce finished cleaning—his fur quite poofy and glistening—they continued through the stronghold. They passed another room with bars on it, and Mom gave it some more fancy decorations, this time including glass windows for the barred room, and a quaint little item frame with a flower by the door. Satisfied, she wiped her hands together and they kept moving.

The next room they came to had stairs leading down a long way in a spiral staircase.

“That looks spooky,” Mom said, eyeing the stairs.

“It’s dungeon stairs…” Jack lifted his eyebrow. “Didn’t we already go over this?”

Mom gave Jack ‘The Look.’ “But stairs in a dungeon are spookier than just a dungeon. It’s like we’re going down into…the dungeon’s dungeon.” She shivered.

“If it makes you feel better,” Kate said, “you could lay some carpet down?”

Dad grabbed Mom’s hand. “Let’s just get moving. It’ll be fine. Make sure to put some torches as we go, and it won’t be so scary.”

Mom looked around. It was either take the stairs or go back the way they’d come. And she hated backtracking. “I guess.”

With nowhere else to go, they descended, leaving lit torches throughout.

“Oh no!” Mom shouted as they reached the last step.

“What is it?” Dad jumped in front of her, his shield out and ready.

“I’m out of torches.”

Dad huffed out a breath. “You don’t have to act like something terrible is happening when it’s only something minor.”

Mom batted her eyelashes like a princess. “But then I wouldn’t get to watch you leap into action to save me.”

Dad rolled his eyes.

Mom crafted up a bunch more torches while the family waited impatiently, and they finally got to keep going.

They came to a large room filled with columns of stone bricks and a bunch of exits. Dad suggested they split up to take a peek through the exits and pick a path.

“I pick the one to the left!” Jack shouted and ran in its direction.

“This is a hallway,” Kate said, pointing to the exit she stood by.

“Mine’s a dead end,” Mom said.

“Well then, I think it’s obvious we go my way,” Jack said.

“What? Why?” Kate asked.

“Because mine’s to the left, of course. There’s bound to be treasure somewhere.” He stuck his tongue out at Kate.

Kate gave him a menacing look. “I think we should go my way.”

“No way. My way!” Jack said.

The two argued back and forth like a tennis match and their words were the ball. Dad held his hand up. “Quiet! What’s that noise?”

“It’s Kate being annoying.” Jack made a face at his sister.

Kate shot daggers at him, but it was Dad’s stern look that really shut him up.

When silence fell over them, they heard the all too familiar hissing noise. Jack spun around to find a creeper standing right behind to him, flashing. “Ack!” He jumped back, but not fast enough as the creeper exploded with a BOOM. The blast bounced him back and sent him skidding across the floor. Lava poured in from above where the creeper’s explosion had destroyed a block.

Kate chuckled as Jack stood up, dusting himself off and chomping down some barbecue. “Well. That sucked.”

“Jack!” Mom said.

“Sorry, Mom,” Jack said. “I gotta say, though, it’s nice getting exploded by a creeper and not losing too many hearts. I love this armor.” He banged on his netherite armor, and the clang echoed against the ceiling above them.

“So obviously we’re going to go this way, then.” Kate pointed to her hallway.

Jack opened his mouth to argue, and Dad raised a hand. “Nope. Unless you count explosions and lava as treasure, you lose this round, buddy.”

Jack crossed his arms and pouted, mumbling something about lava and treasure, but wandered over to Kate. “Darn creeper.”

Mom pointed. “Uh, Jack? You have something following you.”

The boy spun to see a silverfish scuttling after him. “Ugh! Just ignore it. We can run away and lose it or we’ll—” He cut himself off as Bruce dashed past him and sliced the silverfish to ribbons, poofing it. “Oh brother,” Jack mumbled. Blocks exploded throughout the room and a swarm of silverfish descended on the cat.

“Meow!” Bruce shouted and jumped on Jack’s head.

“Hey!” Jack looked up at his cat. “Why do I have to clean up your mess?” He pulled out his swords and summoned a clone. “Cyclone slash!” He swirled around in a circle, striking silverfish after silverfish. More blocks exploded in the room, exposing even more of the little gray bugs.

“So many...” Mom mumbled.

“Ack! They’re starting to hurt!” Jack yelled.

Kate took aim and blasted them one after another, then sent Perry in, who flew like a living missile, his buffed claws wreaking havoc on the bugs. Mom tossed out a potion of weakness, splashing a ton of them.

“Nice! That helped!” Jack said.

“Jack, heads up.” Jack spun to see Dad flying through the air, his shield out in a shield bash.

“Yikes!” Jack squealed, activating his luck power and dodging out of the way, dropping Bruce.

“Mrow!” Bruce shouted, leaping into the air and bouncing off Dad’s head, the momentum sending the poor cat flying all the way to the back wall.

Dad slammed into the hoard of silverfish like a bowling ball, sending them flying in every direction, poofing many. The only problem was, as the injured silverfish flew, they called out and more blocks in the room exploded into silverfish.

“What’s going on with this room?” Jack yelled. His clone was busy spinning in cyclone slashes, scoring as many hits as it could, but taking a lot of hits in return. Soon enough, the clone poofed from the sheer number of tiny bites it took.

Mom tossed out potions of weakness in a steady stream, almost like a dance. Throw to the left, throw to the right, toss to the middle, toss right behind. Most of the silverfish were debuffed, buying the group plenty of breathing room.

“Thanks Mom!” Jack shouted. With the silverfish unable to cause damage, thanks to their debuffs and the strong armor the family wore, they were able to poof every last one. It took several more shield charges from Dad, as well as another clone summoning from Jack, but finally the last one poofed, and no more appeared.

Dad and Jack collapsed to the ground, breathing hard, and Bruce licked his paw next to them.

“Some help you are,” Dad said to the cat. Bruce's tail twitched in response.


Chapter 4

“Remember, don’t attack any silverfish,” Jack said as they wandered the halls.

“We know Jack...” Mom said for the tenth time.

“I’m just saying!”

“Son, it’s okay,” Dad said. “Nobody wants a repeat of that experience. Those things really bugged all of us.”

“Oh no,” Kate said.

Jack stopped and chuckled, looking at Dad expectantly.

Dad turned to Kate. “What do you mean ‘oh no?’ My jokes are the best! I was even invited to a bug amphitheater to tell them once. It didn’t go over very well.” Dad dramatically hung his head. “Instead of applause, all I got was crickets.”

Kate buried her head in her hands, and Mom sighed. Jack, of course, laughed. “It wasn’t all bad, though,” Dad continued. “I did meet a nice couple of bedbugs. They were engaged and were going to get married in the spring.”

“Ha! Like a mattress spring!” Jack laughed.

That one even made Mom chuckle, and Dad was emboldened. “I heard their wedding had a problem—the sprinklers accidentally turned on and they had to call the maintain-ants.” Jack laughed again, though Mom didn’t.

“Can we just go?” Kate asked.

Dad nodded, gesturing down the hallway. They walked in silence for all of three steps before he spoke again. “Hey Jack, know what bugs write on?”

“Ugh!” Kate picked up the pace.

“Flypaper.” Dad winked at him.

“Hah!” Jack barked.

“What kind of bug hates Christmas?” Dad asked.

“A humbug,” Mom interjected, and Dad turned to her with a wide grin.

“Mama with the jokes!” Dad pecked her on the cheek.

“Don’t encourage him, Mom,” Kate begged from several steps ahead.

“Where do bugs listen to music?” Dad asked.

“Their ears?” Jack said and barked a laugh.

“Good one, but no. They listen to Spotifly!” Dad slapped his own knee as they walked.

Kate had moved even further up the path and was about to turn down another hallway. “Kate, hold on!” Kate stopped and turned, raising an eyebrow at her dad. “I helped the pastor at church once. We were getting rid of bugs in the office and he said, ‘Let us spray.’” He couldn’t help it and snorted out the last line.

Mom chuckled, but patted Dad on the shoulder. “Okay honey. We’re in a spooky, dangerous dungeon. Let’s be a bit more serious now.”

Dad sighed. “Fine, fine.” They turned the corner into another hallway that led to a large room up ahead. “Is that a library?”

“Awesome!” Jack said. “There’s gotta be treasure in there!”

“Sure is, Jack.” Mom smiled. “Books.”

“Ugh, not that kind of treasure!”

“Knowledge is treasure, Jack.”

Kate nodded. “Maybe we can learn more about this world. Seems like we know a little, but are missing a lot.”

“Well, let’s go check it out,” Dad said. “I’ve always liked libraries. Great places to learn things. Like entomology.”

Kate whirled around and pursed her lips. “What are you—”

Dad grinned. “But people who don’t know the difference between entomology and etymology bug me more than I can put into words.”

Kate threw her hands in the air and stomped into the library.

Jack looked at Dad. “What's...whatever those words you said were?”

Dad just laughed, wiping a tear from his eye before he followed Kate into the library.


Chapter 5

The second Kate stepped foot into the library, a spider bit it. “Ow! What the—” She yelped, jumping back and crashing into Dad, knocking him over. “Oof. Sorry!”

The spider came charging out, its beady little red eyes flashing, and chomped down on Kate again.

“Get away!” Mom yelled, smacking the spider with the torch in her hand. The spider reared back, its long legs wiggling and jumped at Mom. “Aaaaah!” She tried to hit it again, but her eyes were closed in panic and she missed, hitting Dad on the head just as he was getting up, knocking him back down.

Jack snorted, and quick as a whip lashed out with a sword, poofing the spider in a single critical hit. “You guys are acting like we haven't fought like a billion mobs.”

Mom shuddered. “Spiders are just the worst. They give me like a scare debuff or something.

Jack just stared at his Mom. Dad nodded, impressed. “Look at you, honey. All video game-y.”

Mom glared and Jack shook his head before he strode into the library. No longer than two seconds later, he took a step back out, looking at Mom. “You might not want to go in there.”

Kate peeked through the doorway and blanched. She brought out a stack of stone blocks and filled the doorway, placing the last block just as a spider made it over and through.

“Get it! Get it!” Mom squealed, backing up. Dad slammed it with his shield, stunning the spider, and Bruce made quick work of it with his claws.

“Just how many spiders are in there?” Mom asked.

“A lot,” Jack said.

“A lot, a lot,” Kate said.

“Okay, I'm going down the hall while you guys take care of them.” Mom nodded and didn’t wait for a response before spinning and walking away. Dad shook his head, smirking.

“Okay, how should we do this?” Jack asked. “Lava?”

Dad rolled his eyes. “I have an idea,” he said, pulling out a flint and steel. “I’ll light a fire, then you pop a bottom block and let the spiders in. They’ll run through the fire, which hurts them, then between you guys, Bruce, and Perry, we should have no problem getting rid of them. Just don’t let any get past us, because the only thing that could possibly creep your mother out more than these huge spiders is a flaming huge spider.”

Kate laughed but nodded. “I’m ready.” She pulled out an iron sword.

“A sword?” Jack raised an eyebrow.

Kate shrugged. “It’s close quarters in here. I’d hate to hit one of you with an arrow.”

Dad reflexively rubbed his butt. “Good thinking. Here we go!” He set a line of fire and Kate popped the stone block. Spiders poured out like someone had turned on a spider hose.

“Whoa!” Dad said, unprepared for just how many there were. Several immediately got past him and took off down the hallway, fire ablaze on their backs. He had to shield charge into them, poofing them.

Jack popped out a clone, and they went wild, swinging away at the spiders as they ran through the flames. Bruce stood back and attacked any that got through the two Jacks, poofing them with lighting fast claw strikes.

Kate popped a hole in the top of the wall and sent Perry through. “Gross! Gross!” the parrot squawked as it zipped through the hole and dive-bombed the spiders from the other side. Some spiders still got through on the bottom, only to poof from the flames thanks to Perry’s attacks.

Kate stood with her sword ready but didn’t have to use it once as Dad, Bruce, the Jacks and Perry worked like a well-oiled machine. One spider got through to her, and Kate was so surprised she forgot to attack it and it took off down the hallway.

“I’ve got it!” Dad shouted and aimed his shield at the spider. He blasted off in a shield charge, but the burning spider poofed just as Dad was about to hit it. His momentum uninterrupted, he crashed into the wall behind, breaking a brick.

A silverfish popped out.

“Ack!” Dad yelled, windmilling his arms as he stumbled backwards.

“Oh great. That’s just what we need,” Jack groaned.

“Sorry! My Bad.” Dad ran back to the kids and the silverfish followed. “Trap it or something!” The silverfish chased after him and ended up going through the fire, getting the burning debuff.

“Oh no!” Jack shouted, horrified at the thought of having to fight off spiders and silverfish at the same time. Thankfully his fear was dispelled when the silverfish poofed, but no others came out of the walls.

“Well, that’s good to know,” Dad said. Jack nodded in agreement.

A dozen spiders later, they finally stopped coming through and Kate took down the barrier while Dad got Mom.

“Let’s go see what's in this library.” He held her hand as they walked inside.


Chapter 6

Cobwebs. Lots and lots of cobwebs were in the library. So many cobwebs, in fact, they couldn’t take a step without running into one and slowing down.

“I’ve got the perfect thing for this.” Mom grinned and took out a pair of shears. With a chorus of snips, she merrily went around chopping up cobwebs and collecting them until she got to one on a bookshelf. When she applied shears to it, the cobweb dropped, but the bookshelf crumbled into dust as well and she gasped. “I didn’t mean to do that!”

Dad frowned. “These books must be so old that the slightest touch destroys them. That’s not good.”

“Whew, I’m glad it wasn’t just me,” Mom said.

“Let’s try to be careful and see if we can find anything to save,” Dad said.

Mom nodded. “The kids need some new books to study.”

Jack and Kate groaned in unison. Mom smirked and continued shearing cobwebs. She tried to be as delicate as possible, but it was no use. Every bookshelf she came to crumbled to dust when she so much as brushed it with her finger. “Oh! Rats and phooey!” She stomped her foot, causing yet another bookshelf nearby to crumble.

“How come the spiders never crumbled the bookshelves?” Jack wondered aloud.

“Maybe they never crawled on them and just lived on the ceiling?” Kate shrugged.

Mom looked at the ceiling and shivered.

They disappointingly went through the entire library, and all they came away with was a stack of cobwebs.

Until they got to a single small chest.

Dad pointed at it. “Jack, want to use your magic?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “It’s not magic, Dad.”

Dad held his hands out. “It does something unnatural and consumes a resource, right? Seems like magic to me. Video game magic.”

“Whatever.” Jack pointed at the chest. “Hocus Pocus!” He used an entire hunger bar and activated his luck power, one hand going to his grumbling stomach, the other lifting the lid. “Oh yeah. Maybe it is magic with how well that worked.”

“What’d you find?” Mom peered over his shoulder.

In response, Jack pulled out several books. But not just any books. Enchanted books! There were three of them: Swift Sneak III, Silk Touch, and Mending. He placed the last and fourth book to the side and Mom gasped, snatching it up quickly. “Finally, something worthwhile!”

“What is it?” Kate asked. “A new enchantment of some kind?”

Mom shook her head. “Oh no, nothing like that. Way better. It’s another history book!”

Kate facepalmed and Jack groaned. Dad, however, was very interested. “Oh yeah? What’s it called? Is it the same as that other history book we found?”

Mom shrugged. “We’ll have to read it.” She wiped her hand across the cover. “It’s called The Hidden Truth.”

Dad’s eyes widened. “Really?” He snatched it from Mom, who gave him ‘The Look,’ but he didn’t notice since he was already nose-deep in the book.

“Oh. Oh wow,” he mumbled.

“What is it?” Kate asked, curious even though it was a book Mom would probably make them use as a study guide.

“I don’t know if the other book we got was wrong or if this one is, but this paints an entirely different picture of this world's history.”


Chapter 7

Dad flipped open a page. “Listen to this. Long ago there were three sisters—the greatest explorers the world had ever known. They traveled to every corner of the world and explored every biome to its fullest. Along the way, each sister found a loved one and their family expanded joyfully. Eventually they came to a land at the furthest reaches of the world where they discovered the Pillar of Creation.

When the sisters touched the pillar, it divided into six artifacts that gave their wielders power of every element of creation: Water, Earth, Life, Fire, Void, and Power. Each sister and their spouse took a set and went their separate ways. For a time, there was harmony as they explored the powers of their artifacts.

That harmony was shattered when the oldest sister went mad with desire for even more power. She poofed her mate and took their artifact for herself. With the power of two artifacts, she hunted down and poofed her middle sister’s spouse, stealing his artifact as well.

The younger sisters banded together, and a war broke out that consumed the entire world. The oldest sister used the power of her three artifacts to bring forth monsters that hunted the people of the world. The younger sisters brought forth armies to go after their eldest, but she too had formed an army and the war raged for generations.

Eventually, the eldest sister mastered her powers enough that she was able to change one of her younger sister’s armies, turning their skin gray and filling them with rage for the other sister’s people. The war became a civil war then, and the younger sisters knew they were outmatched.

They combined their power and copied the magic the oldest sister had used, changing her army and the people that followed her. They turned pig-like and their greed overtook them, making them rob each other for gold.

The oldest sister then ambushed the youngest and her husband. She poofed the husband and, using the power of the artifact, banished her sister and closest followers in an instant. The middle sister knew hope was lost, but struggled against her oldest anyway. She was captured, and her artifact stolen.

With the oldest sister holding the power of the Pillar of Creation all to herself, she created a new plane of existence for her closest followers, since the curse had changed them into piglins, and made them allergic to the sun. What she didn’t know, was using the power all to herself was a trap, and the Pillar exploded into its six parts and spread throughout the world, even into other planes. The eldest sister became trapped in the dimension of her own making and may remain there to this day.”

He closed the book, frowning.

“Whoa,” Jack said. “That’s a horrible story.”

“Serves her right,” Mom said, with a shake of her head. “Being greedy and terrible to her family. She deserved what she got.”

Dad nodded at Mom. “It’s like a whole creation story. It explains the pillagers and the nether.”

“But what about the ender people?” Kate asked. “They weren’t mentioned at all.”

“Wait a minute,” Jack said, eyes wide with a mixture of fear and excitement. “The artifacts have to be the beacons, right? The story said fire artifact and void artifact, but Baba Yaga called them the nether beacon and the end beacon. Does that mean the fire artifact is the nether beacon? Then the void one must be the end beacon.”

“It could all just be a story, too,” Mom said. “We don’t want to get ahead of ourselves. I do like how excited you’re getting about history, though.” She kissed the top of his head.

“But it kinda makes sense,” Kate said, then her eyes widened. “Oh my gosh...you don’t think Baba Yaga is the oldest sister, do you?”

“No way,” Jack said. “How could she live that long?”

“Good point.” Kate nodded. “But we don’t know how old this story is and she did say she was trapped there…”

Dad blew out a breath. “Well, if these beacons are the artifacts in the story, then they’re far more powerful than we thought.”

“And Baba Yaga is even crazier than we thought,” Kate mumbled under her breath.

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “I mean, the beacons are powerful, but I don’t think they do what the story said they do.”

Kate shrugged. “Maybe we’re using them wrong?”

“I think we need to continue with our mission,” Mom said. “For all we know that story is just a myth.”

Dad nodded. “Yeah, this doesn’t really change anything. Let’s keep looking for that portal.”

He put the book back in his inventory and they continued their search.

But just because the book was put away, doesn’t mean the thoughts of beacons and Baba Yaga left their heads that easily.


Chapter 8

Once the initial excitement of being in a new place wore off, they found the stronghold quite boring. Mom even stopped putting out so many decorations and simply left the occasional torch to mark their passageway. Even the fights with all the mobs turned into a boring fiasco as they were so easy to poof.

Then they finally found what they were looking for: a room with bars along the entrance and a small set of stairs leading to an unfinished end portal. It was surrounded in green and beige end portal frame blocks, all of them except one containing an eye of ender.

“Yes!” Jack shouted and fist-pumped. “We fi—” He was cut off by a hand over his mouth.

Kate, who had shushed him, pointed into the room. “Do you see that?”

Jack, who had his sister’s hand covered in girl cooties over his mouth, ripped it off his face and made all kinds of exaggerated gagging motions.

Kate put her hands on her hips and glared at her brother. “Really?” she whispered. “Stop being a baby and look!”

Jack peered around the corner, and his shoulders slumped. “Aw man. I'm so sick of those things!”

“What things?” Mom whispered behind them.

“A silverfish spawner,” Kate said. “And I have to agree with Jack—those silverfish are the most annoying mobs ever.”

“So what do we do about it?” Dad asked. “If we attack them, they’ll call out to others.”

“Lava!” Jack nearly shouted.

“You and your lava,” Mom tsked. “Why is it always lava?”

“No wait,” Dad said, “this time he might be right. When we were fighting the spiders, one of these things got in the middle of the fight—”

“Well, Dad bashed into a wall and one came out,” Jack interrupted.

Dad eyed his son. “That’s beside the point. The point is, one got in the fire we placed and poofed, but the fire didn’t make it call out.”

Kate snapped her fingers. “Thats right! I think it only happens when they’re attacked by someone, not something.”

Mom frowned. “Okay, but that means it doesn't have to be lava, right? It could just be fire?”

“Awwww,” Jack said.

“Mom’s right,” Kate said. “We shouldn’t use lava, it’s too dangerous. What if we broke an end frame block or something?”

“Fiiiiine,” Jack said.

“So instead, we should start a massive fire throughout the room,” Kate finished.

“Yeah!” Jack said and Mom buried her face in her hands.

“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Dad asked.

Jack pulled out his diamond pick and handed it to him. “You go in there and bash down the mob spawner, while we light fires all over the place so the silverfish poof without calling others.”

Dad looked at the pick, then nodded. “Can I have a potion of fire resistance?” he asked Mom.

Mom pulled one out for each of them. “I’ll wait right here.”

Jack and Kate equipped flint and steel then silently counted. On three they charged in. Jack and Kate went wild with their fire-making, filling the room with fire. Silverfish leapt out at them, running through the flames and poofing seconds later.

“Hoo! Hah!” Dad shouted as he dodged around silverfish to get to the spawner. He jumped on top of the end portal frame and began slamming down the diamond pickaxe on the spawner. Silverfish spawned and caught fire, but some nibbled on him before they poofed. “Ow! OW!”

It finally worked and the mob spawner shattered. The kids cheered but Mom screamed, pointing. A lone silverfish had gotten through, unscathed. Before anyone could do anything, Bruce leapt on it with his claws.

“NO! Not again!” Jack shouted.

Bruce slashed once, twice, and poofed the silverfish.

“Everyone huddle up and get ready!” Dad shouted, moving to get close to the kids.

They stood there, waiting, with their backs to each other, weapons and shields out, as the fires died around them.

Nothing happened.

“You mean we could’ve just fought them regularly and not been invaded by others from all over?” Dad threw his hands in the air.

“Meow,” Bruce said, licking his paw.


Chapter 9

“Wow.” Kate looked over the end portal frame, her mouth hanging open. “I’ve never even seen one of these before... and to be actually standing in front of it...”

“What do we do now?” Mom asked.

Jack pulled out the eye of ender. “Now we place this, and WABAM! We have a portal to the end.”

“Like the nether portal?” Dad asked. “Will it look the same on the other side?”

Jack opened his mouth, then blinked. “Uhhhh...Uh-oh.”

“Uh oh?” Mom asked. “What is it now?”

“Um, I kinda forgot. There’s no portal on the other side.”

“What do you mean, no portal on the other side?” Dad asked. “How do you get back?”

Kate’s eyes widened and she facepalmed.

“What is it?” Mom asked.

Kate sighed. “Well, we’ve never been to the end. But from the videos we’ve seen and the people we’ve talked to about it... you appear through the portal on the other side and have to fight the ender dragon right away. Then to get back, you have to...” Kate grimaced. “Leap off the edge of the world.”

Mom crossed her arms. “And then what, you fall to the ground?”

Jack shook his head. “No, you just fall until you respawn.”

Mom threw her hands in the air. “Oh no. No way are we just going to throw ourselves off a cliff into oblivion.”

“Also, if you defeat the ender dragon, it’s supposed to open a portal,” Kate said.

Mom blew out a sigh of relief. “Good. We’re going to do that anyway.”

Dad huffed. “What happens if we get respawned? If we got the dragon egg, we’d just lose it when we respawned, along with all our stuff.”

“That’s right!” Kate said. “We need an ender chest.”

“And pumpkins!” Jack said.

Mom shook her head, confused. “Pumpkins?”

Kate rolled her eyes. “You carve the pumpkins and wear them like masks and the endermen won't attack you. But that has nothing to do with what I was talking about.”

“Sorry,” Jack said, “I just remembered.”

“You guys have to stop forgetting things until it’s almost too late,” Mom said. “It’s very frustrating. So. What’s an ender chest? We’re not putting raw chicken in it.”

Kate held her hands out like she was holding a box. “It’s these neat looking chests that are connected to each other anywhere in the world and even in the other planes like the end or the nether. If you put something in one, whenever you open another anywhere else, your stuff will be there.”

Mom sighed. “So how do we get one?”

“We can craft it!” Jack said.

“Oh good,” Mom said, “I’m glad we don’t need to go back up top on some new crazy mission to find a random item.”

“Well...” Jack said.

“Oh what now?”

“It does require an eye of ender and we only have one of ender pearl left, so we might have to find more if it doesn’t work.”

Mom sighed. “Alright, give me the pearl, I'll try it.” She took out her shulker box, making sure everything was inside it, and took the pearl from Jack. “Here we go.” She activated a newly placed crafting table and closed her eyes. Then opened them. “Oh. It worked.”

“Yes!” Jack and Kate said together.

“Okay, Mom,” Jack said. “Now, place the eye of ender in the middle and surround it with obsidian.”

Mom crossed her arms and looked at Jack. “Obsidian? Why would I have obsidian?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. Why do you always have carpet and banners?”

Mom chuckled. “Okay, that’s a good point. But I don’t have any obsidian.”

They dug through their inventories and came up with a small amount of obsidian, but not enough to make the chest. Dad had a hard time hiding his annoyance. “I just wish you guys would remember this kind of stuff BEFORE we get to the end of a dungeon.”

“It’s okay,” Jack said, “calm down. We can just make some!”

They spent a while figuring out if they had all the things they needed and between them they had enough water to make what they needed. Everyone was yawning by the time they’d finally gotten everything gathered. Mom put the items together and was rewarded with a fancy ender chest.

“Well, that was annoying,” she muttered.

“But we did it!” Jack shouted. “We’re ready to go to the end!”

“Pumpkiiiiins,” Kate sang.

“Ugh!” Jack said, putting his face in his hands.

“It’s okay, I got this one.” Mom quickly crafted a 3x3 raised planting box out of stone, then filled it with dirt, putting water in the middle. She planted pumpkin seeds in the dirt and used bonemeal to make them grow faster.

Jack and Kate watched in awe. “Wow, Mom, you’ve gotten good at that,” Kate said, unable to hide her astonishment.

Mom let out a small smile and used shears on four pumpkins, handing everyone a mask. “Are we ready now?”

Jack nodded and took a deep breath.

“Really ready?” Dad asked, trying hard to hide the annoyance in his voice.

Kate nodded.

“Okay, let’s—”

“Wait!” Jack interrupted.

Dad eyed his son. “What is it now?”

“There’s just one more thing.”

Dad groaned.

Jack winked and jumped up and down. “It’s portal time!”

He placed the eye of ender in the portal frame block and the area between the blocks turned into a shimmering night sky.

“Whoa,” Dad said.


Chapter 10

“Okay, that’s really cool,” Mom said.

“I’ll say.” Dad stepped up the stairs to get a closer look. “Really something.”

“Yeah, seeing it in person is something else,” Kate said.

“Something else! Something else!” Perry said, bobbing his head.

Bruce yawned and stretched, getting up from his place on Jack’s shoulders where he’d been napping. “Meow purr?” he asked, his tail twitching as he looked at the star field that made up the portal. Jack pet him on the head. He reached a paw at the twirling stars and Jack grabbed it.

“Woah, buddy. You don’t want to go through there until we’re ready. You’d have to fight the dragon all by yourself.”

Bruce looked at Jack and rubbed his head against the boys.

“Do we just...jump in or what?” Dad asked.

Jack and Kate nodded. “Yep,” Kate said, “and just like the nether portal, you teleport into the end.”

Dad looked at his family. They all wore netherite armor and strong, determined looks on their faces. They could do this. Dad knew they could. He was so proud of them—every one of them. They were brave and tough and kind. Jack was fierce and determined, Kate wise and cunning. Mom was courageous and bold, despite being far outside her comfort zone. Even Bruce the cat had been a priceless addition to their team. They’d come all this way, completed all the quests, to get to this point right now. They’d fight the ender dragon—surely, a tough battle—but they would succeed. They had to. Getting back home depended on it. He cracked his knuckles. “Are we ready for this?”

Mom bit her bottom lip and Jack and Kate looked at the portal nervously. “Maybe we should put everything except what we need into our shulker boxes then in the ender chest?” Jack suggested. “Just in case.”

Dad nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

They emptied their inventories of everything, putting their stuff into their shulker boxes, then putting the shulker boxes in the ender chest. Mom made a bunch of potions for everyone and handed out food, so they had plenty to eat in case they got hurt. Or worse, hungry.

Jack pulled his swords out, holding them at the ready. Kate loaded her crossbow with a firework arrow, and pet Perry on the head. Dad affixed his shield and took his sword out in his other hand. Mom equipped a potion of weakness and a shield. She nodded.

“We’re ready.”

“Let’s go fight a dragon!” Jack shouted.

Dad beamed with pride at his family and jumped into the portal.

…And arrived on the other side in the middle of a tall purple building. “What?” He looked around. “Where am I? This isn’t anything at all like I thought it would be. Where’s the dragon?” Looking up, he saw the building went up and up and up. “Okay, this is weird.”

He looked over and saw the windows with purple glass and peered outside. The world was a host of flying greenish islands with chorus trees growing on them like cactus in a desert. “This is a strange place,” he said with a slow shake of his head. “And here I thought the nether was odd.” He sat down and waited for the rest of his family to come through.

And waited.

And waited.

Eventually he stood up, realizing his family wasn’t coming through. Either something had happened to them on the other side, or the portal had sent them all to different places.

“Rats and phooey! Jack said the ender pearl was corrupted. Maybe it messed up the portal somehow.”

He took a deep breath. “Time to explore a bit and find out how to get to that dragon.”
 

He followed the stairs down to an exit from the building but hesitated before stepping out. Pulling his pumpkin helmet from his inventory, he put it on. The strange world looked even stranger through a pumpkin helmet. The smell reminded him of the night the pumpkins came alive and took over himself and others. He shuddered at the thought. He didn’t have time for flashbacks.

Dad walked out of the building, moving many blocks away before turning to look at it. “Whoa, that is weird. Like a reverse pagoda and a skyscraper got mashed together.” The large purple building reached high into the sky, and at the very top was a house built into it, out of yellowing blocks, with the roof wider than the bottom. There was something floating in the air next to it that made Dad’s eyebrows lift up in surprise. “Is that...an end ship?”

He explored the floating island for a bit, looking for any hint of a giant, black, evil, man-eating dragon. He found it was a smallish island with another not too far away, but still too far to jump. In fact, the entire end seemed to be made up of tons of these kinds of islands.

What he didn’t find, was the ender dragon.

Dad frowned. “I guess this is the perfect place to live if you can teleport like the ender people.”

That thought struck him. “Hey, wait a minute. Where are the ender people?”


Chapter 11

Kate leapt into the portal after Dad, closing her eyes. The world went wiggly, and her whole body felt like jiggly Jell-O. When she stopped, she found herself on a yellowing island floating in space. The island was covered in chorus fruit trees, almost like a farm, but there was nothing else around other than more barren islands.

“Um...that’s not how this is supposed to work.” She waited for Jack to come out of the portal, but maybe she’d missed him? “Jack! Your stupid ender pearl didn’t work right!” She flinched at the sound of her own voice echoing in the emptiness. She looked around, expecting to be attacked at any moment by an enderman.

“Okay, what the heck is going on?” She was not attacked, and in fact, she couldn't see any enderman anywhere. Or her family. “What happened?” she asked out loud to no one.

She turned her head, looking across the vast emptiness to see the central island with its huge black pillars reaching into the sky. “I’m supposed to be over there!”

She wandered around her small island, then pulled out a pick and began mining the end stone. When she had a decent sized stack, she crouched down near the edge of the island and built a bridge to the next one.

This island also had no endermen on it, or her family, and Kate was very confused. Even worse, she stumbled across a collection of ender pearls strewn all about. She gathered them, counting six in all. “What in the world. What happened to the endermen?”

The central island was easily a thousand blocks away—it would take forever to get there mining and building a road. In another direction, much closer but still many islands away, she saw an end tower jutting out of the ground, with an end ship floating right next to it. A small smile lit up her face. “Maybe I can get an elytra!” She took off running in its direction.

“That darn cat won’t give mine back, so I’ll just have to get another one.” She mined more end stone to build another bridge across islands. “This is going to take forever,” she whined.

The next island was also barren, but she collected another small stack of ender pearls from it. She looked across the islands and noticed glittering specks everywhere—more ender pearls. This was not at all like the end she’d heard about.

With a shrug, she threw an ender pearl and it sailed across the gap. She gasped when she teleported, landing on the other side with a thunk. “Whoa! That was great! Wasn’t it, Perry?” Her eyes widened in shock and fear. “Perry?” She looked back to the other island, but he wasn’t there either.

Her parrot had not come through the portal on her shoulder.


Chapter 12

“Yahoooo!” Jack shouted as he leapt into the portal, Bruce on his shoulders, wrapped around his neck like a scarf. He landed, skidding, on an end stone island positively covered in chorus fruit trees. He slammed into one, sending it crashing down around him. “Ack!” He covered his head as the tree crumbled.

“This isn’t right...” He looked around. He wasn’t on the central island. He could see it right in front of him, the black obsidian pillars reaching into the sky. There was a lot of empty space between it and him. “Bruce, you okay buddy?”

The cat did not respond. Jack looked all around, but Bruce was nowhere to be found. Not on his shoulders, not where he first landed, not even on the same island. The rest of his family wasn’t there, either. “Aw man!” He knew exactly what was going on. The stupid corrupted ender pearl had sent everyone to different places. “How annoying!”

He stood and dusted himself off. “Oh! I almost forgot.” He put on his pumpkin mask and hiked to the edge of the island. He gauged the distance and knew there was no way he could jump across. He groaned.

He looked all around the island and his eyes settled on a sparkle. “An ender pearl?” He ran over and picked it up, happy to have found something useful. Without hesitation he tossed it across the divide to the next island, teleporting after it.

“That was so awesome!” He looked down to find more ender pearls strewn across the island. “Maybe it’s not so awesome. What happened here?” He squinted, looking across the huge gap to the central island to see if it looked at all different.

He sighed and collected all the ender pearls. Then he happily removed his pumpkin mask. “Ugh, that thing stinks.”

With a shrug, he took off towards the closest interesting landmark he could see—a large ender building sticking up into the sky many islands away.


Chapter 13

Bruce landed gracefully on the ground. He was a cat after all, so of course he did. He always landed gracefully. “Meow purr?” he asked, wondering where his boy had gotten off to. Somehow, they’d become separated, even though they went through the portal together.

A voice he instantly recognized came from behind him. There, sitting on a weird tree thing, was Perry, his head bobbing back and forth.

“Hiss!” Bruce said, annoyed that the creature that should be a snack, but was protected by his girl person, would end up in the same place as him.

Perry’s head bobbed and he flew to the ground in front of Bruce. “Hiss! Hiss!” he said, copying Bruce.

Bruce's whiskers twitched. He sat and began to lick a paw, then suddenly pounced at Perry. He might not eat the little bird, but he could still scare him. “Meow!”

Perry had none of it though, and flew straight up, twisted in a loopty-loop, avoiding Bruce with ease, and causing the cat to land on his butt. “Meow!” He licked his paw and pretended nothing had happened.

After a few seconds, he whipped around at once to bat the bird with his paw. He left his claws in, of course—his girl person would never let him hear the end of it if he accidentally hurt the little guy. He missed. “Meow meow?” Bruce asked himself, looking at his paw.

“Meow! Meow!” Perry squawked, bobbing his head in his little parrot dance.

Bruce hunkered down, his butt sticking in the air, and his tail dancing. He leapt. This time he would teach that bird a lesson! But the bird was fast, too fast, and he dodged Bruce's attack. Bruce had half a mind to think Perry was a ninja by the way he moved so quickly. But Bruce would show him the real power of a ninja.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled.

Perry bobbed his head. “Hiss! Hiss!”

Bruce leapt at him, and this time when the bird dodged, shooting off through the air, Bruce unfurled his elytra wings and zipped after him.

“Meow!” Perry said, zipping around one of the strange trees.

Bruce smashed right through it, sending it crashing to the ground as he chased after the bird. They chased back and forth, around and around, up and down, left and right, crashing through the trees and sending them to the ground with a clatter.

Bruce took a moment to rest, cleaning his paw, when a movement caught his attention. He turned his head and saw what was most definitely a slow-moving human in a purple polka-dot shirt off in the distance. “Meow purr,” Bruce said, his tail twitching as he watched his girl person wandering across the island.

“Purr!” Perry said.

Bruce’s whiskers twitched, and he almost leapt at the bird, but decided against it. There was plenty of time to play, but a real ninja needed to stay on mission. Even if he had maybe forgotten about the mission until he saw his person.


Chapter 14

Mom clenched her fists and leapt into the portal. She hated these big adventures where fighting and jumping into the unknown were concerned, but she loved her family, and would do anything to protect them, even if it meant doing things she hated.

She landed softly on a platform of obsidian.

Alone.

“Hello?” she asked out loud looking for anyone nearby. She was the last one through the portal, and her whole family should have already been there.

She found herself in a strange little room that was open to what looked like space—pure black. The deepest, darkest black. Way off in the distance, she saw clusters of islands floating in the space, made of the same stuff her room was.

“Well, this is not good,” she muttered as she waited for her family to show up. Nobody did though. Something must have gone wrong. With nothing else to do, she decided exploring was her only option.

She stepped out of the room, onto the yellowish-greenish blocks and looked around. The tiny room seemed to be on the very edge of a floating island—one wrong step and she’d fall into oblivion. The blocks were stacked much like a cliff in the overworld and there was nowhere to go but straight up.

“Nobody said I’d have to go climbing,” she huffed. But she didn’t hesitate any longer and began the trek up the face of the island. It didn’t take too long before she reached the top and was graced with the view of the island as a whole.

It was large and mostly flat, with hardly anything on it. Not what she had expected. There was enough light to see, but everything was dark, muted. There wasn’t any sun in the end. There were some huge black pillars in the middle, with something that flickered light on top, and her eyes widened when she noticed what was sitting on the ground in the middle of the pillars.

A dragon.

“Oh dear, I can’t do this on my own.” She bit her bottom lip. This was not what she signed up for. Where was her family? Had the evil thing eaten them already?

She whirled around as a noise caught her attention to the side. Panic enveloped her entire body. She steeled herself as she trembled against her will, her eyes wide with fear. A creature was there, almost like a human but like someone had stretched it far too much, with arms and legs as long as its torso. It was made of all black like it was created from night itself. It had purple eyes that darted around.

“My mask!” She suddenly remembered the pumpkin mask and grabbed it out of her inventory, pulling it down over her head. Maybe the creatures—the enderman it must be—wouldn’t attack and she could wait until the rest of her family showed up to save her.

The enderman caught sight of her movement as she put the bright orange mask on and ran to her at once. “Hey! What are you doing here!”

“Oh no,” Mom inhaled. It was going to attack! She ran off toward a small hill, hoping for a place to hide.

“Hey! Get back here!” the enderman yelled, still running after.

“No no no!” Mom muttered under her breath. What could she do?

“Help! Intruder!” the enderman yelled, and Mom knew she was in serious trouble now. She crested the hill, but found another enderman on the other side. It pointed at her and charged.

“Oh dear!” Mom said, running to the side, wondering what she could possibly do to get out of this situation. She pulled out a potion of weakness and held it as she ran. The two enderman followed closely after. She ran into something, coming to a sudden stop as she looked over her shoulder behind her. A ridge of the island had stopped her and she jumped up it, but the slowdown had cost her.

The two endermen caught up. She threw the potion of weakness, and it exploded, splashing against the two. “Hey!” one of them yelled. “This stuff is horrible!”

“Ignore that, get her!” the other yelled. “Bring her to the queen.”

They were right on her heels, and Mom looked all around. There was nowhere to run, and more endermen coming in. All their ruckus must have attracted the attention of others. She closed her eyes and let out a breath. There was no escape. Maybe she would just wait for her family in the dungeon when she respawned. She was done for. “I give up!”

“Grab her!” an enderman yelled and she felt something clasp around her arms. He turned toward the center of the island and began marching her forcefully.

“The queen is going to love having you for dinner,” the enderman said.


Chapter 15

Dad explored the entire island for signs of life, but there was nothing. He did find a whole bunch of ender pearls, and collected them. He knew they were needed to make ender chests and eyes of ender, but Jack made them sound rare, so it felt strange they were literally just strewn about on the ground. But what did he know?

He blew out a breath and decided it was time to go into the large purple tower. He reentered the building and climbed up the small stairs in the center. They went to a ladder that went up a short distance and led to a platform.

There was another platform on the side and Dad frowned as he looked. The platforms were a single block placed against the wall, leading up in a spiral to the top. There were also white lights sticking out like tubes all around. Dad sighed. “I'm going to have to jump all the way up?” He jumped across the platform to the next one, then jumped to the next. “This isn’t too bad. But boy I wish I could teleport, that would sure make it easier.”

He jumped again and paused to look around. Only to see what looked like the lid to a shulker box twirl open. “What the—” He saw inside was a face with eyes that looked right at him. Then it fired a spinning white bullet and twirled shut. Dad was so startled he forgot to defend and was smacked right in the chest by the bullet. “Ow!”

The bullet knocked him off the platform and he prepared to fall, except that he fell up instead of down. “This place is so weird!”

His ascent took him up further into the tower, where he saw more of the things that looked like shulker boxes but were obviously some kind of creature. Their lids spun open and bullets flew out, spinning and changing their trajectory to follow him. “What the? How is that fair?”

He pulled out his sword and shield, ready to fight. He blocked every attack he could with his shield, then slashed one bullet out of the air with his sword. It was weird fighting while floating uncontrollably. Weird and hard. Bullets kept getting through his defenses, and though they didn’t do enough damage to be worried about, thanks to his enchanted netherite armor, they still stung and lowered his hearts, even if only half a heart at a time.

It was more annoying than anything. He couldn’t move and was a sitting duck as he pushed against the ceiling. Dad frowned and put his sword away, “Okay then, you want to play hardball?” He took aim at the closest shulker creature and activated his shield charge. His face lit up in a grin as he realized he could still charge even though he was floating and he slammed into the shulker, crunching into the hard lid and bouncing off.

“Did I even hurt it?” He inspected the box, and it spun open, the eyes looking right at him before it fired a bullet. “Ow!”

Another hit him from behind and he had to pull out some barbecue to eat. As soon as his hearts were back to full, he studied the situation closer. He waited until a shulker near him started spinning open and activated his shield charge. This time he hit it hard, while its shell was all the way open, and it flashed red and poofed.

Or at least he thought it poofed. What it actually did was teleport to another spot in the tower. “What? They teleport too? Ridiculous!”

He was beyond frustrated, but what choice did he have? Floating about like a helpless target. He kept using his shield charge to hit the shulkers when they were open. One of them finally poofed, dropping a shulker shell, which told Dad he finally defeated one for good. “This is going to take forever...” he mumbled.

It did take a long time, but he finally settled into a rhythm of understanding when to attack the shulkers. He didn’t defeat them all though, and after poofing his fourth shulker, he facepalmed. “Why didn’t I think of this before?” He aimed up through the center hole of the tower and charged. His ability shot him up and he activated it again, using it to get all the way to the top of the tower and into the large room at the top.

Inside he found a regular wooden chest and an ender chest. “Nice!” He fist-pumped. The levitation had worn off, so he could finally walk and he approached the chests. A shulker on the wall he hadn’t seen spun up and shot him right in the butt. “Ow!” Thankfully the room was small and there was nowhere for him to float away, so he pulled out his sword and attack the shulker the next time it opened with ease.

Of course it teleported behind him when hit and shot him in the butt again. “Seriously?” He spun around, and attacked, finally poofing it for good. “I’m going to have to invent a butt shield,” he grumbled as he opened the wooden chest. He found several diamonds and emeralds and a golden horse armor. “Oh yeah! Jackpot!”

He opened the ender chest and was delighted to see all his stuff was inside. “Wow, these really are handy!” He pulled out his shulker box, took out the silk touch iron pickaxe and placed everything back in the ender chest, including all his new shulker shells. Then he mined the chest and picked it up.

He stood up and looked around. “Alright, what’s next?”

The room had another exit that led to what he could only assume was a dock in the sky. It was a long purple walkway with what looked like an empty doorframe at the end. With his first step, he was promptly shot by a shulker bullet, and sent floating up. “Ack!” He spun around to see a shulker on the outside of the building firing at him, the bullet curving to chase after him. “I hate those things!”

He looked around and took aim at the floating ship and shield charged over to it, making it to the mast, where he floated up and grabbed onto the crow’s nest. The levitation effect wore off before more shulker bullets could hit him and he crashed to the deck. “Ugh. Levitating out over that void could be bad.” He glanced over the edge of the ship to see the infinite blackness down below.

As more bullets arced toward him from the shulker on the outside of the building, he ran to the stairs down into the ship. He made it inside and let out a sigh of relief before descending the next set of stairs and entering a room with two chests and a frame holding an elytra. “Sweet!”

Then a shulker in between the chests spun open and looked at him.

“Not again!”


Chapter 16

Kate was very methodical about how she traversed across the islands. If the closest island was close enough, she would simply build a bridge and crouch-walk across. If it was much further, she’d toss out an ender pearl and teleport. There were a seemingly endless amount of ender pearls to pick up, but she didn’t want to risk using them all. Every island she walked across had some, and it made her sad to think about where they had come from.

Endermen dropped ender pearls when they poofed. Based on the lack of endermen and abundance of ender pearls, it couldn’t be good. Had all the endermen in the end been poofed somehow? It made her nervous to think about, especially since she knew the endermen and Rara’s ancestors had been allies. It meant the endermen might not be evil monsters like they seemed when Minecraft was just a game and like Baba Yaga claimed they were.

She was lost in thought when she heard the strangest thing: a “meow” coming from the sky. She blinked. She shouldn’t think it's strange for a “meow” to come from the sky considering how much time Bruce spent flying around, but usually he was silent, trying to sneak up and steal someone's food. She heard it again and spun around to find where it was coming from.

Her eyes widened when she saw it. Bruce, flying through the air at breakneck speeds coming right for Perry, who sat on a chorus fruit tree. “AHHH!” she yelled. “Perry! Don’t you do it, Bruce!” But it was too late. Bruce was too close to pull away. Perry didn’t seem to share Kate’s concern and simply launched straight up into the air.

Bruce crashed face-first into the chorus tree, exploding it into tiny chunks that came raining down all around. A chorus fruit splatted right into Kate’s face and teleported her a couple blocks away. She shook her head and stomped over to Bruce who was shaking himself free of tree dust.

“You darn cat! You could have hurt Perry!”

“Hurt Perry! Hurt Perry!” the parrot yelled as he bobbed his head from on top of Kate’s, where he’d landed.

Bruce ignored her and sniffed a chorus fruit. “I’m talking to you, cat!” Kate narrowed her eyes at him. Bruce nibbled the chorus fruit. His whiskers twitched, and he gobbled the rest down. Kate sighed and stood up. “Darn cat.”

Bruce teleported, landing directly on Kate’s head, startling her and Perry. She grabbed the cat off her head and threw him where he landed gracefully on the ground. He looked at her and licked his paw. “Ugh. Okay, ya darn cat. You’re super annoying but I’m really glad to see you.”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, rubbing against her legs.

“Yeah, yeah. Come on, we're going to that tower over there.” She pointed and began walking across the island to the next.

She pet her bird on the head as they walked. “I had no idea where you went, but I’m glad you’re safe.”

“Safe!” Perry squawked.

They made it to the edge of the island and Kate saw it was too far to build a bridge. Not only was time consuming to do all that mining, but she only had one pick. Instead, she aimed high with an ender pearl and chucked it across. The ender pearl landed on the other side and she teleported, leaving Perry and Bruce behind.

“Come on!” she yelled and waved at them.

“Safe! Safe!” Perry said, flapping his wings and flying over to her.

Bruce was not one to be outdone by the bird and jump high into the air, kicking off a chorus tree, causing it to explode. He unfurled his wings and glided smoothly right over to Kate. She gave a small smiled and they continued their trek to the tower.

They crossed a couple smaller islands, picking up more ender pearls, before they made it. This tower had several houses on it, but Kate was only interested in one thing: the ship that floated nearby. She wanted a new elytra. She looked across the huge gap of dark space to the center island. She had no idea if she could make it all the way across, but she was going to try.

They entered the tower from the bottom and climbed up all the steps. She got to the central column with the platforms and squinted. “Okay, so the shulkers are still here.” She jumped back off the platform to avoid getting hit by the shulker bullet that was launched her direction.

“Alright guys, there are enemies up there. You are both fast enough to avoid their bullets, so you go up and attack. I’ll stay below and shoot them with arrows when they pop open.” She buffed Perry, giving him a purple glow, and pointed up the stairs. “Let’s go!”

She charged out of hiding, her crossbow at the ready. Perry zipped up the column and Bruce easily navigated the platforms. They came to the central area where bullets whizzed at them from all directions. Perry was so fast he landed several blows to the shulkers while they were open.

Bruce popped his claws, igniting them into a red-hot state and slashed at shulkers. Even with their shells closed he lit them on fire.

Kate fired at every shell that spun open, usually scoring a direct hit with an arrow. Between the three of them, they made quick work of the column, poofing every shulker within. Kate collected the shells with a smile. “It’ll be nice to make more shulker boxes!”

They climbed the rest of the tower, poofing every shulker they came across with ease. In the treasure room at the top, Kate scored some diamonds and an enchanted diamond axe. She also found an ender chest, which made her quite happy. She dug inside, pulling out her stack of firework rockets. “These will be helpful,” she said with a grin.

They moved toward the floating end ship. She had to throw an ender pearl to get aboard, Perry and Bruce landing easily from their short flights. She readied her crossbow and ran below decks, taking aim at the shulker box she knew would be there from the last end ship she’d been on, so very long ago. Sure enough, it was there, spinning up to shoot her. She fired first, her arrow finding a home in its weak point. Perry zipped through and landed an attack as well, then Bruce lit it on fire and it poofed.

“Finally!” Kate shouted, startling Bruce. She ran to the item frame and took the elytra down, giving Bruce a dirty look. “This one is mine!”

“Meow, meow,” Bruce said, licking a paw.

“Come on.” Kate led them outside the ship, and she climbed to the bow. She handed Bruce some firework rockets. “I don’t know if you can use these, but we are going to fly to that island over there.” She pointed to the central island. “That’s where the dragon is, and if the rest of family is anywhere in the end, they’ll probably be trying to get there.”

She equipped a firework rocket and her new Elytra. “When you fall too much, light a rocket and aim high. You’ll get more air.” She patted Perry on the head, then nodded at Bruce. “Alright! Here we go!” With a deep breath, she leapt off the ship, and opened her wings to soar, Bruce and Perry taking formation behind her.


Chapter 17

Jack was not being very methodical about how he traversed the islands. In fact, he was having a great time running as fast as he could and leaping off the edge, throwing an ender pearl and using his luck skill to get it to land just where he wanted. “This is awesome!”

He had no idea why there were so many ender pearls and no endermen around, but he was having too much fun to give it much thought. He ran across the islands, crashing into chorus trees and exploding them, picking up their fruit. He collected every ender pearl he could find and freely used them to teleport constantly.

As he finally neared the ender building, and was sad to see it was kinda small, especially when compared to the really big one he saw further out. It even had an end ship on it! He sighed. It would still be cool to explore this building and hopefully find something useful.

He went inside and looked around. It was empty of anything exciting. With a shrug he climbed up the stairs to an area filled with platforms. “Oh man, Bruce would love this. A vertical ninja course!” He jumped up the first platform and immediately noticed a shulker spinning up. “Oh man!” He used his luck skill to dodge the bullet that came flying out.

He pointed, summoning a clone right next to the shulker. The clone swung at it, flashing it red, but with its shell down, Jack doubted it did much damage. He waited patiently for it to open again, and he jump slashed at it, using some of his luck to score a critical hit. The shulker teleported away and Jack was left confused. With a shrug he continued up the platforms.

More shulkers were in the central column, and Jack decided they were too much trouble to fight. He chomped down some barbecue to refill his hunger bar, then used his luck power to bounce effortlessly from platform to platform, all while avoiding the bullets. “Hah! Too easy!” he yelled when he made it to the top.

The room was small and empty, which made him frown. “Boring!” He exited to the skyway leading to the next room, squinting when he saw a chest in that room. “See? Left to the treasure!” What he failed to see, however, was the shulker on the outside of the building he just left. He made a dash to the new house, but was struck by a shulker bullet, sending him flying into the air.

“Hey! Whoa! Whoa no!” His momentum carried him over the building and out over the abyss. He slowly floated, spinning in the air as more bullets from the shulker, and another shulker on the roof of the building he floated past, fired at him.

Each one hit, renewing the levitation and sending him spinning further and further out over the inky black depth.

After a moment of panic, he remembered his ender pearls and grabbed his last stack from his inventory…

…and immediately dropped them into the abyss below.

“NOOOOOO!” Jack wailed.


Chapter 18

Dad covered his face expecting a shulker bullet to hit him any moment. He peeked from behind his hand to see the shulker lid open, the strange creature inside looking at him. It buzzed “Kbzzzzt. Bzt Bzt kbzzzz?”

Dad blinked at the last part that sounded like a question.

“Are you... are you trying to talk to me?” Dad asked. He spun around, as if maybe someone else was in the room trying to communicate with a shulker.

The lid spun and the shulker’s eyes moved up and down in the approximation of a nod. “Kbzzzzt zzt bzzz.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t...I don’t understand you.”

“Bzz ybzz hebzt? You hear now?” the shulker said in a slightly high-pitch but flat voice.

“That’s better,” Dad said, “I didn’t know you shulkers could talk!”

The shulker’s face moved side to side. “Kbzzzzt am Dorss. Dorss am... kbzzz bzzt ship.”

Dad cocked his head in confusion. “What? Dorss?”

The shulker nodded. “Am Dorss.”

“Oh I get it! Your name is Dorss?”

“Am Dorss. Where you bzzt go?”

Dad’s brow furrowed. “Where I go? OH! You can pilot the ship?”

“Kzzzbbt. Am ship. Dorss am ship. Ship make smart.”

Dad’s eyes widened. “Oh, you mean you are the ship. Making you the ship somehow made you smart... so you can talk. And the other shulkers...?”

“Not smart. Zzzzzt.”

“Wow, okay. That’s pretty nifty. Can you fly out to the central island? Where the dragon is?”

Dorss’ eyes went wide and its face flashed red for a moment. “No go. Bad place. Dorss take other place. Take friend house. Fun times! Kzzzpt.”

“What? No, I have to go to the dragon’s island.”

Dorss started blinking and flashing, its lid spiraling open and closed. “No go. Friend place fun. Go there.”

Dad clenched and unclenched his hands. “No, I have to go to the dragon’s island. I need to help my family!”

Dorss spiraled again. “What family?”

“What is a family?” Dad grit his teeth and tried to think of something that would make sense to the strange ship. “Um...a family is...a crew! You had a crew on this ship, yes? Ones you liked and spent lots of time with?”

Dorss looked down to the ground. “Knzzzzt. Bzzzt. Dorss had family. Family poof. Dorss miss family.”

“I miss my family too. Will you take me there?”

The ship shuddered and began to move. “Dorss take. Please to hold on.”

“Yes!” Dad shouted looked out the window to see how fast they were moving. He stumbled backwards and almost fell over at the sight that caught his attention in the distance. He jumped up and pointed. “Jack! Dorss! Can you get him?”

Dorss’ eyes turned so it could see out the window. “No fly dragon?”

“No! I mean, not yet. Get that kid, he’s going to fall!”

“Protect posterior,” Dorss buzzed and the ship spun to face in the direction of Jack.

“Did you just tell me to hold on to my bu—” Dad started but lost his words when the ship rocketed off at a crazy high speed. “WHooooooaaaaa!”

The end ship soared through the air, faster than an ice boat, and Dad had to hold on tightly to stay standing. He scrambled up to the deck of the ship in case he needed to catch Jack. Thinking ahead, he pulled out a lead, affixing it to the mast. Jack was floating in the air screaming for help and Dad realized he must’ve been struck by shulker bullets.

The boy was still floating, and they were moving quite fast. “We can do it!” Dad yelled.

“Am doing!” Dorss shouted and the voice came from the hold down below, as well as the dragon head mounted on the front of the ship. Dad peeked that way and saw the dragon head was moving like it was alive.

“Are you controlling the figurehead?” Dad asked.

“Bzzzrrrrt?” Dorss responded.

“The dragon head thing.”

“Is ship. Am ship.”

Dad nodded and watched to see Jack reaching the apex of floating, and suddenly start to drop. “No!” Dad shouted. “Go faster!”

The dragon head roared, and the ship blasted off into a dive perfectly in line to intercept Jack, so fast that Dad flew off the deck, only the lead keeping him attached. “Whoa!” He shield charged back to the ship.

“AAAAAAhhhhhhhhh!!!!” Jack was shouting.

“Jack! Catch!” Dad shouted, throwing the lead out to him.

Jack must’ve used his luck power because the lead caught the wind and landed right in his hands. The ship pulled to a stop, and Dad anxiously watched his son as it flew back high into the sky.

Jack reeled himself in and hugged Dad. “That was AWESOME! Can we do it again?”


Chapter 19

“Is family?” Dorss asked.

“What the heck?” Jack shouted, startled. “Did the ship just talk?”

Dad nodded. “Jack, meet Dorss. He’s the shulker that pilots the ship.”

“Not pilot. Am ship,” Dorss buzzed.

“Right.” Dad patted the mast of the ship. “Somehow the ender people merged a shulker with the ship, and now he is the ship and it made him a lot smarter so he can talk.” Dad gasped after getting all that out in one breath.

“That is so COOL!” Jack shouted. “Hi Dorss, I’m Jack!”

“Am Dorss. Jack family now.”

“Uh okay.” Jack turned to Dad. “Have you seen anyone else?”

Dad shook his head. “No, we somehow all got split up going through the portal.”

Jack sighed. “Yeah, I bet it was that corrupted ender pearl.”

“I was having Dorss take me to the central island,” Dad said. “That’s where we planned on going in the first place, so I’m hoping everyone else is trying to get there, too.”

Jack looked toward the central island. “Yeah. But the dragon’s there.”

Dad nodded. “I know, but if I poof trying to find Mom, that’s still a win. Maybe she already respawned, I just don’t know.”

Jack sighed. “Stupid corrupted ender pearl.”

“Dorss, ready to take us to the central island?” Dad asked.

The ship shuddered, but Dorss agreed. “Yes. Do for family.”

The ship turned and flew toward the central island. Jack and Dad watched in anticipation as it drew closer and closer. Jack jerked to a stand, pointing. “Hey! What’s that?”

Dad followed his hand and saw three winged figures on the opposite side of the island flying in. “Is that...Kate?”

Jack nodded. “And Perry and Bruce! I didn’t know the elytra could make it from so far...” An explosion blasted Kate a little higher, leaving behind a light show and Jack nodded. “Ahhh yeah. Kate’s using firework rockets. Nice!”

“How is Bruce—” Dad cut himself off as an explosion of light shot right out of Bruce’s behind, shooting the cat higher into the sky. “Seriously? This can’t be real.”

Jack fell to the ground, laughing. “He shoots firework rockets out of his butt!”

Dad facepalmed. “Just what we need, Bruce’s butt to be even more dangerous.”

Dad climbed into the crow’s nest and waved at Kate and company. Kate saw him and waved back as both groups descended to the central island.

They huge circle of black pillars loomed below, and they could make out some figures and of course, the colossal black dragon.

“Look, there’s enderman here!” Jack said, peering over the edge of the ship. He squinted. “That’s so weird. The dragon isn’t attacking.”

Dad pointed. “Look! I see Mom! Hi, honey! We’re coming!” He waved both arms in wide arcs. She didn’t hear him or make any motion to show she saw them coming.

Jack saw her too, sitting on an obviously Mom-crafted chair next to the dragon. There was a dragon-sized table laden with food between them. The ender dragon, looking as huge and ferocious as only a massive evil dragon could, was hunkered down, watching Mom with its creepy purple eyes.

“You leave my wife alone!” Dad hollered. He looked panicked. “She must be so scared.”

Dorss landed, the ship shuddering to a halt several blocks above the island. “Dorss scared. Dragon say no fly over island.”

Dad patted the ship. “Thank you for being brave Dorss. We’ll take it from here, you can go.”

The dragonhead at the bow shook from side to side. “Dorss stay. Be brave for family.”

Kate landed next to Mom, rolling to the ground with her crossbow out and ready.

Jack pulled on Dad’s arm. “Come on! The fight’s about to start!”

They ran over, all the endermen on the island staying a good distance away. “It’s SHLING SHLING TIME!” Jack shouted, pulling out both swords.

“Oh! And that’s my son, Jack,” Mom said with a happy smile, pointing to Jack.

Jack paused in his charge. “Uh...what?”

The dragon lifted its head, rearing up to its full height. It towered above them, taller than the tallest building. If you could pee in Minecraft, Jack would have peed his pants just then.

“Hello, Jack. I am Clotho. I believe you’ve met my sister, Baba Yaga.”


The End!
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Chapter 1

“It’s...not shling shling time?” Jack scratched his head.

“Well, you certainly don’t need to sound so sad about it,” Mom said, giving him ‘The Look.’

Jack sighed and put his swords away. “I’m not sad, just confused.”

“You and me both,” Kate added, as she stood with her crossbow out.

“Meow purr?” Bruce said, eyeing the big black dragon.

“Hello small one,” the dragon, Clotho, said to Bruce. “You must be Bruce. Mrs. Smith has told me about you.” The dragon pulled out a cooked beef from her inventory and tossed it to the cat.

“Meow meow!” Bruce said, leaping onto the steak and chowing down.

“So, uh...” Dad began. “What exactly is going on here?”

Mom gestured to the table she had made from wood blocks she had in her inventory. It was covered in delicious smelling foods. “Come on, family. Don’t be rude. We’re sharing a meal with our host.”

Jack looked between his mom and the ender dragon, then gestured to the dragon. “Um! Huge! Dragon!”

Clotho chuckled, a loud sound that rumbled the entire area. “Don’t worry, little boy. I'm not going to eat you.” She looked him up and down, moving her head in to take a sniff. It was so powerful his clothes pulled in toward her gigantic nostrils. “You smell like you haven’t bathed in a long time.”

Jack threw his arms out to the side and scrunched up his face. “What?”

Kate giggled, putting her crossbow away. “Okay. I like her.”

“Yes, well, Clotho is a perfectly kind and generous host.” Mom nodded toward Clotho, the ender dragon. “I appeared here after we jumped in the portal, and she’s been nothing but gracious. We’ve had plenty of time to talk about everything while you all were off playing around.”

“Playing around?” Dad questioned.

“Well, whatever you did that took you so long to get here.”

“I learned to fly an endship!” Dad argued. “There was no playing around.”

“I played around a little,” Jack admitted. “The end is pretty cool.” Kate nodded in agreement.

“Either way,” Mom continued, “we’re all here now. And I’ve learned a lot.”

“Like what?” Jack asked. “That the ender dragon doesn’t eat people?”

Mom gave Jack ‘The Look’ and Kate giggled. “Well, yes. You remember that book we found in the stronghold? The one about the three sisters? Turns out it’s right. Clotho here is one of the sisters.” Mom gestured to the mighty dragon.

Clotho nodded. “Exactly right. Baba Yaga is my oldest sister.”

Jack's and Kate’s eyes bugged out. Jack pointed at Clotho. “Wait a minute...does that mean you used to be a villager?”

Clotho nodded.

“So when the book said the youngest sister was banished, it meant here? To the end? In the body of the ender dragon?” Kate asked.

Clotho nodded again. “Yes. Baba Yaga—or Atropos as I once knew her—used the power of the Pillar of Creation and turned me into what you see now, before banishing me and my entire army here to the end.” The dragon looked to the side, her purple eyes revealing a sadness so deep anyone who looked at her could felt it. “My sister was so consumed by power, she turned away from everything and everyone she loved. It drove her to madness.”

“What does she want?” Dad asked.

Clotho blew out a breath. “She wants the Pillar of Creation. She wants to use it to control the world.”

Dad frowned, then opened his mouth to ask a question, but stopped and shook his head. “I want to learn more about all that, but I have another question first. Why aren't the ships allowed to fly over here?”

Clotho blinked at him, a confused look on her face. “That’s what you want to ask?”

Dad nodded, gesturing to Dorss the ship, whose dragon figurehead was cowering, but occasionally peeked an eye open to see what was happening. “Our ship, Dorss, is scared to death to fly over here.”

Clotho let out a rumbling chuckle. “He doesn’t need to be afraid. It’s true, I do have a no fly-zone around the island, but the ships may come close. All he needed to do was ask.”

Dad frowned. “So why do you have a no-fly zone around here?”

Clotho smiled. “Well, you would have one too if you kept hitting your head on ships that flew around your home.”


Chapter 2

With the tension eased, they enjoyed a nice meal, everyone making seats to sit around the table in front of Clotho.

“Why don’t your ender people join us?” Kate asked, looking at the endermen standing guard around the island, watching them eat.

Clotho sighed. “They are young and leery of overworlders. None of our people have been to the overworld in a long time. We used to visit often, but we were cut off from there. My sister must have gotten ahold of the end beacon and used it to sever the connection between our dimensions.”

“How could she do that?” Dad asked.

“Someone opened a portal to her realm, and she escaped long enough to use her one remaining beacon to seal off the way to the end.” A tear formed in Clotho’s eye. “It drove the end people left in the overworld crazy. Trapped in the overworld, gone from the end for so long—it corrupted them.”

“How do you know?” Mom asked. “If you were trapped here, how could you tell?”

Clotho sighed, and it nearly blew the food off the table. “In this dragon form, I am much more than a simple creature. I am connected to all my ender people. I can feel them, and I felt their pain and madness.”

“Oh, dear,” Mom said, wiping her eyes and placing a hand on the giant dragon. “That must have been so terrible.”

Jack gestured all around. “What happened to the ender people? There’s like, nobody left.”

Clotho nodded; her purple eyes heavy. “Yes. The only end people that remain are the ones on my island. Soon though, even they will not likely live.”

“But what happened?” Kate asked.

“The end people need both the end and the overworld to survive. We were overworlders once, and each end person must visit the overworld periodically to stay alive. They need to feel the sun, eat some overworld food. Without it...something within them withers and they die.”

Mom gasped, her hands covering her mouth, and tears pouring out. “You mean...your sister...killed off all of your people?”

“Yes,” Clotho said. “These few that remain are the youngest. They stay near me as I still give off the energy they need to live, but even my strength is fading. Soon, this dimension will be as barren and empty as it was before we were sent here.”

“But...there has to be something we can do,” Mom said.

Dad cleared his throat. “What about the beacons we’ve been collecting? Can’t we use them somehow to fix things? We can’t let Baba Yaga—or Atropos or whatever she’s called—win.”

“I think Baba Yaga is a good name for her,” Clotho said. “She stopped being my sister a long, long time ago. But I fear there is nothing you can do. My dimension is doomed.” She laid her head down on the ground sullenly. “You must use the beacon my sister controls to break the seal between dimensions. If we can visit the overworld once again, we will be saved.”

Dad nodded. “Then that’s what we’ll do. We certainly will not give her the beacons.”

Clotho raised her head back up. “You would fight her?”

“If we have to,” Dad said.

Clotho nodded. “She won’t take no for an answer.”

“Then we’ll fight.”

Mom stood up beside Dad and put her hands on her hips. “I’m not saying violence is a good solution; don’t get me wrong, kids. But in this instance...Baba Yaga has got to go.”

Jack and Kate stared at their mom incredulously.


Chapter 3

“Mom! Seriously?” Kate asked.

Mom nodded. “She is evil. Look at everything she’s done. These poor end people...and her own sisters. Don’t even get me started on the red-eyed mutants—I don’t for one second believe those are accidents. This isn’t a case of bad choices and misunderstood repercussions. Oh no. This is addiction to power. This is corruption. This is pure evil.”

Dad looked at his wife, beaming with pride. He grabbed her hand and squeezed.

“Plus that book said she turned a bunch of people into pillagers,” Jack said.

Clotho nodded. “In a way, that was one of the worst things she has done. She turned brother against brother, father against son, mother against daughter…in a war that has lasted for millennia.”

“Wait a minute!” Jack yelled. “She’s probably watching us right now! She has that crystal ball, remember?”

“What’s a...ball?” Clotho asked.

Kate waved her hand. “Never mind. It’s not a ball anyway, Jack. It’s a cube.”

“I know that.”

“Then why’d you say a ball? Just to be annoying?”

“Hey!” Jack yelled. Kate stuck her tongue out at him.

“Kids!” Mom said. “Behave! We are guests in someone’s home.”

Clotho laughed, a blast of fire erupting out of her mouth into the sky. The family jumped, nervous. The area around the table was instantly warmer, and they eyed the dragon warily. Bruce happily went around to each of their spots to swipe some food while they were distracted.

Clotho looked back at them. “Sorry about that. You kids arguing just reminded me of simpler times. You don’t need to worry about her spying on us here. With the division of the dimensions, she has made it impossible to use her device to see here as well.”

“Bruce!” Mom shouted, waving her hands to shoo the cat. The cat was not shooed, staying put on top of the table, eating Kate’s food. “You darn cat!”

“It’s okay, Mom,” Kate said. “I was done anyway.”

“So what we need to do is fight Baba Yaga?” Dad asked.

Clotho sighed. “I wish it was that easy. The problem is that while she has the nether beacon, and is in her home dimension, she is nearly invulnerable. She can even respawn there and her powers are strong.”

“We’ll use the beacons, then. If you and your sisters learned to control them, certainly we can as well,” Dad said.

Clotho shook her head. “You can’t. I learned something when we touched the Pillar of Creation that very first time, something I have only recently come to understand.”

The family waited in silence, all eyes on the mighty ender dragon.

“The beacons were never meant to be separated,” she continued. “They were never meant to be used in the way they have been. The beacons are powerful, yes, but it’s the pillar that’s important. The Pillar of Creation holds this seed together. Already the world is beginning to unravel. The corruption that spread to my kin on the overworld will affect the entire seed itself until it is overtaken. Destroyed. Gone.”

Jack’s eyes went wide. “You mean...the end of the world?”

Clotho nodded her enormous head above them. “Yes, it seems every use of the omega beacons accelerates the corruption. The only solution is to bring them back together to form the pillar once again.”

Kate furrowed her brow. “But Baba Yaga has this...netherite cube she’s attaching them to.”

The dragon’s eyes widened in surprise so quickly they would have missed it had they not been staring right at her. “My sister spoke of this before. She said she could make a quantum tetracube, a device she could use to pierce the fabric of reality itself. She mentioned it before the wars, before...” Clotho looked to the side, swallowing, “before she did everything she did. She said the tetracube could give someone the power to make their own world. That’s why she’s putting them on the netherite cube. Her theory was when the beacons were permanently separated but kept in the same place and their powers still used, it would cause an end to all things, and in that final moment, whoever controlled the beacons could create their own world.”

“My goodness.” Mom shivered. “She would destroy everything so she could play God?”

“That is what started the war,” Clotho said. “My sister, Lachesis, and I couldn't believe what Atropos was saying. If it was true, there was no way we could let her have the beacons.”

Dad buried his face in his hands. “So, we have to fight her and destroy the netherite cube. But we can’t fight her in the nether because she has crazy power there. We can’t use the beacons because they are corrupting the world, and using them will make it worse. Oh, and if we fail and she gets all the beacons, the entire world is destroyed. That sound about right?”

“Don’t forget if she destroys the world, we’ll be destroyed with it,” Jack said.

Dad shoved out a sigh. The kind parents use when they’re already tired and overwhelmed and realize they have more work to do. “Thanks Jack, very helpful.”

“I try.” Jack shrugged.

Dad sat down heavily and rested his face in his hands. “This...it's so much.” He looked up at his family, all sitting around the full table. He would do anything to keep them safe. If only he knew how. “We were getting so close. We were almost home! Now we have to destroy our ticket out of here.” He closed his eyes tightly. He looked older than Kate had ever seen him before—tired and worn out.

Kate sat next to him. “It’s okay, Dad. We’ll figure something out.”

“If she’s this evil, she wasn’t going to send us home, anyway,” Jack added.

Mom sat on his other side, leaning her head against him. “Honey, I love you.” She gestured to Jack and Kate. “We love you. There’s nothing we can’t do as a family. We will not stop fighting, especially when we know how much is at stake now.”

“Yeah, Dad!” Jack said. “We can do this!” He turned to Clotho. “There has to be a way we can beat her. And we’ll find another way home.”

Clotho watched her visitors for a moment before speaking. “If you can get her through a portal into the overworld...she’ll be much weaker. You can defeat her there.”

Dad swallowed, taking a deep breath and steadying himself. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

They didn’t know how yet, but they knew they had to get the witch to abandon her home.


Chapter 4

They talked and planned for a long time, but in the eternal night of the end, they had no idea just how long. Eventually, the kids started yawning.

“Oh goodness! It must be so late,” Mom said. “How are we going to get back to the overworld?”

Clotho perked up. “I can help with that.” She reared up and blew out a gout of magenta flame high into the air. If it hadn’t been so memorizing, it would have been terrifying. The cone of flame was as wide as the dragon and seemed to stretch out forever. It cast a pinkish glow over the entire area, and the air became hot.

The strange cubes on top of the obsidian pillars lit up, beams of the same color magenta energy zipping down to crash into an empty fountain made of bedrock. The empty fountain suddenly filled with a black energy that resembled night—exactly like the portal that brought the family to the end. On top of the fountain’s central pillar was a dark black egg.

Every ender person collapsed to the ground at once, startling the family. Clotho crashed to the ground after, her eyes filled with pain.

“What did you do?” Mom asked, rushing over to the dragon.

Clotho tried to raise her head, but couldn’t, shakily dropping it back to the ground. “I...used...the last of my energy...to create a portal. It will take you to your...last spawn point.”

“No! Why would you do that?” Mom asked.

“The end…the actual end…of everything, is near. My people have dwindled to nothing. Our only hope…lies in you respawners. In you, the Smith family.” She took long, shallow breaths between her words. “Go now…defeat my sister…or all is lost.” She laid her head down, barely breathing.

“Kids,” Dad said gently. “It’s time. We need to go now.” It surprised him to see both Kate and Jack with tears in their eyes as they looked at Clotho. “Come on, guys.” He put an arm around each of them.

“Do not...worry...about...me...” Clotho whispered “If you…defeat her...I...can...respawn.”

Mom nodded, her face a mask of determination. “We will not fail. Come on, family.” She looked at the portal, biting her bottom lip, then at the egg on top of the fountain. “Clotho...”

“Take...the egg...” the dragon said. “It is...not really...an egg...but...a piece of my power. I had...to give it up...to create...the portal. Go...Smith family...”

“Kbzzzzzt!” Dorss hissed from his place nearby. “Dorss family. Dorss go with family.”

Clotho gave a tired smile and a tiny nod. Dorss’ dragon figurehead let out a small roar and the ship rose into the air.

Dad took Mom by the hand. “Come on, hon. We have a ride to catch.”

The entire family loaded up onto the ship. “Remember,” Dad said. “Once we’re out of the end, Baba Yaga will likely watch us with her crystal thing. Stick to the plan.”

The family nodded in agreement, and Dorss sailed to the portal, gracefully dropping down to touch it.

“Good...luck...” Clotho said as the world shifted around them.

The family blinked when they came out of the portal, the sun of the overworld bright in their faces. Below them was a beautiful plains biome, with a small swampy section further ahead. They floated in the air several blocks.

Dad frowned. “Where...where are we?” He pointed up. “Dorss, can you go higher?”

“Kbzzzt, of course. Dorss fly high or low.”

“Higher then, please,” Dad said, and the ship began to rise. They rose higher and higher.

Kate pointed. “Dad! I see a mohawk!”

Dad nodded with a small chuckle. “It’s just like I thought. We’re back at the world spawn point.”


Chapter 5

“You mean we’re back at the very first place we came into the game?” Mom asked.

Dad nodded. “Yep. I should know. I think I’ve respawned here more than anyone.” He let out a small chuckle.

“So now what?” Jack asked.

“Do we go back to Witherton?” Kate asked.

Mom shook her head. “Did you hear what Clotho said? The world is coming apart. We have to put an end to it. We need to stop Baba Yaga, and we need to do it quickly. We can’t get caught up in anything else. If we go back to Witherton, that’s just what will happen.”

“You’re right. And it would really freak them out,” Kate said.

“Can you imagine Elijah? We’re all gunna die!!!!” Jack laughed and the family copied him.

“That’s kinda morbid, Jack,” Kate said, even though she’d laughed, too.

“I don’t know what that means, but it was funny anyway. If you can’t laugh, what’s the point?”

“Anyway, kids. Mom’s right,” Dad said. “We’ve been dealing with this witch and her shenanigans long enough. I wish I would have listened to my gut about her. We have to put an end to it. Not just for Clotho, but for the entire world.”

Jack and Kate wore serious expressions, and Jack nodded. “Alright Dad, let’s go.”

Dad pointed. “Dorss, that way!”

“Kbzzzt!” Dorss said, and started sailing through the sky. Below them, the biomes soared past and it wasn’t long until they recognized their very first house, the mohawk pointing into the sky. The house was very basic—even more so than they remembered. It was just a simple rectangle stone house. No one spoke as they watched, but they were all thinking the same thing: man, they had come a long way.

“Boy, we were terrible at building back then,” Jack said, looking over the edge.

Okay, almost all of them were thinking the same thing.

Bruce looked down from the side, standing on the very edge of the ship. “Meow,” the cat said as he watched the house go by.

“Do you remember our first days here?” Kate asked Mom wistfully.

Mom put an arm around her. “I don’t think I could ever forget. Jack told me to go punch a tree!”

“Hey!” Jack said. “I was right, wasn’t I? You got apples and wood from it.”

Mom grinned. “Oh yes. It worked great until that creepy guy showed up.”

“Creep-ER Mom.” Jack rolled his eyes.

“I know that, silly boy. I'm just reminiscing.”

They continued to fly, moving faster than any horse could take them. “Look! There’s the double-E’s village!” Jack said, pointing. They flew over the village and it looked even worse from the air than it did from the ground. Pillagers had attacked it so many times it was barely a village at all. Plus, Elijah had stolen way too much of the burnable material to make fires so he would be warm. Even so, they had tons of fond memories.

“Oh, there’s the pillager outpost, too!” Jack pointed off in the distance at the first pillager outpost the family had ever been to. It didn’t look as scary from high in the air.

They sailed further, the trip that had taken them days and days, only taking hours as they crossed biomes. Kate pointed to the large desert off in the distance, and they talked about their shelter they build around the fossil they found. “Remember how Bruce blew us up with the TNT trap?” Jack laughed.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said from his perch on the side of the ship.

Soon enough they flew over a swampland and Dad frowned. “Maybe we should fly higher. I don’t want Esmerelda trying to do any witchy stuff to us.”

“Oh dear.” Mom shook her head with a laugh. “She isn’t that bad.”

Dad gave her a flat look. “Don’t forget she tricked you into doing her laundry.”

“Oh, sure. And I’ve never done your laundry either.” Mom winked.

Dad’s jaw dropped. “It’s not the same!”

Mom wrapped him in a hug. “I’m only teasing, dear. She was…an interesting person. I think she’s just lonely, is all.”

“I mean, she is a witch,” Jack said. “I think being creepy and weird is part of her job description.”

Dad pointed at Jack. “See? We should fly higher. Just in case.”

“Kbzzzzt. Dorss going as fast as Dorss can. Go higher?” the ship asked.

“No, no, it’s okay,” Dad said. “I was only kidding.”

They flew over the swamp, and Esmerelda’s hut could be seen down below. Her black cat was running around on the dock, and Bruce’s ears perked up, his tail swishing. “Meow meow!”

“Meow!” came a cry from below. Esmerelda the witch rushed out, looking up into the sky where her cat was looking.

“Everyone duck!” Dad shouted, ducking below the deck railing so as not to be seen. Mom rolled her eyes.

Soon enough, they came to the edge of the ocean. Jack was happy to see their stand castle still standing. “Oh man, that was fun to build!”

Kate nodded. “Mom, your flag looks great!”

“What’s that?” Dad asked, pointing to a spot on the castle. He asked Dorss to slow down, and everyone got a good look at what he was talking about. There was a line of pure white through the sand blocks, almost blending in too well to see, but once you did see it, you couldn’t un-see it.

“Is that...?” Mom trailed off, a confused look on her face.

“It’s like on the ender people we saw in the jungle pyramid...” Kate said.

Jack nodded. “Yeah! Just like that. Those dropped the first corrupted ender pearls we got. Does this mean that white is the corruption?”

“I don’t know,” Dad said, still staring at the oddity. “It’s very strange, though.”

“Should we touch it?” Jack asked.

“What?” Mom looked from the sand blocks to her son. “Don’t be crazy! You don’t go randomly touching holes in reality. Have we taught you nothing? What were you thinking?”

Jack held his hands up in front of him. “I don’t know! What if it gives you cool powers or something?”

Mom answered Jack with ‘The Look.’

Kate snorted. “It’d probably infect you like it did those ender people.”

Jack gave the corruption a frown. “Alright, alright. No touching.”

“This just proves that time isn’t on our side,” Dad said. “Dorss, let’s keep going, please.”

“Yes, Dad! Kbbbbbzzzzzt,” Dorss said.

Kate chuckled. “He just called you Dad.”

“Well...he’s never had a family. I don’t think he really understands what it means.” Dad shrugged.

Mom smiled and watched the ocean go by. “I think we’ll be coming up to the island village soon. Are we sure we can’t stop and say hi?”

Dad shook his head. “Dorss is an amazing ship and flying us around much faster than any other traveling we’ve done, but we still need to be careful about the time. I don’t want to risk our friends being hurt by this corruption.”

“And us never being able to get out,” Jack added and they all fell silent.

They continued toward the island village, and all of them went to the side to watch. The ice road had been completed, and there was a large platform with stairs leading down to the island proper. They could see it was a hive of activity as villagers built and crafted, fixing the island up to be vacation worthy.

“Look!” Kate pointed, and they saw the ice road continued on in another direction. “I think they’re extending it to the ocean pyramid!”

Dorss continued flying over the road. They saw boats coming and going as villagers travelled to the island or back to other spots. Their passage took them over the mountain that had been tunneled through, and over the snowy biome. They saw they had expanded the ice farm to a whole other ice field, with villagers hard at work.

“Oh, we’re coming up to Witherton!” Mom said with a small clap.


Chapter 6

Bruce was bored. Bored and hungry. Being on this flying thing wasn’t anywhere near as cool as flying on his own. He thought back fondly to his epic flight in the weird dark place where he got his firework rockets. Soaring through the air, launching awesome explosions to keep him high. It was the best flight of his life.

Now he was just sitting, letting the weird-noise-making house do all the flying. It was nice flying over the stinky lady’s hut with his cat friend there, but otherwise he was unimpressed.

Until he saw a familiar sight and smelled a familiar smell. The big walled village was just up ahead, and he could smell meat cooking. Delicious, tasty, juicy meat cooking.

“They’re having a huge barbecue!” his boy shouted as he looked over the side.

“Looks like you left a lasting impression,” his girl said.

Dad leaned over the edge, a huge smile on his face. “I guess I did,” he said. He puffed out his chest a little. It looked kinda weird. “That makes me so proud.”

Bruce drooled as he finally saw what everyone was looking at. Sure enough, down in the village square, there was a huge barbecue going on. There was music and dancing, and most importantly, food. So. Much. Food. There were tables laden with it, everything from cooked beef and chicken to—Bruce shuddered—pumpkin pie. Yuck.

Bruce looked at his family. They were pointing and talking excitedly at everything going on in the village. Dad even asked the house to slow down so they could watch a bit more before flying on. They waved and shouted, but no one in the village seemed to know they were there. No one even looked up.

Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smelled Like Poop) knew it was his chance. While all looked down off one side, he leapt off the other side of the house. It was time for the Terror of the Skies to make his triumphant return.

Bruce plummeted down at tremendous speeds. It was the highest he’d ever flown, and for sure the fastest. He wasn’t afraid though—he was a ninja after all, and what ninja couldn’t handle jumping from a sky house?

Now, there were many people looking and pointing up, and even one person holding a cooked chicken in his hand waved it around as he pointed at Bruce. Bruce unfurled his elytra wings and caught the air, his downward momentum converting to a blinding horizontal speed.

He ripped through the air over the barbecue and snatched the cooked chicken out of the villager’s hand, gobbling it down. Bruce did a barrel roll, spinning between two buildings, and turned, shooting off to the side. One of his ninjas appeared on a house next to him and launched into the air to bat the kitty down, but Bruce launched a firework rocket, blasting past the ninja.

More ninjas appeared and Bruce gave a small nod of appreciation—they were taking their job as guardians of the village seriously. It didn’t do them any good though. They were no match for Bruce’s speed.

He made another sharp turn and zipped through the crowd, snatching up barbecued meat at every opportunity. The crowd ran screaming, and Bruce knew his time was up. With a full belly, he angled himself upwards and fired off another firework rocket, blasting through the air and back up to the flying house.

He landed lightly on the ship, licking his paw. His family stared at him with their hands on their hips.

Dad pointed at him. “Ya darn cat!”

Bruce burped.


Chapter 7

They flew until it got too dark and they had to find a place to stop. They had flown over the dark forest, and Jack pointed down. “Dorss! You should dock on that!” The woodland mansion the family had rescued the pillagers from was directly below.

“Good idea,” Dad said. “It’s huge. There’s bound to be some comfy beds in there.”

“Landing, bzzzzzt.” Dorss descended from the skies onto the massive roof of the woodland mansion.

Mom stretched. “Alright, kids, let’s get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”

“What about Dorss?” Kate asked. “He’ll be all cold and lonely.”

“Kate, Dorss is a ship. Not an animal.” Jack looked at his sister like she’d grown donkey ears.

“He’s so sweet though. We can’t just leave him out here all alone.”

“Kate-family is kind,” Dorss said, “but incorrect. Dorss fine. Dorss sleep. Wake Dorss when want to travel.”

“Are you sure?” Kate asked, patting the dragon figurehead. “We could make you a shelter...”

“Dorss sleep. Dorss like being outside.”

“Okay, thank you Dorss.” She smiled and waved to Dorss before following her family to a hole Mom had mined leading down into the woodland mansion.

“Wait!” Jack shouted as he was about to jump into the house.

“What is it?” Dad asked, a yawn escaping his lips. “I’m tired.”

Jack pointed into the air. “I have to make a lava beacon! It’d be great for Witherton to find this place easier. Who knows, they may want to turn it into another vacation place, too.”

“Jack, this place is surrounded by mutant bunnies just waiting to eat anyone that gets close,” Dad said. “Nobody wants to vacation here.”

Jack put his hands on his hips. “Are you kidding? It sounds like the perfect vacation for a ninja!”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Whatever son, just be quick.”

Jack smirked and ran to the center of the roof, then built a small pool of stone to catch the lava. He climbed into the middle of the pool and jump-stacked dirt blocks over and over until he was up to the clouds. “I love lava,” he said to himself as he pulled out his lava bucket. With a jump, he poured the lava on the top and tried to angle himself so the lava wouldn’t hit him, but didn’t pull it off very well. The lava bubbled against his leg, afflicting him with the burning debuff.

“Ow ow ow!” he yelled as he plummeted toward the ground. “Oh man!” He fumbled through his inventory, pulling out a bucket of water as he flipped around through the air. The burning was eating through his hearts, and the ground was rushing toward him. Images of respawning flashed through Jack's head, and he grimaced. He couldn’t even remember where his respawn point was! “Oh, come on!”

In a quick thought, he activated his luck power, dumping his entire food bar into it. He immediately flipped around and just as he was about to slam into the roof and probably poof, he dumped out the water. With a tremendous splash he landed in the water, the burning debuff canceling out. He breathed hard, laying there for a moment to catch his breath.

“Jack?” Mom's voice came from the hole in the roof. “Are you done yet?”

Jack climbed up to his feet. “Yeah!” he yelled back in a broken voice. He cleared his throat. “Yep, I’m done! Everything’s okay here. Nothing to worry about. I’m fine. Coming to bed.”

He took a final look at his growing lava beacon, blew out a breath, and turned to go into the mansion when he noticed the dragon figurehead trying to hold back a laugh.


Chapter 8

“Come on, kids. Time to go!” Dad yelled loudly, waking Jack and Kate up. They had all slept in a large room that had beds already inside it. The mansion was empty, but still felt eerie. Especially since they had looked around a little and found another one of those white tears in the mansion.

Kate had set Perry up on a perch, asking him to keep watch while they slept. It would have been a genius idea had he not squawked “Keep watch! Keep watch!” the entire night. Needless to say, they hadn’t slept great.

They ate a quick breakfast and left, climbing up onto Dorss.

“You know, Jack, maybe it was a good idea to put that beacon here,” Mom said as she craned her neck, looking up the entire length of the lava beacon. “It’s not right for a building this nice to be abandoned. It should be a place of fun and relaxation.”

“And ninja training,” Jack said. “Hi-yah!” He karate chopped the air.

“What is ninja?” Dorss asked as they raised into the sky.

“The best thing ever!” Jack told the dragon head. “Ninjas are fast and can come at you from anywhere. And they have cool weapons!”

“Kbzzzzt Dorss is ninja!”

Jack laughed. “Sure Dorss, you can be a ninja.”

They flew along, burning through the day until Dad shouted, pointing at another lava beacon Jack had made. “There it is!”

“See how awesome lava is?” Jack asked with a smirk.

They landed next to the lava beacon, and the base camp the family had made so long ago it was almost hard to remember.

“Dorss, you wait here,” Dad said. “Thank you for flying us this far. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“Dorss wait for family,” the ship said, closing his eyes.

Kate placed Perry in the ship. “Please stay here with Dorss, this part is going to be very dangerous, and I don’t know if we can protect you.”

“Protect! Protect!” Perry squawked, bobbing his head.

“Come on, kids,” Mom said, stepping off the ship. They piled into the building they’d used as a shelter before, and Mom fed them some lunch.

Jack sat on a bed, bouncing slightly. “Should we stay the night so we can go into the nether first thing in the morning?” Jack gave a knowing wink. It was all part of the plan.

Dad shook his head. “No, I think we should just go in. Baba Yaga is expecting us and think about it—we could get home. We could finally go home.”

They fell silent. No one seemed to want to talk about the elephant in the room—what if they couldn’t get home? What if they had to fight Baba Yaga and she was their only chance at getting out? What if they defeated her? And if they didn’t, she likely wouldn’t be feeling generous about helping them.

“What if—” Jack started, but Dad held his hand up.

“But if we poof—” Kate began, but Mom put a gentle hand on her arm.

“It’s going to be okay,” Dad said. “We’re going to figure this out. What we won’t do is let everyone here, everyone in this seed, down. They might not even know it, but they’re counting on us. We’re their only hope.”

Mom gave a small smile. “Jack, Kate.” She looked at them as she said their names. “Wherever we are together is home. Home isn’t a building or a place. Home is the people you’re with.”

Dad stood and gathered the family together in a group hug. Even Bruce joined in, threading himself between their mess of legs, rubbing against them and purring. Mom had a tear running down her cheek, but the kids couldn’t tell if it was a sad tear or one of those happy ones she sometimes got.

Dad cleared his throat. “We are the Smiths, and the Smiths don’t give up.”

Their smiles were bittersweet, and without another word, they went to the redstone doorway Jack had created. With a casual flick of a switch, the lava stopped pouring and the nether portal was revealed, its glowing purple energy shifting and swirling.

Dad took a deep breath. “It’s time.”

As they walked into the portal, the world shifted around them. Dad wasn’t sure what to expect when they got through the other side, but it still surprised him what he saw. The last time they’d gone through the portal, the nether had been filled with dozens and dozens of enemies. Skeletons, blazes, wither skeletons. It had been a battle that had taxed the family greatly.

This time, there were just as many mobs, but they were lined up in rows all along the left and right sides of the bridges leading into Baba Yaga’s fortress. They stood at attention, perfectly still and eyes forward like troops of an army.

“What the...” Jack said, pulling out an iron sword.

“Put it away,” Dad said, waving his hand at his son without looking away from the mobs. “I think they’re like...honor guard or something. They aren’t attacking.”

“Oh my,” Mom said. “Baba Yaga is welcoming us into her home.”

“She must be really excited,” Kate said.

They walked down the bridge, the mobs continuing to look forward like the family was in a weird parade. “I feel like we should have dressed up.” Mom looked at her family in their casual clothes, all except for Jack, who wore a pair of leather boots.

Dad laughed. “I’m sure it’s fine.” They slowly strolled down the aisle until they came to the stairs that descended into Baba Yaga’s throne room. Dad swallowed. “Here we go.”

They descended to find Baba Yaga, sitting on her throne, a crown atop her head. The netherite cube hovered behind her, a red beam of energy shooting off the nether beacon, and a black beam shooting off the end beacon.

“WELCOME BACK!” Baba Yaga shouted. “YOU HAVE DONE—” She cleared her throat. “You have completed the task, great job!” Her eye twitched and she stood up. “Now, give me the beacons, and I will give you your reward.”

“Wait a minute,” Mom said, “we have some questions for you first.”

Baba Yaga’s eye twitched. “QUESTIONS! Ahem. Questions? Don’t you want to get back home? Give me the beacons!”

“Yes, we do want to get home,” Dad said, “but first we’d like to learn more about these beacons.”

Baba Yaga’s eye twitched like it was dancing at a disco. She stomped her foot. “There isn’t time. If you want to go back home, you must give me the beacons now, before I can no longer open the portal.”

Dad gasped. “Really?”

“YES!” Twitch, twitch. “Give me the beacons!”

Dad sighed. “And then you’ll open the portal? And we’ll get to go home?”

Baba Yaga nodded. “Yes, then you’ll get your reward.”

“Alright, kids. Give her the beacons.” Jack and Kate pulled out the beacons, walking over to Baba Yaga and handing them to her.

“Yes, YES!” Twitch. She placed the beacons on different sides of the cube, so that each side had a different beacon on it. “Now the fuel!”

The kids pulled out everything she needed for fuel, handing the items to her, and one by one she put them into the beacons. Jack dropped the amethyst and it flew behind Baba Yaga. “Sorry! I’m such a klutz.”

Baba Yaga sneered but turned around and picked up the amethyst, slamming it into the earth beacon. “Finally, FINALLY! MY TIME HAS COME!”

“Now you’ll send us back?” Dad asked.

“Oh yes, now you will get your reward!” Baba Yaga's eye twitched. It twitched and twitched. It began twitching more violently until the other eye twitched. Then her nose began to twitch. Then her chin. Her head. Her arms and fingers and legs twitched. Her entire body twitched. She writhed back and forth, jerking and shuddering and convulsing, like her body was stuck on both time lapse and slow motion.

“Are you alright?” Mom asked, concern plastered on her face. Jack and Kate dashed back to their parents.

“I am BETTER than alright,” Baba Yaga boomed, her voice deeper and menacing. Her skin flushed red like she was hot or embarrassed, but it got darker and darker until it looked like someone had painted her a bright red. At once she began growing, larger and larger, her face elongated and wings sprouting from her back.

“What’s going on?” Dad shouted above the commotion.

“I am giving you your reward,” Baba Yaga, a massive red dragon, twice the size as her sister Clotho, yelled, blasting a gout of fire at the Smith family, poofing them instantly. “FINALLY I WILL CREATE MY OWN WORLD AND BE A GOD!”

The red dragon grabbed the netherite cube with her mouth and threw it into the air over her head. The cube twisted and spun as it shot through the air, then turned and fell back toward the ground. Baba Yaga’s mouth distended like a snake just in time to catch the cube and swallow it whole. “MY POWER WILL BE UNSTOPPABLE!”

She opened her mouth as if she was going to breathe fire again, then shut it, her brow furrowing. “WHAT? SOMETHING IS WRONG!”

“Oh, were you expecting immense godlike power?” a voice said from the stairs.

Baba Yaga whirled her head around to see Jack, standing on top of the stairs, holding the ender dragon egg that was supposed to power the earth beacon in his hand. “Probably need this though, right?”

“HOW—I DESTROYED YOU!” Baba Yaga’s eye twitched, even in her humongous dragon form.

“Yeah, not very nice what you did there. Thank goodness for clones, huh? Clones and boots that help with sneaking.” He tapped his leather boots. “Anyway, see ya! Thanks for nothing.”

He dashed out the door and Baba Yaga roared loud enough to shake the entire fortress.


Chapter 9

Jack ran as fast as he could, flying up the stairs and onto the stone bridge leading to the portal. The mobs were still lined up like toy soldiers giving him a perfect path all the way across the bridge. Then the stairs exploded and Baba Yaga in her dragon form burst forth.

That had not been something the family was prepared for.

They had prepared for a betrayal, just not the turning-into-a-dragon kind. The plan the Smith family and Clotho had come up with was to use Jack’s cloning power to lure Baba Yaga out through the portal. Now if Jack could just make it there in one piece, it would be accomplished. Of course, they would still have to fight a giant red dragon, but they were pretty used to fighting monsters.

He couldn’t believe the old witch had forgotten to change the mob's orders. He wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth though and ran full-tilt to the portal. “GET HIM YOU FOOLS!” Baba Yaga roared, and Jack’s luck ended.

So he made his own luck. He grabbed his stack of golden apples out of his inventory and activated his luck power, using it to dodge. Balls of fire flew at him, and he slid under them. Arrows streaked through the air and he burned through his luck to dance across them like they were platforms.

Skeletal arms reached for him, but he leapt up and pinballed across their heads. He heard a massive intake of breath behind him and rolled to the ground, lying flat on his belly. A blast of fire filled the air above him. The fire must have been more than mere flame as it incinerated everything around him, wither skeletons and blazes included. He could feel the heat of it, but didn’t get burned. The fire cut off and he jumped up. “Missed me!” he shouted; his way to the portal now clear.

“YOU’LL PAY FOR THAT!” the dragon screamed.

Jack spun around and performed a backflip, sticking his tongue out at the dragon and blew a raspberry, spit flying, as he flipped through the portal. He smirked when he saw her racing across the bridge at him. The world went woogy, then he was out.

“Get ready! Here she comes!” Jack shouted, dashing away from the portal entrance as fast as he could.

The rest of his family was nowhere to be found, just like they’d planned it. Baba Yaga’s voice split the air from behind him. “Where DO you THINK you’re GOING?”

He didn’t look back. He didn’t have time. He munched a golden apple and ran as fast as his legs would take him. He kept his luck power running at full capacity, and it paid off when he tripped over a rogue chunk of stone, sliding to a stop. A blast of fire shooting out over his head.

He finally dared to look back, to find Baba Yaga standing outside of the portal, the fancy lava door Jack had made utterly destroyed, lava pouring directly onto her head. She didn’t seem to notice. “YOU’VE MADE A TERRIBLE MISTAKE LITTLE BOY!” she boomed in her new deep dragon voice.

“Yeah?” Jack asked. “Well, you’re about to get Dorssed.”

Baba Yaga cocked her head, confused for a moment. “Dorssed?”

Jack smirked, wiggling his eyebrows and pointing behind Baba Yaga. The dragon turned around just in time to watch as Dorss, who was streaking through the air, crashed into her, slamming her to the ground, and flashing her red, while at the same time, exploding the small room the portal had been built in, and destroying the portal itself.


Chapter 10

“Kbzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt, Dorss smash!” Dorss yelled.

“Dorss smash! Dorss smash!” Perry, the parrot squawked from his perch on the ship. Kate had left him with Dorss, afraid he might be poofed when they went to meet Baba Yaga in the nether.

“She’s down, get her!” Dad shouted from atop the deck of the ship, dressed in his full netherite gear they had stowed away in their shulker boxes in Dorss’s hold.

“Get OFF ME!” Baba Yaga roared, and flung the ship away, right at Jack.

“Yikes!” Jack yelled, downing some luck and rolling under the ship. All the luck in the world wouldn’t be enough for Jack to dodge a whole massive ship, but it barely clipped him, flashing him red and taking half his hearts. “Yeoch!” Jack yelled. Thankfully his luck was good enough that he grabbed the ship as it flew by, flipping himself onto its deck. “Go go go!”

Dorss shakily took to the air, then picked up speed. “Kbzzzt. Dorss smash good?”

“Dorss smash good!” Perry squawked

The dragon emblem smiled at the parrot. They had become fast friends.

Dad was going to get tired of that really quickly.

“You did great, Dorss,” Dad said. “She’s just a lot tougher than we thought. And, uh, bigger. Put on some speed and let’s see if we can tire her out.”

“Dorss smash good but fly gooder.” The ship zoomed even faster.

“YOU WON'T GET AWAY FROM ME!” Baba Yaga shouted, taking to the air on her giant red wings. She launched straight up, her wings billowing out, and blotting out the sun for a moment before she gave them a gigantic flap and flew after Dorss.

Kate had a spot on the crow’s nest, and had her crossbow already out, taking aim at the massive dragon. Baba Yaga was so huge it wouldn’t be a hard shot. She fired, and an arrow streamed at Baba Yaga, hitting her in the wing and flashing her red. Baba Yaga growled, and opened her mouth, a beam of red energy shooting out of her mouth and hitting Dorss. Immediately the ship went faster.

“Kbzzt... that tickled,” Dorss said.

“What was that?” Mom asked.

“I think she’s shooting out beams from the omega beacons. She swallowed them,” Jack said.

“She what?” Mom asked.

“Yeah, she swallowed the whole netherite cube like a snake eating an egg. It was crazy! But anyway, she has the omega beacons inside her now. I think she just shot Dorss with the nether beacon, so I guess he’s a mutant now?”

“Dorss faster now!” Dorss shouted, his dragon head looking back. It shocked the family to see that his eyes were glowing red.

Kate fired again, hitting Baba Yaga. “Dorss! Next time she shoots, take evasive maneuvers, if she hits you with one of the other beams, it could seriously damage you. I’ll shout if I see her attack.”

“Affirmative!” Dorss said.

Kate took aim again, waiting for just the right moment. That moment came when Baba Yaga opened her mouth again, a ball of blue energy forming within. Kate fired, the arrow leaving sparkles behind as it flew and crashed directly into the ball of forming energy, exploding. “Yeah!” Kate shouted. “How do you like those firework rockets?”

Baba Yaga must not have liked them at all, as the ball of energy that had been in her mouth was blasted to pieces, her entire head covered in ice. She lost control and plummeted to the ground.

“Dorss, follow her down!” Dad shouted.

Dorss spun quickly, zipping to follow the dragon. Baba Yaga crashed to the ground, blowing a hole in the dirt.

“Ninja Kitty bomb!” Jack yelled, snatching Bruce up, and lobbing him at Baba Yaga.

“MEOW HISS!” Bruce yelled, his claws extending. Bruce had consumed a full set of netherite armor, and a netherite sword, his entire body the dark color of the strong metal. He landed on the dragon and began chainsaw-attacking with his claws.

Dorss landed, and the family jumped off, all of them in their full netherite armor with their best weapons.

“It’s SHLING SHLING TIME!” Jack screamed and dashed in to attack the stunned dragon.

Dad had a shield out and ready while Mom immediately began throwing potions of weakness. They crashed onto the dragon but had no effect. “Oh rats,” Mom said. “I was worried that might happen.”

“It’s okay, hon. Just be ready with healing potions for us,” Dad said. There was a terrible screech and Jack was blasted back towards Mom, rolling head over heels across the dirt. “Like now,” Dad said with a smirk. Mom wasted no time, picking Jack up, and pouring a healing potion down his mouth.

“Ugh, thanks Mom,” he said.

Baba Yaga stood up out of the hole she’d blasted in the ground. “You have SEALED YOUR FATE and the FATE of your world! I will not REST UNTIL I HAVE DEVOURED your world!” She slammed a foot onto the ground, and the dirt blocks all around her began to shake, exploding. When the dust settled, each of the blocks that had been dirt, was now a wither skeleton, arms raised and ready to attack.


Chapter 11

“Okay, your potions will help now,” Dad said. Then he pulled out a second shield and slammed them together. “Face me!” He activated his taunt and every wither skeleton turned to face him, forgetting everyone else. Even Baba Yaga turned to him, but she shook her head and shrugged off the effect.

The skeletons charged as one, and Mom threw potions like they were running out of style. “You get a potion, and you get a potion, and you get a potion!”

The horde of skeletons came right for Dad, but they were splashed over and over with splash potions of weakness and slow. “Thanks hon!” Dad shouted, and hunched down behind his shield, activating his charge attack and slamming into the skeletons like a bowling ball, instantly poofing several of them and sending the rest flying away.

Baba Yaga wasted no time and fired a beam of blue light from her mouth. Everywhere it struck turned to snow and ice, the beam inching toward Dad. He lifted his shield hoping it would be enough protection. The beam hit it, and blasted to either side of Dad, turning the skeletons near him into popsicles, frozen in chunks of ice.

Bruce, who had been thrown away, leapt onto Baba Yaga’s back, digging in with his claws and climbing his way up her massive dragon body. “Stupid CAT!” the dragon roared. “I never liked CATS!” Her eyes flashed green and green healing light swirled around her. At the same time a pure white rift formed in a tree nearby.

“Stop using the beacons!” Jack shouted, pointing at the tree. “You’re destroying everything!”

“That’s what I'm TRYING TO DO you stupid BOY!” Baba Yaga yelled back and fired a purple beam of energy at Jack.

Jack barely dodged, the beam ripping through the dirt and exploding a line of dirt blocks, turning them into silverfish that immediately went after the boy. “Cyclone slash!” Jack yelled, spinning around and exploding all the silverfish in a single attack.

Another white fissure appeared, this time on a mound of dirt next to them.

Kate aimed and fired, another firework rocket exploding against Baba Yaga. The dragon lifted both her wings and slammed them forward, creating a powerful gust of wind that blew everyone off their feet and sent them rolling.

She followed up with a blast of her powerful breath weapon, scorching the entire family and taking away half of their hearts while turning the rest black.

Bruce climbed onto her head to attack her eye and distract her, but she tossed her head back, sending the cat flying. Instead of falling back down however, Bruce shot a firework rocket out of his rear end, hitting the dragon right in the face and sending the cat flying up, where he unfurled his wings, taking to the skies.


Chapter 12

“You WRETCHED BEAST!” Baba Yaga screeched. Her eyes glowed green and she breathed out a blast of smoke from her mouth. The smoke spread throughout the air and broke into pieces, each taking the form of a giant bat and chasing after Bruce.

Another fissure appeared, this one floating in midair. A wither skeleton walking near it touched it and was sucked through to the other side, floating in mid-air as it sailed away, arms flailing.

“Yikes!” Jack said. “Don’t touch the fissures!”

“Yeah, we already told you that, remember?” Kate said.

Jack rolled his eyes and shook his head to clear out the pain from getting hit by that breath weapon. His hearts were black like he had the wither effect, and they were dangerously low. “Ugggghhh wither.”

“Here!” Mom shouted, handing Jack a bucket of milk. He gulped it down, the wither effect disappearing. “I can’t reproduce those, so watch out for that attack next time.” She dashed off to help the others.

Jack shakily stood to his feet and readied his swords. He dashed at Baba Yaga, feinting to the left, then quickly rolling to the right when she tried to block him. He jumped up, slamming his swords down onto her flank. They hit hard, flashing her red, but it was like hitting stone. They bounced back, hurting his hands.

The dragon lashed out with her leg, hitting Jack and sending him flying. She slammed her foot onto the ground and let out a loud roar that was cut off as an arrow slammed directly into her nose. She flinched back, blinking. She used her giant dragon claws to grab at the arrow, but couldn’t get enough grip to pluck it out. “You’ll pay for THAT!” she bellowed.

“Yeah, yeah,” Kate said. “You’ve been saying that a lot. But I gotta tell ya, I don’t even have a job, so I can’t afford to pay for anything. But you can have as many of these as you want, free of charge!” She blasted off several more arrows, each of them sticking in Baba Yaga, whose face was looking like she’d been playing too close to a porcupine.

Baba Yaga lifted her wings to blast them with air again, but before she could, Mom quickly placed several blocks of dirt, building a tower to hide behind. The wind gust came, and Dad shot into the air with a shield charge, then redirected to slam into Baba Yaga’s head before she could blast them with her breath again.

“OOOOf,” Jack grunted as he peeled himself from the ground where the wind had blown him. “That was pretty smart, Mom.”

Mom grinned and tossed splash potions of regeneration at Kate and Jack. “Go help your Dad!”

Kate dashed up to Mom, and placed some more blocks next to Mom’s, making a small wall they could hide behind. She peeked out and fired arrows in quick succession.

Jack ran in again. “Dad! Hold your shield up!”

Without hesitation, Dad knelt down and held his shield above his head. Jack burned a bit of luck, timing his jump just right and leapt onto the shield. Dad shield charged straight up while Jack’s feet were on his shield, and he rocketed both of them into the air. Jack leapt off, performing a forward flip, his swords out, and slammed them down onto the dragon with the force of his inertia. Critical stars floated up and Jack’s attack was followed by Dad shooting into her neck with his shield, knocking her to the side.

“ENOUGH!” Baba Yaga screamed, spreading her wings wide and launching into the air. Green energy trailed off her as she healed herself and a trail of reality fissures followed in her wake.

Dad frowned. “Well, that’s not good.”


Chapter 13

Birds were dumb. Mice were dumb. So these weird little mice-birds chasing after him were the dumbest.

Bruce launched a firework rocket behind him, shooting him further into the air, the rocket exploding into the mass of bats following him. There must have been a dozen of the mutant bats, their eyes glowing with red energy. His rocket sent one plummeting to the ground where the fall damage poofed it, but there were still plenty more.

The lead bat’s eyes flashed, a beam of red hot energy shooting out of them in a straight line. Bruce took the hit, unable to dodge fast enough, but his tough netherite armor prevented most of the damage. He pulled up, his wings expanding, and the bats overshot him. “Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled, diving back into the action and landing on the bat closest to him. The bat screeched and tried to flip over to shake the cat off, but Bruce dug his claws in, and chomped down hard, poofing the bat.

The cat barrel-rolled to the side as the bats turned to face him, and they descended, chasing after him. He launched another firework rocket from his rear, exploding it right in the center of the bats. Several more poofed and he flipped over to land on top of one, his claws making a critical star and poofing it. Bruce leapt off like a mid-air super bouncy ball, careening into the next bat and chomping its wings, sending it plummeting to the ground.

He bounced between more bats, scoring glancing blows with his claws, flashing them red. He was having the time of his life fighting in mid-air. Those bats had no idea he was the Terror of the Skies, but he would show them! Then a blast of heat hit him on the side, knocking him askew. Then another, and another as all the bats fired their eyebolts at once.

His hearts plummeted and he panicked, hurtling towards the ground amid a rain of burning eye blasts.

Before he crashed into the ground, Bruce flipped around and launched a firework rocket, shooting him ahead and up out of the way of their beams. He was hurting, though—his hearts flashing low, and a burning effect on him.

Kate watched in horror as the bats turned what looked like a sure defeat into victory, sending Bruce flying away. “I need your help, Mom!” she shouted, pulling out an anvil she’d been carrying in her inventory and setting it on the ground. She handed Mom a book and a spare crossbow. “Quick, put multi-shot on this!” She peeked around the corner of their wall, firing an arrow at the swarm of bats, hitting one.

Jack and Dad stood on the ground, looking helplessly into the air where Baba Yaga had launched herself. “What now? I wish we could fly,” Jack said.

“Aren’t there flying ninjas?” Dad asked.

Jack shook his head. “I think you’re thinking of superheroes.”

Baba Yaga wheeled around and descended towards them. “Look out!” Dad shouted. Shoving Jack behind him and slamming down both shields in front of them. Baba Yaga strafed overhead, blasting out an icy cold breath of white energy. The ground where it hit turned to powder snow and ice in a wide swath.

Dad's shield blocked most of the attack, but still his hearts had taken a hit. He looked back to see Jack had fallen into a pit of powder snow. “Jack, are you alright?”

“So...c-c-c-c-cold,” Jack said through chattering teeth. The boy took out a golden apple and ate it, his shivering stopping. “That was close, my hearts went down to one!”

“Here she comes again!” Dad shouted, jumping into the powder snow next to Jack and covering them both with his shield. Baba Yaga streaked over, fire bursting from her mouth, and melting all the snow. Jack and Dad suddenly found themselves under water, as the ground they’d been standing on was now turned into a small lake.

“Done!” Mom shouted, pulling the crossbow out for Kate. Kate snatched it and loaded a firework arrow, aiming at the cloud of bats chasing Bruce. She fired and three arrows streaked out, leaving a glittering trail behind them. The arrows exploded next to each other, poofing two of the bats and sending one plummeting down. The bat fell into a white fissure that had formed on the ground, sailing away into endless nothingness.

Bruce breathed out a sigh of relief. His girl had bought him some space with the exploding attack and he used it wisely, flipping around to slash at two of the bats. He poofed one and sent one spinning away. Bruce blasted a rocket out, shooting high into the air as the firework rocket exploded and poofed the bat flew past. He did a flip in the air aiming down to get the next bat, when a shadow startled him.

Jack and Dad kicked their way to the surface, gasping for breath and looked up just in time to see Baba Yaga, her mouth open like a snake’s once again, swallow Bruce whole.


Chapter 14

“Bruce!” Jack shouted.

“Get out of the water!” Dad yelled at him, as he swam to the edge. He was too late. Baba Yaga was already streaking toward them, white-blue energy forming in her mouth. Dad rolled as fast as he could out of the way, and Jack’s eyes went wide as he dove deeper into the water.

The breath attack hit the water, turning the top of the lake to ice, trapping Jack beneath a sheet of ice. He flailed against it, panicking.

Kate fired a triple firework arrow at Baba Yaga as she flew by, hitting the dragon with two exploding arrows. Green light flowed off Baba Yaga, as she healed herself, and more fissures appeared all over the landscape and even floating in mid-air.

“We have to end this,” Dad yelled, “or everything is going to be lost!” He jumped in the air and aimed his shield down to the ice, blasting at it with a shield charge, blowing a big hole in the ice. Jack popped out, gasping for breath.

“She ate Bruce!” Jack yelled, fury in his eyes. “She ate him!”

“It’s okay, son,” Dad said. “He’s probably at the respawn point. We’ll get him after this.”

“She ate my cat!” he yelled again.

Baba Yaga wheeled around and opened her mouth to breathe out another attack when three firework rockets slammed into her at once, disrupting the attack and sending the dragon slamming into the ground, skidding across it and leaving a great furrow.

“Great job, Kate!” Mom shouted, giving Kate a small clap.

“Come on!” Dad yelled, pointing at the dragon. He double-shield charged, slamming into her and flashing her red.

Jack followed on his dad’s heels, summoning a clone as he ran. He poured everything he had into it, and the clone appeared with a netherite sword in each hand, leaping at the dragon when it got close. “Fury Blade!” the clone shouted, stabbing down with both swords, and scoring a double critical hit.

Mom ran over, tossing out potions of strength and speed to Dad, Jack and the clone, buffing them. She quickly built another protective wall to stand behind, just in case.

Baba Yaga stood and waved a clawed hand, purple and green energy pouring off her like a wave of fog. The fog settled into armless forms and a horde of creepers appeared, stalking toward Mom and Kate.

“Creepies!” Mom shouted, and jump-stacked a tower to stand on, leaving herself exposed to the dragon who laughed a vicious and dark laugh, then blew out a breath of flame, enveloping Mom and poofing her.

“Honey!” Dad shouted, racing to where she had been. He was too late, though, and all that was left was a collection of floating items which he picked up as he raced around.

“Dad, look out!” Jack shouted as a creeper got close and started flashing. Dad slammed a shield down, the explosion stopped by it, but ripping a hole in the ground that Dad fell into. More creepers launched themselves into the hole and began flashing and Jack thought for sure he was watching the end of his dad in this fight.

“Why are you so...so...rotten?” Jack yelled as he swirled into a blazing fast attack, slamming his swords down on the dragon. He attacked over and over, his clone attacking beside him. Baba Yaga shook like a dog, launching Jack and the clone away to roll across the dirt. “Arg!”

Jack smiled when he saw Dad shooting straight up into the air, as the creepers exploded in the pit behind him, deepening the hole.

Kate fired again and again, not letting up in her attacks. “Come on, Jack! Get on your feet!”

“Puny BUG!” Baba Yaga shouted, blasting out a fetid green and red breath in Kate’s direction. She tried to get out of the way, but was too slow, the breath enveloping her and flashing her green with poison, black swirls coming off as she was hit with wither at the same time.

Kate barely had time to fire off another shot, as the debuffs dropped her hearts to nothing, poofing her.

“Jack, run! Don’t let her get the egg!” Dad yelled, as he shield-charged in mid-air toward the dragon. Baba Yaga had caught on to this attack though, and reared back, releasing a blast of multi-colored energy, as if all the beacons were firing at once, twisting around themselves in a rainbow of doom.

The beam collided into Dad, and he lit on fire, froze, flashed green, then black, then poofed.

With an ear-piercing sound that reverberated through their entire bodies, the rainbow beam ripped a massive hole in reality, the pure white of nothingness showing through. The rip was dozens of blocks long, easily the longest Jack had seen. But that wasn’t the worst part. It was slowly growing.

Jack gulped as the dragon's head turned to him, her eyes glowing white.


Chapter 15

Jack wasted no time picking up Kate's stuff and swapping his swords out for her crossbow. He loaded it with firework rockets and spent his entire hunger bar summoning a clone. The clone also appeared wielding a crossbow and they both took aim at Baba Yaga and fired. Six firework rockets flew out slamming into the dragon and exploding.

Jack turned to run to Dorss. His dad was right—he had to get away. If Baba Yaga got ahold of the egg, it would be impossible to stop her. Heck, even without the egg if felt impossible. They had vastly underestimated how strong she was. He turned and ran, slamming face first into a wall of ice that had appeared behind him.

Baba Yaga laughed. “It’s OVER! Give ME THE egg!” Another set of arrows slammed into her, pushing her back and she growled.

“Never!” Jack yelled, firing again. The arrows exploded against the dragon, but she weathered the damage, drawing up to her full height.

“Haven’t you realized how pointless it is to FIGHT ME yet?” Her eyes glowed, shifting colors from white, to blue, to purple, red, and finally green. Green energy flowed out of her, and Jack knew she was healing. “ANYTHING you do, I can UNDO! I am ALL PO—” She coughed and flinched, the green glow cutting off instantly.

Jack cocked his head, confused. Baba Yaga's eyes still flashed through the other colors. She reared back to release a blast of ice breath at Jack and his clone. The breath of arctic cold poured out, then stopped as Baba Yaga coughed again. “WHAT?” she yelled, confused.

Jack didn’t bother trying to figure out what was happening, he just kept firing Kate’s crossbow, his clone copying him. Exploding arrow after exploding arrow zipped through the air, slamming into the dragon over and over, flashing her red. “NO!” she screamed, and charged forward, her mouth open.

“Ack!” Jack yelled, burning some luck to dodge the sudden attack. His clone was not so lucky and the dragon's mouth chomped down on it, poofing it with a slam of her jaws. That gave Jack a perfect shot and he fired the crossbow right into the top of her head. The arrows exploded, knocking her head back.

“My POWER? What is HAPPENING?” Her eyes shifted only between purple and red now, then suddenly only glowed red.

Jack didn’t waste time figuring out what was happening and kept up the attacks.

Baba Yaga lashed out with an arm, hitting him unexpectedly and sending him flying. He got off one last shot as he flew, then slammed into a tree and poofed, his arrows crashing into the dragon.


Chapter 16

Bruce loved to eat.

He had never given much thought to what it would be like to be eaten. And to be honest, he wasn’t a big fan.

The first thing he noticed was an immense amount of pressure all around him, so much that it felt like if it wasn’t for his armor, he might poof. It was like when that Elijah boy squeezed him in hugs so hard he felt like his eyes were going to pop out, but even worse.

It was also pitch black, which was something new for him to experience, being a cat. Even at night he could see well, but in here? Nothing.

Then the pressure let up, and the darkness was relieved. The space he was in was more open, though still somewhat crowded. It shifted and gurgled and the worst part of all? It was wet. Slimy. Sticky. Wet, wet, wet. Terrible. This was awful. There was nothing worse than being wet and gooey.

He was in the huge monster's stomach. And he was not happy about it.

Then he realized what was giving off all the light. The big metal cube with the beacons on it that everyone seemed so obsessed with was in there with him.

He tried lashing out with his claws against the walls but it seemed to have no effect. He was being constantly squished, and that's when he realized his hearts were going down, too. Slowly but surely, his hearts were dropping.

Bruce did not like being trapped in this enclosed space. Cats weren’t meant to be in tiny places. Well, unless they put themselves there. Which happened a lot, actually. But that’s beside the point. He didn’t willingly crawl into her to have a nice nap. Oh no. He was eaten against his will.

The green beacon bonked against him, and he pushed back with his hind feet to get more room. If only that thing would get out of his way! It was like he was in his tunnels he used to build under the village to sneak around and steal food. Except, as far as he could tell, there was no food in this vile place.

His tunnels gave him an idea! He equipped a diamond pickaxe, his claws turning extra pointy and blue. Then, like a chainsaw kitty, he attacked the green beacon. He scratched and scratched, his little paws moving so fast they looked blurry. With a pop, the beacon snapped off the big metal cube and he put it in his inventory. His family seemed to really like those things, and maybe if he gave it to them, they’d give him a tasty treat.

He wasn’t as squished any more, but his hearts were still dropping. Which, frankly, was really annoying. He tried attacking the walls again, but still nothing happened. He pouted. Then his ears perked up. There was a noise...coming from inside the metal cube? Maybe there was food in there!

He attacked the cube again, trying to dig a hole right through it. He was going to get that food. He dug and dug and dug, scratched and scratched and scratched. The hard metal of the cube was tough, but finally with a pop, one of the black metal cubes exploded.

“Get me out of here!” a voice yelled from inside the cube. But food didn’t talk. Not like that anyway. It wasn’t food, it was just some...person. Ugh. Bruce loved his people, but four were enough.

“Help! Whoever is out there! Get me—What? A cat?”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said.

“What is going on? Why is there a cat here? Who opened the cube? Help! Help! Get me out!”

Bruce huffed, his tail twitching. The person was so loud and annoying, and probably didn’t even have anything tasty. He was tempted to put the block back up.

“I’ll give you anything,” the voice said, no longer shouting, but sounding sad. “Please.”

Bruce didn’t normally care what people were feeling. He was a cat after all. But that voice had such a note of sadness in it, it made even him feel bad.

“Meow purr?”

“Oh kitty. I don’t know how you got in here with me. I wish you could help.”

Bruce poked his head through the hole in the cube and saw that there was a woman in there. She looked nice. With nothing better to do, he decided to help and attacked the next block. The woman watched in fascination as his blue pointy claws, like tiny pickaxes, popped the next netherite block.

She gasped. “What...you must be an outsider!”

“Meow?” Bruce asked with a kitty shrug.

She gasped again. “My hearts are draining! Where…where are we?” She peered out the hole and saw all the shifting colors of light. “No...she did it. It’s the tetracube? Quick! Kitty, destroy the beacons! That will get us out of here!”

Bruce didn’t quite understand what was going on, but he heard the word ‘out’ and that was all he needed to know. He attacked the next beacon—the blue one—popping it and putting it in his inventory. (By eating it. They weren’t tasty.) Then he moved on to the next, and the next, popping each of the beacons and eating them one after another until they were bathed in total darkness.

That was annoying. He scratched out with his claws again, hitting the walls. The entire area flashed red.

Bruce blinked.

The woman blinked.

“Um...” She cleared her throat. “Are we...inside a monster?”

Bruce slashed again and it flashed red everywhere. With a little kitty grin, he swapped out the pickaxe for his sword.


Chapter 17

“Okay, Jack's here. Can we go now?” Kate asked.

Jack blinked. He had just respawned and was a little confused, then he remembered the plan.

He looked around at the small room of the shelter by the destroyed portal to Baba Yaga’s fortress in the nether. The family had sneakily reset their spawn points here with these beds, while talking about not using them, just in case Baba Yaga was watching through her crystal.

The plan was to get her out of the portal, destroy it, then move her away from it to fight, in case she had some way of repairing the portal. They hadn’t expected her to transform into a giant red dragon however, and they’d flown away further than they expected.

“Kate, I said we need to wait for Jack and Dad,” Mom said. “Besides, Jack just got here. He still needs to get his gear.”

Jack walked toward the other thing they had done in secret: they’d placed an ender chest filled with everything they would need in a dark corner of the room. He opened it up and hastily pulled out enchanted iron armor and swords. They weren’t netherite, but they would have to do.

“Where’s Dad?” he asked.

“I’m right here,” Dad said as he walked through the door.

“Oh good!” Mom said, greeting him with a quick hug. “We have to get back to Dorss and find Baba Yaga. We need to stop her.”

“Jack,” Dad asked. “How’s it going out there?”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. She poofed me pretty quickly. But something weird was happening right before she poofed me. Like she was losing all her powers, or they weren’t working right or something.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm. I wonder why.”

“Wait a minute!” Jack yelled, his head snapping back and forth, looking around. “Where’s Bruce?”

“We don’t know,” Kate said. “He wasn’t here when we respawned. Maybe he ran back to the fight?”

Jack scowled. “Maybe...he does love a good fight. But still. It’s kinda weird he didn’t wait for us.”

Mom shrugged. “Nothing surprises me with that cat.”

“Where were you anyway?” Jack asked Dad. “You poofed before I did.”

Dad grinned, holding up Baba Yaga’s crystal ball...cube. “I was getting this.”

Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “How on earth did you get that?”

Dad let out a hearty laugh. “It was easy, really. Mom gave me a stack of golden apples so I just shield-charged all the way through the mobs and into her fortress. Then repeated the trick to get out.”

“So cool!” Jack shouted. “Can I see it?”

Before Dad could respond, they heard their backup plan outside.

“Brrrrrrzzzzt! Family!” came Dorss’ loud yell. The Smiths charged outside and looked up, happy to see Dorss had remembered his mission and immediately flew off when they all poofed.

“Alright everyone, you know what to do,” Dad said.

They piled on the ship and Jack ran into the cabin, opening his shulker box where he’d stashed the egg and pulled it out. “Got it!” He ran off the ship and put it in the ender chest. He dusted off his hands as he sauntered back. “She’ll never get it now.”

Dad nodded. “Now we have to put an end to this. Let’s go Dorss!”

The end ship rose into the air and blasted off, much faster than he had ever been.


Chapter 18

Baba Yaga screamed in rage and fury and pain as she flashed red over and over, grasping at her stomach.

“WHAT IS HAPPENING?” She rolled on the ground, bashing around, destroying huge swatches of blocks as she tried to stop whatever was going on inside of her. She screamed again before she came to a conclusion.

The witch-turned-dragon distended her mouth again, opening it as wide as she could, and coughed and hacked and horked. With a loud CLANG and a crunching of dirt, the tetracube landed on the ground, teetering on its corner before it fell flat with a thump.

Except it was no longer a tetracube. Now it was just a plain netherite box. And not even that. It was a plain netherite box with several cubes missing.

A face peeked out of the box. A face she hated.

“Atropos? Is that you? Boy you’ve really let yourself go,” Lachesis, the third and youngest sister said from inside the cube. She let out a laugh.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” Baba Yaga shouted, then groaned as she flashed red again, grabbing at her stomach. “Where are MY BEACONS?”

“Me, dear sister?” Lachesis said. “How could I do anything from this prison you’ve kept me in? No, this is a problem if your own devising.” She looked around outside the box and frowned when she spotted the rips in reality. “Much like those. You’ll never learn, will you?”

Baba Yaga screamed wordlessly, fury on her face and she reared back, opening her mouth, flames gathering inside. Before she could spit them out, an arrow slammed into the side of her head, startling her. She spun her head to see that end ship in the air barreling toward her again. She flashed red and grabbed her stomach.

“Go kitty!” Lachesis yelled.

Baba Yaga’s eyes widened. The cat. That darn cat! She flashed red again, and again, the flashing coming faster. She looked around frantically for something to do. The ship was getting closer, those hateful Smiths standing on the bow ready to jump out and attack. Another arrow slammed into her, adding to the damage the cat was doing inside.

“You’re about to get Dorss’ed...again!” she heard the annoying little boy shouting.

“NO!” Baba Yaga yelled and opened her wings to launch into the air. She flashed red again and just before the end ship crashed into her, another attack from inside flashed her red and she poofed.

Bruce the cat plopped to the ground where the dragon had just been and licked his paw.


Chapter 19

“We didn’t hit her.” Jack looked confused. “What happened?”

“There’s Bruce!” Kate said pointing to the ground.

“Dorss, please take us down,” Dad asked the ship with glowing red eyes.

“Brrrrzzzt, yes Dad!”

Dorss landed next to Bruce, who was busy cleaning himself. The family jumped off the ship and surrounded the cat. “Bruce!” Jack yelled, sweeping the cat up into a hug. “Ugh, what the heck? Why are you all wet and gooey?”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, taking his customary spot on the boy’s shoulders, then continuing to lick is slimy fur.

Jack gagged then giggled. “What the heck happened? You stink!”

Bruce jumped off Jack’s shoulders and dashed over to the big netherite cube resting on the ground. “Meow!” he said, jumping on top of it. “Meow meow meow! Hiss hiss, meow.”

“Where are all the beacons?” Dad asked, suddenly noticing they were missing.

“Your cat ate them,” a voice said from inside the box. “Would you mind terribly getting me out of here, please?”

Mom gasped. “What? Someone is in that box honey! Get them out!”

Dad looked around the area, finding all the gear that had dropped from the family as they poofed. He quickly collected it and pulled out a diamond pick. “Stand back, whoever you are!” He raised the pick to swing but stopped and peeked inside. “Wait, are you a bad guy?”

“I’m not a bad guy!” the voice said from within.

“I don’t know, Dad. That’s what a bad guy would say.”

Dad looked between Jack, Mom, and the cube.

“Just let them out!” Mom said. “We can figure out the good guy, bad guy thing then.”

He slammed the pickaxe against the netherite cube, breaking a sweat as he broke block after netherite block. Finally, when enough of the blocks were broken that someone could climb out, someone climbed out. A woman villager with blonde hair and a fancy outfit of red and purple.

“Finally! I’m free! Thank you, thank you so much…whoever you are. It’s been so long, and now the nightmare is finally over.”

“Excuse me, dear,” Mom said. “Just who are you, anyway?”

The woman stood tall. “I am Lachesis. My sister trapped me in the nether with her, and recently imprisoned me in that horrid box.”

“The tetracube?” Dad asked.

Lachesis cocked her head. “You knew what that was?”

Dad nodded. “Your other sister, Clotho, told us about it.”

“Clotho is alive?” Lachesis screamed. Her face was a mix of happy and sad and surprise and fear. Every emotion playing through her eyes at once. “Where is she? Is she okay?”

“She’s in the end,” Jack said. “And—” he winced. “She’s a dragon.”

“The end? What is that?”

Jack grimaced. “Wow you have been gone for a long time.”

“Be nice, Jack,” Mom said.

“The end is another dimension, like the nether,” Dad said. “I guess Atropos sent your sister and her army there when she defeated her. They’ve been there a long, long time.”

“She’s alive...” Lachesis whispered. “My sister is alive! And you defeated Atropos! Finally, the world is free!” She did a little dance, filled with joy. She stopped and slowly looked around. She exhaled a heavy breath. “But it looks like we won’t get to enjoy that freedom much longer.”

Silence fell over their group as they noticed the rips in space all around the battlefield where they fought Baba Yaga. The rips were slowly expanding, getting longer and wider. And there were tons of them.

Lachesis looked down, a tear falling out of her eye. “I didn’t think I had any tears left. But having to witness the end of everything without Clotho by my side... If only we had the beacons.” She looked over at Bruce. “I suppose I can’t be mad. I’d rather it end this way, then with them still in Atropos’ control.”

Bruce looked at the family. He didn’t understand why everyone seemed so sad. They won the battle against that stupid dragon who ate him!

His tummy gurgled and his throat twitched. He gagged a little, then a lot, then hacked and horked, spitting out a glowing white cube from his mouth.


Chapter 20

The look of shock on Lachesis’ face was strong enough it could be used in a dictionary to describe the word.

“The power beacon!” She snatched it up, then set it down quickly, wiping her hand on her clothes. “Gross.”

Bruce horked and hacked some more, coughing up the rest of the beacons. They bounced across the ground, their glowing colors lighting up the area. Jack collected them, wiping them all off.

Dad picked Bruce up and gave him a hunk of barbecue. “Good kitty.”

“So we have the beacons,” Jack said. “Now what?”

“We have to get to the far lands!” Lachesis said. “I have no idea where we are right now, or how long we have, but we have to try. Oh, if only we had some way to get there quickly!”

Kate cleared her throat. “Ahem...” She pointed at Dorss.

The dragon figurehead bobbed up and down as if nodding. “Dorss fast now!”

Lachesis looked between the Smiths and the ship, then at the rips in reality that were getting wider and longer by the second. “I don’t know who you people are, or how you’ve done all this, but you may have just saved the entire world.”

“Nothing’s saved yet,” Dad said. “We need to go. Everyone on the ship!” They ran to Dorss, climbing aboard. “Which way do we go, Lachesis?”

“I don’t... I don’t know where we are.” She panned the surrounding area.

“Maybe this will help?” Dad pulled out Baba Yaga’s crystal cube and set it down in the center of the room.

“How...” Lachesis started, but shook her head. “I shouldn’t be surprised by anything, I guess. This is amazing. I watched my evil sister use this so many times to spy on the world.” She approached the crystal cube and concentrated. A purple swirly floated off, and the cube lit up, coming to life. It showed Dorss next to a newly created pond. She zoomed out, further and further until the entire continent was shown, then she nodded. “Okay, I know where we are. The fastest way to the far lands is that way.” She pointed out the window.

“Adjusting course,” Dorss said. “Please to adjust to sitting.”

“What?” Mom asked.

Dad grabbed her by the shoulder. “He means we should sit down.”

“Dorss fast!” Dorss said, and took off, throwing everyone around as the ship went from zero to super-fast in a split second.

“Oh my!” Mom said.


Chapter 21

What followed was the most boring—even if it was the fastest—time the family had ever experienced. Dorss was high in the air, flying so fast that even at their height the landscape flew by. Once they’d gotten used to the speed, Mom made a truly massive feast to celebrate defeating Baba Yaga and freeing Lachesis.

Lachesis, of course, was as enamored as anyone, at the incredible foods Mom could prepare.

They traveled through the skies. It appeared to be getting stormy, with clouds forming all around them, but it didn’t take long to realize they weren’t clouds at all. They were more rips in reality, their bright whiteness all-consuming and not allowing anything to show through.

Dorss descended beneath the rips, to avoid being thrown out into nothingness.

Jack was fascinated by them, watching as they flew under one. He squinted at it, and blinked, swearing he could see small black dots deep within the nothingness, like black stars.

After Lachesis ate almost as much as Bruce could, she blew out a breath. “Did my sister tell you about the beacons?” she finally asked.

Dad nodded. “A bit.”

“Is that why you haven’t tried to use them for yourselves?” Lachesis asked.

Mom shook her head. “We haven’t used them because everything points to them being nothing but trouble. They’ve caused so much hardship for the world and our friends in it.”

Lachesis nodded. “You’re right about that. I wish we’d never found the things. My sisters and I were so arrogant—we thought the power was free to use simply because we found it. We couldn’t have been more wrong.” She looked out the window. “We lost so much.”

Mom patted Lachesis on the shoulder, taking a seat next to her. “We can’t erase the past, and we shouldn’t want to, anyway. The things we go through are what make us who we are. The best thing we can do is learn from our mistakes and do better going forward.”

Lachesis gave her a weak smile. “I don’t know if I can ever be forgiven for my mistakes.”

Mom shook her head. “Everyone is worthy of forgiveness if they want to right their wrongs.”

Lachesis blew out a breath, closing her eyes. “Thank you for the kind words. I’m not saying I believe you, but I agree that I have to do better. If we can get the pillar back, I’ll be its guardian and never let anyone take it again.”

“What is the pillar, anyway?” Dad asked.

Lachesis’ eyes lit up. “The Pillar of Creation. It’s amazing. It’s what keeps this world running. At first we thought it was simply a powerful device that granted mastery over the elements, but over the years we discovered it’s more than that. It is greater than the sum of its parts: the beacons. When they are combined into the pillar, they keep this seed running.” She pointed out to a rip in reality. “That...is the result of a seed without a pillar. Nothingness.”

The biomes flew past, villages and outposts underneath them coming and going in an eyeblink.

“How far is this place?” Jack asked.

“The far lands are the very edge of the world. They are where the world goes crazy and all the parts of it are mixed up and combined. Where all the elements are in their most primal state.”

Jack nodded, gesturing. “Okay, that sounds cool. But...how are far away is it?”

Lachesis looked up at the family as they were all intently listening to her. “The far lands are over twelve million blocks away from Origin.”


Chapter 22

Jack and Kate gasped. Twelve million blocks. “That’s...a long way. How has anyone ever been that far?” Kate asked, breathless.

“It took us years and years,” Lachesis said. “My sisters and I, we traveled everywhere, saw so much.”

“Wow, that is reeeeeeally far,” Dad said.

“Well, they are called the far lands,” Jack snorted.

Dad sighed, looking out the window at the setting sun. “Well, I guess we could go to sleep. It’s going to be dark soon.”

Everyone was huddled together in the cabin of Dorss. “Is it safe?” Mom asked, “to sleep on a moving ship?”

“Dorss safe!” the ship said. “Dorss shout if danger.”

Dad pointed at Dorss sitting in his spot in the room. “I trust him. He spells dark the wrong way.”

Everyone turned their heads to him, with looks of confusion. “What?” Mom asked. “Did Baba Yaga hit you on the head?”

Dad shook his head, a small smile on his face. “No, it’s just that Dorss spells it with a ‘C,’ so he can ‘C’ in the dark.”

Kate threw up her hands and Mom buried her face in hers, shaking her head.

“Dad!” Kate yelled. “No!”

Lachesis looked at everyone objecting then back at Dad. Her face lit up and she let out a short laugh.

“Oh no...” Kate groaned.

Dad was grinning huge now. “She gets it, see? It was funny.”

“No Dad. It wasn’t,” Kate said.

Lachesis looked mildly concerned, her eyebrows drawing down. “I thought it was funny. Why, what's wrong?”

Dad pointed at her. “See?”

“When he gets going, he won’t stop,” Kate said. “You’ll wish you were stuck back in the box.”

“Hey Lachesis, why did the zombie stay home from school?”

Lachesis raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know—”

“Because he felt rotten!” Dad interrupted her. Jack laughed and Lachesis too, after a moment’s thought.

“Haha, this is great! You are all my prisoners, a real captive audience!”

“I’m going to sleep upstairs,” Kate said, stalking up the small stairs to the deck.

“You’ll need someone to keep watch,” Mom said, going after her.

Dad looked at Lachesis. “I’m just as bad a speller as Dorss. I only know 25 letters of the alphabet. I don’t know ‘Y,’ though.”

Lachesis chuckled and Dad continued. “What do you get when you cross a snow-golem with a polar bear?”

“Uhh…”

“Frostbite!”

Lachesis laughed. “Oh, do another one!”

Jack smirked. “He’s an unending fountain of jokes.”

Dad continued. “I was thinking, I’m a little worried about the calendar.”

“Why?” Jack asked.

“Because its days are numbered.”

Jack laughed, but Lachesis didn’t seem to get it.

“It’ll be okay if Saturday and Sunday are in charge. They’re the strong ones.”

Jack squished up his face. “Huh?”

“You know. The rest of them are weekdays.”

Jack busted up laughing.

“Sometimes I tuck my knees to my chest...that’s just how I roll.”

Jack laughed a ton at that one, thinking about how often he’d had to roll like that as a ninja.

“I told my wife she really needed to embrace her mistakes, so she hugged me.”

Lachesis laughed, slapping the ground.

“You know why plants are so thin? They are light eaters!”

“What does a baby computer call its father? Data.”

Jack snorted and Dad kept going.

“What did the big flower say to the small flower?” He looked between his small audience of two. “Hey there, bud!”

Lachesis didn’t laugh at that one, but her smile didn’t fade so Dad continued. “Why can’t the ocelot hide? Because he always gets spotted!”

“Wait, wait!” Jack said. “I have one. What do you call Bruce riding a turtle?”

Dad cocked his head. “What?”

Jack could barely hold it in. “A tootle!”

Dad laughed hard, but Lachesis didn’t, wearing a confused look. “I don’t get it.”

Dad chuckled. “Give him some raw chicken and you will.”


Chapter 23

After all the running and fighting and dramatic moments of discovery, the family was battling a new enemy as they flew the millions and millions of blocks toward the far lands: Boredom. Dad had most worn out his joke repertoire and not even Jack found him funny anymore. There was only so much they could do when locked on a tiny ship flying through the air.

Lachesis had taken a liking to Perry, who seemed to like her back. He repeated everything she said, and Lachesis soaked it up. Dad, on the other hand, wasn’t a fan.

“Quiet, Perry,” he’d say.

“Quiet, Dad! Quiet, Dad!” Perry would squawk back.

“You talk back more than the kids!” he yelled.

Lachesis taught the Smiths how to work the crystal and that helped with the boredom. They were able to tune in to Witherton and watch what was going on there. It felt a little creepy watching without them knowing, but the boredom won over and they decided to anyway.

The village was really coming together. It grew daily with the builders enhancing the homes of villagers, and making new additions.

The island village was coming along as well, many new houses popping up there. It looked like Bode had a new house built on the dock and had taken back residence of the island, fishing and helping others learn to fish.

The ninja obstacle course was highly advanced and had regular new villagers trying out in a bid to become ninjas. The Screaming Wolves roamed the countryside, fighting rogue monsters that popped up and bringing new villagers to the safety and comfort of Witherton.

Birgitta had regular dance classes she taught on the stage in the amusement park, and it looked like the line to get in was just as long as the line for ninja training.

Lola and Layla worked together to build a truly huge animal farm in the city. They had animals of every variety and kept busy teaching others how to tame and care for them. Kate was happy to see Fang was put to good work there keeping the animals safe and rounded up. Stompy and Lady regularly gave rides to kids in the village, which made Kate smile, even if she shed a tear or two as well.

Bubba and Lala worked constantly, as miners and villagers came to them with repairs needed or ore to make new tools. They built a warehouse onto their foundry and invited Alex to work with them, becoming a one-stop-shop for tools and equipment of all kinds.

Delilah and Judah worked as a team to form the defensive force of the village. Judah manned the walls with soldiers and guards, while Delilah trained up evokers.

Rara regularly went through the village to make sure everyone was happy and learning everything there was to know about crafting. She even stopped to visit with Waffles and his family occasionally, though those visits were very short. And loud.

The nether village was also growing, with the apartment complex being such a huge hit for the piglins that another was built, inviting more piglins from all over the nether. There were regular hunting parties formed of piglin and villager alike that went into the fortresses to get rare items for brewing.

The Smith family spent a lot of time watching all these things as they flew across biome after biome, the days burning away.

They were happy to see Witherton thriving as it was. They felt proud of all they had done there, but mostly of how much the villagers had grown as people. They were willing to learn and better themselves, to make a better world for everyone. They did their work with happy hearts, had open arms for everyone, and lived and worked together in peace.

“You know,” Mom said. “The real world could learn a lot from them.”

They smiled as they watched, but they cried, too. Not all sad tears, of course. Some happy ones. But the truth was, they missed their friends. Sure, they missed their home in the real world, and their family and friends there. But something strange had happened while they were stuck in Minecraft. Well, lots of strange things had happened, but perhaps it was the strangest thing of all.

Minecraft felt like home.

“Think we’ll ever see them again?” Jack asked.

Kate’s face was red and blotchy, her eyes wet and swollen. Mom put her arm around her and pulled her close.

“I’m not sure, dear,” Mom said, her voice thick with emotion.

“We may or we may not,” Dad said. “But one thing is for sure. Every one of us lives on in that village. The way Mom helped Rara rise to leadership. How she taught them how to garden and harvest and eat well. How Jack mentored and trained the ninjas, who now keep Witherton safe. Kate’s hand is there in every animal that is well taken care of and trained.”

Mom wiped a tear. “Don’t forget those boys,” she said, tears pooling in her eyes again. “You were like a father to the double-Es. They learned everything they know from you. And don’t get me started on the barbecue. I think every last villager in Witherton is a barbecue addict thanks to you.”

Everyone laughed. Dad hugged the family together around the crystal cube. Lachesis quietly backed away, giving the family their moment.

“Brrrrrzzzzztttt,” Dorss shouted. “Something coming up...”

They ran up the stairs to the bow of the end ship. Ahead of them was something unlike any of them—except for Lachesis, of course—had ever seen.

A massive wall of blocks towered in front of them, as far as the eye could see in either direction. It wasn’t just a normal wall, though. No, it was as if the dirt and stone and grass and sand all formed massive tendrils reaching to the sky and froze in place, making for a twisted view that was honestly hard to look at.

“Welcome to the far lands,” Lachesis said. “Things are about to get weird.”


Chapter 24

“What do you mean things are about to get weird?” Dad asked, gesturing at the ever-increasing rifts in reality that were now nearly ubiquitous across everything they saw. “Aren’t they weird already?”

Lachesis laughed. “Okay yes, watching the entire dimension being torn apart is definitely weird. But in the far lands, things are weirder than that. The lands stretch on for infinity as these twisted versions of the biomes we know. And they all lead to one place: the central pyramid.”

“The central pyramid?” Mom asked.

Lachesis nodded. “Yes, it's where we found the Pillar of Creation, and where we need to put it back.” She pointed directly ahead over the massive wall that loomed all the way to the skybox. “There’s just enough room to walk across the top. Dorss won't be able to fly there. When you start walking, though, you won't be able to miss it. All paths lead to the pyramid. Plus, you’ll have that to guide you.” She pointed up higher to a massive fissure in the sky, a rip in reality so big, it must have been thousands of blocks in diameter.

Lachesis sighed. “When we took the pillar, a rip formed, much like these smaller ones all around us. It should’ve been a warning that the pillar was important, but we ignored it, excited about the power it offered. This rip is much bigger than when we left it, but all those years ago, my sisters and I... we caused this. The end of our own world.” She looked away sadly.

“Maybe the end,” Mom said, putting her arm around the woman. “We’re still here, and we’re still going to help.”

“We can’t fly there?” Jack asked.

Lachesis shook her head. “No, you’ll have to walk.”

Kate sighed. “Lachesis, will you...will you take care of Perry?” The parrot bobbed happily away on her shoulder. It was bittersweet, but Kate knew it had to happen. She took the bird off her shoulder. “Perry, go with Lachesis, okay? She’ll take good care of you. She’ll love you.”
 

“Love you! Love you!” Perry said, rubbing his head against Kate’s cheek. Kate smiled sadly, giving the bird a kiss on the head and passing him over to Lachesis.

Lachesis took Perry, placing him on her shoulder and patting the bird on the head. “I will Kate. He’s like family to me.”

“Bzrrrt,” Dorss said. “Family...leave Dorss?”

Dad frowned, turning to Dorss’ shulker in the cabin. “Yes, Dorss, we have to leave now. We aren’t sure if we’ll be back. But Lachesis and Perry are family too. Take good care of them like you did for us.”

Dorss spun around in his box. “Good...bye family.”

“Bye family! Bye family!” Perry squawked.

Dad patted Lachesis on the shoulder—the other shoulder from the bird. “We’re going in there. We’ll do our best.”

Lachesis nodded. “Are you sure I can’t come with you?”

“It’s too big of a risk. We can respawn, you can’t.”

“Doesn’t really matter if the whole world implodes,” Jack mumbled and Mom shot him ‘The Look.’

Lachesis gulped. “I’ll wait here at the edge of the far lands. I'll wait here until the end, or until you come back.”

Dad gave a small smile. “If we don’t come back in at least a week, then go. Go see your sister.”

Mom hugged Lachesis. “He’s right. If we don’t come back, you need to go live your life.”

They said their final farewells, and Dorss flew up to the highest point he could.

The Smith family climbed out into the far lands.


Chapter 25

Jack, Kate, Mom, Dad and Bruce waved at Dorss and Lachesis. Well, Bruce didn’t wave. He just started walking.

The walk was strange. They walked atop the tallest walls in Minecraft that sank into depths unknown, with every kind of biome represented. Stone and grass, dirt and sand, snow and mud—all of it in perpetual rows of shifting biomes like some kind of endless farm.

They had no idea how long they walked. Day and night never happened; the weather was always the same. Above them the rip in the sky became all they could see—endless white space that was unfathomably, unimaginably large. They never got hungry or tired and their steps continued on.

They stopped at one point, and Mom turned to look back to gauge how far they had come. She gasped though, her hands coming to her mouth. “Oh my.”

“What is it?” Dad asked, turning back as well. “Oh. Okay, that’s...not right.”

Jack and Kate spun around to see the endless tops of the far lands as if there was no beginning and no end. “But where is Dorss?” Kate asked.

“Shouldn’t we at least be able to see the sky?” Jack asked.

Dad shrugged. “I’m not sure what is going on, but Lachesis said it was going to get weird. I guess we should keep going?” He turned back to the direction they’d been walking and immediately stopped. “Never mind. I think we’re there.”

Everyone else turned to see the landscape in front of them had changed. Instead of the endless rows of blocks there was now a huge depression like a crater and in the center of the crater was a pyramid.

The pyramid was unlike any they had seen in Minecraft before. Each layer looked to be made of a different material. There was dirt, ice, and many varieties of stone. There were different kinds of wood, and gravel and sand, even glass blocks made up a layer.

The family climbed the pyramid, marveling at the sheer size of it and all the different layers it was made of. They climbed and climbed until they got to the final five layers, which were made of iron, gold, emerald, diamond, and finally, netherite.

The pyramid reached almost all the way to the highest heights of the world, giving the family a dizzying sight of the endless rows of biomes in the far lands. Many of the rows looked like they had scars across them as the rips in the fabric of reality became more abundant.

“I guess we know what to do here,” Dad said as he took out the omega beacons.

“What do you think is going to happen?” Kate asked.

“I’m...I'm a little scared...” Jack said.

Kate pulled him into a hug. “Me too.”

“It’s okay,” Mom said. “We’re all a little scared. But remember, it’s how you deal with the fear that’s important. No matter what happens, we’re going to be together. We’re a family, and nothing can tear us apart.”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, jumping off Jack's shoulders where he had lazily ridden the entire climb up the pyramid. He rubbed against Mom’s legs, and she scratched behind his ears.

“Mom’s right,” Dad said. “Think of everything we’ve gone through up to this point. The one thing we’ve always had is each other. We can do this too.”

He placed the first beacon on the pyramid. Everyone followed suit, putting a beacon down on the empty spots of the top layer of the pyramid.

Mom held the final beacon in her hand and looked at her family. “Are we ready for this?”

They nodded and she placed the final beacon. She rushed back to her family.

Immediately, all sound disappeared leaving them in a void of sound as the beams from each of the omega beacons reached into the sky, higher than any person could go. Light exploded out in a nova from the pyramid, and everyone hurried to cover their eyes.

When the light receded, they saw the beacons were gone.

In their place was one large beacon, sitting atop the pyramid like it was always meant to be there. Like the pyramid had been designed for it.

The pyramid shot a perfect light into the expanse of the white tear in the sky, a light that contained every color imaginable, and yet looked like it had no colors at all. Sound returned, and with it, a fierce wind. It whipped around the family, roaring like it was in battle.

The rip in the sky began to shrink. Mom gasped as she watched. The Pillar of Creation had been put back where it belonged, and the world was being fixed. Sewed up like a wound, soon to be like new. She spun around, watching as all the rips in reality, like scars across the landscape, were healed, leaving the far lands unblemished.

The blue of sky appeared as the massive rift above their heads shrank smaller and smaller.

They watched in fascination as the world was made whole. Soon the rip above their heads, the original one that had started all those years ago when the three sisters had stolen the pillar, was merely the size of a typical nether portal. The shrinking slowed tremendously, as it got smaller and smaller, it shrunk slower and slower.

“What...” Dad wondered loudly over the howling wind. “Is it not working? Why isn’t it—”

“Oh my heavens!” Mom said, her jaw dropped open as she stared upwards. She held her hand over her hair to keep it from blowing in her face.

The rift had changed suddenly from pure white to another scene altogether.

“Is that—” Kate started.

“It’s our living room!” Jack yelled, cutting her off.

“It is our living room,” Mom said.

Dad took her hand. “I think this is how we get home.” He took Kate’s hand. “Come on, family.”

Mom stood between Kate and Jack, taking both of their hands. Jack knelt, grabbing Bruce.

“Meow?” Bruce asked as Jack put him around his neck.

“It’s okay, buddy. We’re going home.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready,” Kate admitted, chewing on her bottom lip.

Dad squeezed her hand. “We’re going to be okay. We’ve got each other and that’s all we need, right?”

“I love you guys,” Mom said. With a nod at Dad, the family stepped onto the beam of light.

The portal above them swirled and spun, dropping down and enveloping them, then disappearing completely, leaving the landscape of the far realms and the pyramid as if no one had been there at all.


Chapter 26

Jack, Kate, Mom and Dad flailed as they were launched into the air from the light of the Pillar of Creation. They flew through the portal, cast into a strange world with no up, no down, no land, no nothing. They couldn’t even tell if they were still moving. Everything around them was white, with tiny black dots like stars far out in the deepest reaches of the strange place.

They held fiercely onto each other’s hands.

The only other thing nearby was a rip in reality, similar to those they’d seen in their world of Minecraft. Similar but opposite. Instead of a rip that showed the endless expanse of white, this rip showed what they could tell was their family living room. 

The living room at the Smith family home wasn’t anything special. It had a worn but super comfy couch, just big enough for them all to sit, a small end table covered in remotes and video game controllers, a cat tree and a soft cat bed.

A family portrait hung behind the couch from last summer, when Mom had made Jack wear nice pants and fancy shoes, and his fake smile reminded everyone he wasn’t happy about it. A real family portrait, where they weren’t made of blocks, every part of them square. They stood beside a forest, the kind with real trees you couldn’t punch. Well you could, but you’d regret it.

The big TV the kids liked to play video games on was attached to the wall. It displayed a rip in reality that showed a pure white land filled with black spots like stars, and also a group of people flailing about as they sailed through. 

With several loud thumps, the Smith family was ejected out of the rip in space onto their living room floor.

“Whoa!” Mom yelled as she rolled across the carpet. 

“Look out!” Jack yelled as he crashed into her. 

“My ribs!” Dad shouted as he landed roughly on his feet and ran out of the living room into the kitchen. “Rats and phooey!” he shouted, stomping back in as the family picked themselves up off the floor. “We were gone for too long...they’re spoiled.” 

Mom brushed off her pants. “Honey. HONEY. We’re. Back. Home. WE’RE BACK HOME!” she shouted, jumping up and down and clapping. 

The rip in reality closed, sealing off with a sound like a soda can opening only opposite, leaving their living room like nothing had ever been wrong.

“Wait a minute,” Jack said, frantically looked all around and feeling his neck. “Where’s Bruce?” 

Jack was frantically searching the house for Bruce when the doorbell rang. Dad blinked as the bell jogged his memory that meant someone was at the door. It’d been a long time since he’d experienced anything like a doorbell.

Mom and Kate joined in the search for Bruce, looking under furniture and through different rooms. Dad absently noticed a rising look of panic on their faces and frowned. What had happened to that darn cat?

He went to the door as it continued to ring, and opened it. Standing outside were two people in suits. They looked like the kind of people who might be ringing your doorbell when you’ve done something terribly wrong and the government wasn’t very happy with you.

“Hello? How can I help you?” Dad asked politely. 

The man on the left raised a shiny object in his hand, a badge of some kind. Something about it seemed off, as it didn’t look like it was made from any kind of metal he remembered from earth. No, it looked like it belonged in the world he had just come from, Minecraft, or some other video game.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Smith. We’d like to have a word with you and your family.” 

Dad cocked his head. “Wait...how do you know me? Who are you?” 

The other man smiled, raising a similar badge. “We’re with the VGA—Video Game Agents. Mind if we come in?”

“Look!” Dad heard Kate scream from behind him. He left the door open, running to his daughter. She stood, her jaw dropped, pointing at the television screen.

The screen showed a scene he was quite familiar with—lush fields of green grass, craggy, square mountains in the background, cubed trees dotting the plains. The sky was a bright blue, with a few square clouds, and zooming through them was a black cat with a white stripe above its nose, wearing elytra wings.

“Bruce is still in Minecraft!”


The End! The Endingest End. ☹


Quick note from the authors!

*** Hands over box of tissues. *** We get it. We cried too. It’s sad! Like, the happy kind of sad, but some of the sad kind of sad, too.

And then we cried more because these books and this story and these characters have been such a huge part of our lives these last two years and YOU GUYS—the best fans in the whole entire universe—have been such an important part of our lives and it feels like it’s all coming to an end and WAAAAHHHH!!!! BOOOOO HOOOOOO!!!

BUT NEVER FEAR!

It isn’t. Just this story line. There is no way we can stop telling stories about The Accidental Minecraft Family. There is so much more to tell! But this story arc needed to conclude. It still makes us sad, but we’ll be reading more about Dad, Mom, Kate, Jack and Br—wait a minute. WHERE IS BRUCE?!

Keep reading! The next book is THE BOOK you’ve all been asking for. The book that has been requested more than any other book. It’s a prequel—how it all started—starring everyone’s favorite Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop.)

I know I say this a lot, but it’s GUNNA BE EPIC!

You are loved! You are important! You matter! Stay safe!

Love,

Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate


The Accidental Minecraft Family


Book 31: Ya Darn Cat!

By: Pixel Ate


Prologue

“The legends were true.” Clotho looked up in awe at the beam of light in the sky.

Lachesis let out a short, nervous laugh. “I can’t believe it...”

“Believe it, my sisters,” Atropos said, her eyes also fixated on the beam of light, chunks away, but still visible from where they stood. “This is the final frontier.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “We’ve explored everything this seed has to offer, come all this way to the far lands, and we finally get to see that it’s real. The Pillar of Creation is real.” She looked at her two favorite people in the entire world—her sisters—and embraced them both.

The sisters hugged, tears running down their cheeks. They had finally—finally—succeeded. After years of searching long and hard, following rumors and legends, visiting every biome and village, they achieved their goal.

They were the seed's greatest explorers. Books written about them lined shelves in every library and people spoke of them to their children as examples of how to live a daring and adventurous life. The three sisters were legends, role models, idols. And they finally had their prize.

This latest mission had been years in the making. When they heard of the legend of the Pillar of Creation in a tiny remote jungle village, they traveled to every corner of the seed to learn more and finally set off on the longest journey ever conceived: the journey to the far lands.

Clotho pointed down toward the base camp their husbands were building with the others that had come on the journey. “Should we go get them?”

They had climbed up to the very top of the insane pattern of blocks that made up the wall of the far lands.

Atropos shook her head. “No, you know how Frank is. He won’t want to leave until he has the new village completely set up.” She chuckled. “His attention to detail is just one reason I love him.”

Lachesis smirked. “Ahmed is no better. He’ll want to make sure a garden is growing with each and every crop.” She pointed at Clotho. “And don’t even try to pretend that William won't be down there mining for iron so he can make one of those golems he loves so much.”

Clotho sighed. “You're right. The boys really do love setting up villages, don’t they?” She smiled, then shook her head. “But we can’t just go get it ourselves. They would want to see this. They deserve to!”

Atropos laughed. “They will see it when we bring it back. Come now, sisters. Let’s finish this as we started it! Three sisters with an unbreakable bond and a yearning to see everything this world has to offer.” She raised her hands in a grand sweeping gesture, a huge smile on her face.

Clotho looked at Lachesis, but they knew all along what they would do. They both nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Without another look back, they set off, then and there, to the massive beam of light in the sky.

The walk was strange. They moved atop the tallest walls in the seed that descended into depths unknown, with every kind of biome represented. Stone and grass, dirt and sand, snow and mud, all of it endless in rows of shifting biomes like some kind of infinite farm, continuing on and on and on, further than the eye could see.

They had no idea how long they walked. Day and night never happened, the sky didn’t shift, the weather was always the same. Above them, the sky was unimaginably large, and they were so high they could touch a nearby cloud. They never got hungry or tired, and their steps continued.

And continued.

And continued.

They went on like this, walking forever, step after step after step, but as if no more than a few minutes had passed.

Just as suddenly as the far lands started, they came to a huge depression, like a crater, and in the center of it was a pyramid. A pyramid unlike any they had seen before. And being the expert explorers they were, they had seen many.

Each layer looked to be made of a different material. Dirt, ice, and many varieties of stone. Different types of wood and gravel and sand, even glass blocks made up a layer. The very top of the pyramid was a massive glowing block, with a dense beam of light shooting straight up off it to travel endlessly into the sky.

The sisters gasped as one.

“It’s amazing,” Atropos said, barely above a whisper.

“Come! Let’s climb it!” Clotho nearly cheered.

Lachesis nodded. “We have to see what's at the top!”

They climbed the pyramid, marveling at the sheer size of it and all the different layers it was made of. They climbed and climbed until they got to the final five layers, which were made of iron, gold, emerald, diamond and, finally, a dark black metal the sisters had never seen.

The pyramid reached almost all the way to the highest heights someone could be in the world, giving them a dizzying sight of the endless rows of biomes in the far lands.

When they stood at the top, they were suffused with the energy of creation, feeling younger and stronger than they had in years. They stood next to the massive beacon, and Lachesis reached out, touching it. She gasped, pulling her hand away.

“What is it?” Atropos asked. “Did it hurt you?”

Lachesis shook her head. “No. The opposite... I could feel... power. The power to make anything... It was intense.”

Clotho and Atropos looked at each other, then both reached out and touched the beacon. Their eyes glazed over as if they were looking at something nobody else could see before they broke contact.

“Amazing... Simply amazing...” Atropos whispered.

“Think of all the good we could do with power like that,” Clotho said.

They stood in silence, contemplating the energy of creation at their fingertips.

Finally, Atropos spoke. “Let’s do it.”

“Do what?” Clotho asked.

Atropos stared at the massive beacon. “Let’s take it. The beacon. You’re right—think of everything we could do with it. We could make life in the entire seed better for everyone.”

Lachesis bit her bottom lip. “But... we don’t know anything about it. How will we control it?”

Atropos looked at her, a smirk on her face. “Lachesis, you are the smartest, most studious woman I’ve ever known. If anyone can figure it out, you can.”

Clotho let out a small laugh. “You do spend an awful lot of time studying and reading.”

Lachesis put her hands on her hips. “You two could stand to spend a bit more time reading.”

Clotho and Atropos chuckled. “I’ll leave all that to you,” Clotho said. “I’m happy with my brewing experiments.”

Atropos nodded. “And I’m quite content playing with redstone.” She turned to the beacon. “Come on. Let’s do it. If we leave this here today, we will only live to regret it.”

All three sisters stared at the brilliant light.

Lachesis nodded at Clotho, and Clotho nodded at Atropos. “Okay, Atropos. Let’s bring this power to the world.”

A grin spread slowly across Atropos’ face, crinkling her eyes as they shined with the light from the beam. Pulling out her diamond pickaxe, she mined the beacon, gasping when it broke into six smaller beacons with the final blow of her pickaxe. Each beacon firing out a beam of a different colored light.

They could still feel the power of creation coming from the smaller beacons, and as they collected them, the beam of light reaching into the sky, stuttered and spluttered, fading out.

At that moment, if the sisters had looked up into the sky, they would have noticed a small white line, like a tear in reality, leading into what looked like space, only in reverse. Pure white with black stars forming.

But they didn’t look up.

Not even a glance.

They merely gathered the six beacons and began their journey back down the pyramid, back to their base camp.


Chapter 1

“Ya darn cat! Get out of here!” Dad picked up Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) off the kitchen counter and dropped him on the floor. “Jack! Come get your cat. He almost ate the ribs I'm preparing!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, letting Dad know he was not pleased being forcibly removed from his rightful place upon the counter. Not pleased at all. He licked his paw and glared at Dad.

“Why is he always my cat when he’s in trouble?” Jack’s voice came from the hallway.

Bruce walked to the side of the kitchen, passing by his food bowl, looking inside. Disappointment. It was filled to the brim with food, but that wasn’t the problem. He sniffed it and jerked his head away in disgust. He rubbed his nose with his paw.

This wasn’t the delicious food he was used to. The food that tasted of salmon and tuna and other remnants of deliciously smelling fishes. This was some new poison Mom had given him. It tasted of cardboard and salt. He heard her talking about it one time, calling it, “Die cat! Food.” She was a crafty one, trying to get her kingdom back through poisoning him, the rightful ruler. It wouldn’t work, though. Bruce was far too smart for such trickery.

He turned and leapt high into the air, all his hair standing on end, sticking straight out. A startled ‘meow!’ escaped from his mouth as his ancient enemy readied to attack. The long, green foe had appeared out of nowhere, right behind him on the ground.

Bruce landed in the food bowl, spraying kibble everywhere, then scrabbled into attack position, crashing into his water bowl, and splashing water across the floor. The terrible “die cat” food turned into a soggy floating mess. That pleased him as he struck with his mighty paw at the hated enemy.

Jack laughed, and Bruce glared up at him. “Why are cats so afraid of cucumbers?” the boy asked, as he picked up the green menace to put back in the refrigerator.

“Jack Murphy Smith!” Mom shouted, making Bruce flinch. “You know better than to scare him like that. It’s so mean!”

“Awe, Mom. It’s just a cucumber.” The boy bent down and scratched Bruce’s chin. Bruce couldn’t help himself and purred into Jack’s hand.

Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ “You need to clean up that mess. He sprayed his diet cat food everywhere!”

“Awwww,” Jack groaned.

“Your mom’s right,” Dad said. “You made the mess. You can clean it up.”

“Yes,” Mom added, “and wash that cucumber! You can’t put dirty floor vegetables in the refrigerator. Ugh, Jack. You know better!”

Jack pointed at Bruce, who watched the family silently as they argued, turning his head back and forth to whomever was speaking. “But Bruce made the mess!”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Jack, so help me... If you want to play Minecraft after school...”

“Alright, alright.” Jack held his hands up and walked to the paper towels.

Bruce inspected the mess of his “die cat” food. It did not upset him whatsoever that it was ruined. He sauntered to the bowl with a few pieces left in it, and smacked at the food, sending it flying into the mess and all over the floor.

“Hey!” Jack yelled. “Knock it off!”

A flying piece caught Bruce’s eye, and like a switch was flipped, he entered full-on hunter mode. Crouching down, he wiggled his tail high in the air before leaping at the pile of loose food. He began slapping it around with his paws, like a hockey player with a puck, spreading the mess far and wide. The soggy brown pieces smeared everywhere as the cat jumped around, painting every surface he touched a mushy, grimy brown. “Meow!”

“Ack! Stop it, ya darn cat!” Jack yelled and snatched him off the ground. “Go play outside!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce twisted his body, thrashing to get out of Jack's grip. He wasn’t quite fast enough, and the boy tossed him out the front door, slamming it behind him.

That was okay, though. It was time for a tour of his kingdom, anyway.


Chapter 2

The first thing Bruce needed to do was make sure the perimeter around his house was secure. There had been the occasional mouse roaming the neighborhood, and Bruce would have none of that at his house.

He wandered off the porch into the bushes planted so carefully and lovingly around the house. He stopped and peed on one.

He completed a circle around the entire house, satisfied no mice were nearby. He didn’t see any, hear any, or smell any of the nasty little rodents.

Stopping to lick his paw, he noticed a reflection. His eyes went wide as he saw motion in the window above him. Had he missed a mouse? Not on his watch.

He crouched and wiggled his tail, leaping up onto the windowsill. His paws slammed against the glass with a loud CLANG! There was a high-pitched shriek from the other side of the window, and Bruce watched as his girl, Kate, held her hands to her chest, breathing hard.

Oh good. No mouse, just Kate.

“Ya darn cat!” she shouted at him.

Bruce didn’t completely understand the weird human language, but he knew, “Ya darn cat!” meant, “You are the best and most awesome creature in existence, and I wish I could be just like you.” So he was always pleased when he could get his humans to say it. Yell it even, as if they wanted to make sure he really understood.

He batted at the window and leapt down to explore the rest of his kingdom.

Early mornings like this were always a good time. There were lots of birds out to watch and hunt. King of hunters, he kept his kingdom free from the pests of the land and air. No spider, mouse, or bird dared enter his territory. Which was precisely why he had to go into the neighbor’s yard to find a bird to keep his hunting skills sharp.

He stalked through the bushes of the woman’s yard next door. Prime hunting ground. She had a strange metal canister filled to the overflowing with the disgusting food birds ate hanging from a tree. He loved to watch the birds came eat, and morning was the best time for it. He sat in the bushes, eyes focused on the metal canister.

Then it happened. A bird landed on it, pecking at the food.

Bruce's tail twitched and his whiskers vibrated. He would wait a bit longer... His whiskers kept vibrating and his tail twitching. He licked his lips. Today might just be the day he’d get his prize. Another bird landed next to the first. He wiggled his butt. It was time to launch his attack. He dashed out of the bushes, leaping into the air.

“Oh my!” a voice shouted from behind him.

He bolted through the air, but he wasn’t fast enough, and the birds flew away. He landed, claws out on the metal canister, swinging it violently, seeds and other gross bird things spraying across the lawn. He hung suspended in the air for a few seconds, his claws scraping at the metal with a terrible ‘screeeeech’ noise.

“Ya darn cat!” the voice shouted again. “Get outta here!”

Bruce dropped to the ground, seeds pelting him on his head. He looked over to see the neighbor lady that lived in the house, hair in curls and a big, fluffy bathrobe tired around her as she stood on her deck.

“Go on! Shoo!” the woman yelled.

Bruce watched her, then licked his paw. He stood and shook, flinging the seeds off his head. He thought it was nice even the neighbors recognized his greatness. He looked back at the wildly swinging bird feeder and gave a kitty shrug.

Maybe tomorrow his hunt would end successfully.


Chapter 3

Bruce walked back to his house. It was almost time for the big yellow thing to come take his kids away for the day. He hated those days; it got so boring at home. His favorite days were the ones where the kids stayed home, and he got to hunt the girl or cuddle with the boy. And sometimes hunt him, too.

After all, Bruce was the champion of hunters. He needed to prove his dominance.

His tail twitched when he heard the loud rumbled and watched the big yellow thing drive past his house. He sat in the driveway and jumped, startled by the garage door opening behind him. He ran to the side and blinked, looking in the car. His kids and Dad were in the car. That wasn’t an altogether uncommon experience, and usually happened on days when there was some kind of big mess made or the kids were running around like crazy.

He watched as the car backed out of the garage. It stopped halfway out, and the back window rolled down. “Bye Bruce!” Jack yelled from inside. Then the window rolled up.

Bruce twitched his tail at the boy and went into the garage, sitting by the entrance to watch them drive away. The car pulled the rest of the way out and Dad pushed a button on the sun visor.

The garage door started coming down, startling Bruce, who jumped up and walked out of the door, breaking the safety beam, and making the door lift back up.

He sat back down, directly in the way of the beam.

Dad pushed the button.

Nothing happened.

Dad hung his head, then rolled his window down. “Move, Bruce!”

Bruce did not move.

Dad lightly tapped the horn and Bruce jumped back, almost as high as if there was a cucumber behind him. Dad pushed the button and the door started coming down and the car started backing away.

Bruce didn't want to be trapped in the garage, so he bolted out, breaking the safety beam, and making the door go back up. Dad threw his hands in the air. He pushed the button again, now that the cat was out of the garage.

A cold breeze ruffled his fur, and Bruce didn’t want to be trapped outside, so he dashed into the garage, breaking the safety beam again, and yet again, sending the garage door back up.

Bruce sat and watched the car. Jack and Kate were in the back, laughing and pointing. He was glad they were so happy. They were the most fun when they were happy.

Dad pushed the button again. Bruce didn't want to be trapped in the garage, so he bolted out, breaking the safety beam, and the door went back up.

Dad rolled his window down again, sticking his whole head outside. “Ya darn cat! Stay away from the garage!”

He pushed the button again, and Bruce didn’t want to be trapped outside, so he dashed toward the garage. Dad pushed on the horn and a really loud, really long sound blasted, startling Bruce and sending him running the opposite way.

The door finally came down all the way and the car drove off.


Chapter 4

Bruce wondered what else to do today. He looked at the sky. The sun was up and getting warm. Maybe he should take a morning nap, followed by a quick little snooze, then a nice long late morning rest. Ooh! He could do it in the sunbeam in Jack's room. It always landed just right on the bed and was very comfy. A morning nap sounded like just what the cat ordered.

He turned to go into his house when a noise caught his attention, his ears twitching. It was an odd beeping noise. An intruder in his territory! He dashed down the road toward the sound. A block away there was a huge truck with a big spinning round part on the back. Bruce stopped, sitting to watch what was going on. He licked his paw.

The big truck had a long half-pipe coming out of the back, and some men in yellow hats and orange vests were there, moving it around. Bruce's tail twitched as he watched a gray goo pouring out of the truck and down the half-pipe. The men directed the pipe, pouring the goo out and onto the ground inside pieces of wood.

This was much more interesting than taking a nap, and Bruce watched for a while.

Soon the truck left but the men stayed, working with tools that reflected the sunlight, sending it bouncing around. Bruce jumped up to get a closer look.

He ran across the road, zipping over a part of the ground that was gray and wet with the sticky goo. He left pawprints on the wet part, and sniffed, his paws covered in the goo. He jumped into the grass to wipe his paws.

“Hey, ya darn cat! Stay off the concrete!” one of the men in yellow hats yelled at him.

The man sighed and went over to the section of wet concrete Bruce had run over, using a tool to flatten it down. The tool was very interesting, and Bruce leapt at it, claws out.

“Ow! Ya darn cat!” the man yelled, jerking his hand back. Bruce jumped after the hand, landing in the goo and leaving more paw prints. “Get outta here!” the man yelled, and grabbed Bruce, tossing him into the grass. Bruce thought that was a lot of fun and dashed back in for some more, covering the wet concrete with more paw prints. The man facepalmed, going red in the face.

“Aw, just ignore it Larry,” the other man said. “It’ll go away on its own. But if you keep playing with it, it’ll stick around.”

“I’m not playing, Roger,” the first man said.

“That’s not what the cat thinks.”

Bruce sat in the goo, watching, waiting to see what the man would do next. Larry sighed, and turned his back on the cat, working on another section of concrete. Bruce got bored watching and stood up. A delicious smelling scent wafted through the air and there was no way he could just ignore it.

He walked off, leaving a butt print and many, many paw prints in the fresh cement.


Chapter 5

This was Bruce’s neighborhood, and he knew every nook and cranny in it. So with one good sniff, he knew right away where the delicious smell was coming from. It was the house with the pokey bushes in the front. They had big red flowers on top, and sharp pokey parts going down the stem. He didn’t like hiding in them.

He followed his nose, the scent of delicious meat cooking. The house was easy to get in—they had a small dog that had its own door. Bruce tried to tell his family all about the personal door and how a kingdom ruler such as himself deserved one, but they completely ignored him. Ugh. Humans.

Bruce had used the dog’s door to sneak into the house multiple times. The dog was scared of him, as it should be, considering he was the king of this domain and the dog was, well, a dog. His whiskers twitched in disgust. Dogs were gross. They stank and they drooled, and they were so... obedient to the humans. Yuck.

Bruce climbed the fence and hopped down on the other side. The tiny dog was lounging in the sun and its ears perked up when it heard Bruce.

“Hiss hiss!” Bruce said and the dog's tail went down, tucking between its legs. It ran to the other side of the lawn and Bruce nodded, taking pride in his dominance. He padded up the small set of stairs that led to the little door and poked his head in. Just as quickly, he popped his head back out. A human was in there.

It was the woman who lived here. She was always humming and singing, but more importantly, she was also always cooking something. Something yummy.

He watched through the small clear door, waiting. Many different smells wafted out through the crack, and he started drooling. If the human wasn’t going to get out of there soon, he might have to sneak in and take his chances.

He didn’t have much longer to wait, as the human belted out a tune and left the kitchen for another room.

This was Bruce’s chance.

He popped through the tiny door and raised his head high, taking in all the scents. It was wonderful. He followed his nose around to the source and found the large table in the dining room laden with delicious smells. He jumped on a chair and couldn’t help but let out a little “meow?” when he saw the sheer amount of food on the table.

It was covered in pies. That was not at all something he was interested in. Sure, some of them were tasty enough, but fruit was for prey, not mighty hunters like himself. He wanted meat.

He hopped up on the table just in case, to make sure there wasn’t anything else there. His nose caught the scent of delicious meat again, and his eyes narrowed as he inspected everything.

There was a large pie right in front of him that was kind of orange or brown and flat. He sniffed it and sneezed. Pumpkin. Humans were so gross. He batted it aside, his tail twitching as it plummeted off the table, splatting on the ground with a crash.

“Fifi? You better not be getting into my pies!” the woman yelled from the stairs where she had gone. “My bible study girls are going to be here soon. Don’t you dare touch them!”

Bruce huffed out a breath. The human knew something was up, so he didn’t have much time. He jumped off the table filled with pies and walked back into the kitchen, taking a big, deep sniff. Where was it? He closed his eyes and sniffed again, pinpointing where the smell was coming from. He leapt onto the counter. Jackpot!

A platter filled with ham just sitting there, waiting for him to eat it. He dove in, gobbling up the delicious stuff as fast as he could. This was food fit for a hunter. Food made for brave and strong and—

“Oh dear!” came a voice from behind him. “My pumpkin pie! Fifi? Where are you, you naughty chihuahua? I’ll—NO! YOU!” The human’s eyes landed on Bruce, a flat piece of ham dangling from his mouth. He slurped it up and bent to grab another.

“Don’t you—” Bruce slurped up another piece. “Ugh! Get out of here, ya darn cat!”

Bruce recognized the last bit of that rant, and looked over at the woman. She stomped his way and knew his time was up. Snatching one last piece of ham, he leapt off the counter just as the woman grabbed a broom, swiping at him.

“Don’t you come back here!” she shouted as she chased him out of the house.

“Meow!” Bruce said, agreeing he wouldn’t come back until there was something else tasty. Fifi the dog must have been emboldened by his human’s shouts as he ripped across the yard, yipping at him.

“Hiss!” Bruce shouted but kept running as the broom-swinging human got closer. He dashed away, sprinting up the fence and leaping off.

The worker’s out front had packed up and left, leaving yellow lines of plastic flapping in the wind around their wet cement. They were pretty and Bruce couldn’t help himself and dashed through them like a finish line on his way back home, permanently leaving kitty paw prints in the cement.

It was time to see about that nap.


Chapter 6

Bruce got his nap. And his after-nap rest, and his midday snooze. Then he moved into Kate's room where the sunbeam had shifted and took a nice long afternoon nap. He woke to the sound of the door slamming open and his kids coming in with their typical loud voices. He yawned and stretched. Time to get to work.

He snuck out of Kate’s room and down the hallway. His boy was in the kitchen talking to Mom. Bruce leaned around the corner to watch. Humans talked so much. If they didn’t talk as much, they would be much more efficient at things like making him food. His whiskers twitched in annoyance. Then Mom hugged Jack and the boy struggled out of her grasp, heading for his room. This was his moment.

He dashed to the other end of the hallway, waiting patiently. Jack came strolling by singing some weird song. Strange, strange humans.

Bruce waited until the boy was just about to pass him and he leapt out of his hiding spot in a fierce ninja attack.

“Aaaah!” Jack screamed, dropping his backpack and stumbling backwards over it to land on his butt.

Bruce gave a kitty smirk. It was too easy. He landed on Jack’s chest, rubbing his head against the boy. “Purr purr.”

“Bruce, ya darn cat!” Jack said. “Stop doing that!” But then he leaned over and rubbed his forehead on Bruce’s and Bruce knew the boy didn’t really want him to stop it. This was the best ninja training he could get.

Jack stood, collecting his things. “Come on, Bruce. Mom’s making me do my homework before I can play. Uuugh.” He headed up the stairs to his room. Bruce followed. He loved all his humans, but the boy was extra special to him. They made it into his room and Jack tossed his backpack down, then unzipped it, pulling out a book. Bruce didn’t understand books. They smelled horrible, but humans would sit and stare at them for hours.

Jack jumped up on Bruce's favorite spot—his bed—and laid down, opening the book. “Ugggghhh this book is so boring. And my teacher won’t even let us read ahead.”

Bruce trotted over and sniffed at the book. It smelled old. And like a lot of kids had touched it. Yuck. He laid down on top of it. “Hey! Bruce!” Jack shoved him off the book. “I’m trying to read this. I really want to play Minecraft, but I won’t get to if I don’t read this chapter.”

“Meow?” Bruce had no idea what his boy meant. He rubbed his head against the book and Jack’s hand. Then he did it again, harder.

“Awe, you're so cute.” Jack moved to hold the book open with one hand, the other scratching Bruce's head. That appeased the cat for a few moments, but he desired all his human’s attention. It was his right as ruler of the house. So he pushed forward and sat down on the book, which fell out of Jack’s hand. Jack let out a chuckle. “Fine, you want some attention?”

Jack rubbed Bruce’s head then his tummy. “Purr purr!” Bruce said and Jack smiled, giving him lots of scritches and scratches and loves. “Purr!”

Then Bruce had enough attention, and grabbed Jack’s hand with his teeth and claws.

“Ow! Ya darn cat!” Jack shouted, tossing him off the bed.

It was good to keep the humans on their toes.


Chapter 7

Jack and Kate finished their homework and sat down to play Minecraft. Bruce didn’t think much of it. It was only interesting when there were chickens on the screen. That happened often enough, though, that he liked to sit with the kids and watch.

“I want to find the perfect seed,” Jack said to Kate, “something with a ravine, and a village and an outpost and a bunch of biomes close to each other.”

Kate shrugged. “We can just reload worlds until we find one we like? I’m getting kind of tired of our old seed, anyway.”

“Really?” Jack asked.

Kate nodded. “Yeah, I want to start over in a survival world and make the biggest, best ranch there is, all from scratch.”

“Awesome!” Jack said. “I’ll help. We can make a ninja hideout too.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Jack. Why would there be ninjas on a ranch?”

Jack looked over at her, a serious look on his face. “Kate, there’s ninjas everywhere. If you don’t see them, it’s because they're ninjas.”

Kate blew out a breath. “Whatever.” They began reloading seeds and spent so long doing it that Bruce fell asleep on Jack's lap as they played. He was woken up by Mom shouting for the kids to come to dinner.

“Awe man,” Kate whined, setting the controller down. “I really felt like this was going to be the one...”

Bruce stopped listening then, because of the important word he recognized. Dinner. That meant there was going to be tasty morsels. He sauntered over to his food bowl, then turned his nose up at it. “Die cat” food. Mom was still trying to poison him. He appreciated the poison resistance training but to be honest was very tired of it. He snuck under the table to wait for food to drop.

With dinner over, Bruce had only got a few tasty treats. Not included in the tasty treats, were the little tidbits of green miniature trees Jack kept sneaking him. They were disgusting and it took a nice swipe to the leg to get the boy to stop.

Bruce let out a kitty sigh. It looked like he was going to have to eat some of the gross poison food after all. His tail twitched with sadness. Then Mom left the kitchen to help the kids get ready for bed, and Bruce decided to investigate if there was anything on the counter.

Just as he was about to jump up, Dad came strolling in, a big plate covered in shiny metal in his hands. “Bruce, you stay away from these ribs. They’re done marinating and need to rest to room temp before I put them on the smoker.”

Bruce had no idea what Dad was talking about but recognized food when he saw it. And smelled it. He drooled a little. “Meow purr?” he said, rubbing up against Dad’s legs.

“Awe, poor guy. You really hate that diet cat food, don’t you?” Dad looked all around to see if anyone was watching. “Here, don’t tell Mom I gave this to you.” He pulled some of the roasted chicken leftovers from dinner out and put them on the floor.

“Meow!” Bruce said and gobbled it up. He had trained his humans well. Except for Mom. She was a tough nut to crack.

Dad began singing as he set the plate of ribs down and pulled out his barbequing equipment from a drawer. Bruce recognized the apron and gloves and pincher thingies because when Dad used them, tasty things were always to come.

“Ribs, ribs, I love ribs. I love to smoke them, sauce them and eat them!”

“Honey, are you singing about barbecue again?” Mom said as she came into the room. Bruce quickly licked up any mess from the food he had been given. “That’s just so weird.”

Dad raised an eyebrow at her. “It’s not weird to sing about what you love.” He put down his tongs. “I love my baby, I love her so much…” He said in a sing-song voice, pulling her close and hugging her, then giving her a kiss on the cheek.

Mom smiled. “You can sing about me all you want. It’s just weird to sing about meat.”

“Agree to disagree,” Dad said as he continued to hum his tune.

Mom laughed. “Are you really going to do one of your all-day long cooking sessions? You know it's supposed to storm tonight.”

Dad waved her away. “A real barbecuer does it in any kind of weather. It just makes the food taste better.” He looked out the window and it was already raining. “Kids in bed?”

Bruce recognized the sound of rain on the roof and shuddered. He was glad to be inside and safe from the wetness. And from the sound of it, it was really wet out there.

Mom nodded. “Yep, they—” She leaned over, looking into the living room. “Oh, those kids. They never clean up after themselves. They left their Nintenbox on again.”

She walked into the room and picked up the controller. “How do I...” She fiddled with it a bit, then looked at the screen. “Oh? Create seed? Is this some kind of gardening game?” She pressed a button and the screen changed, showing a box that said “Loading.”

Dad cleared his throat. “Hon, I think the kids were doing something. Let’s just leave it on and turn off the TV. I don’t want to mess up their plan. They were playing so nicely together.”

Mom shrugged and pushed a button, the TV blinking to black. “I do like when they play instead of argue. Anyway, I'm going to fold the laundry, can you clean up the kitchen?”

Dad finger-gunned her. “You know it!”

“Ribs, ribs, I love ribs…”

When they’d finished their chores, they spent a few minutes on the couch snuggled up together. Mom and Dad loved these quiet moments and would simply read or talk while cuddling. Bruce also loved the quiet moments, and jumped up right in the middle of them, wiggling until he was comfortable smashed between them.

“Purr meow.”

The parents smiled at gave him tummy rubs. When they stood up, Mom even went to the kitchen and got him a kitty treat. Sometimes she was okay. When she wasn’t trying to poison him.

Mom yawned, and they climbed the stairs to their room, Bruce curling up at the foot of their bed with them.

The rain poured down steadily, thunder crashing in the distance.


Chapter 8

Bruce woke up to the sound of thunder. It was loud. He wasn’t afraid of it like dogs were though—just another sign of his superiority. He yawned and stretched. Besides the rain, the house was dark and quiet. He thought about going back to sleep. He really hadn’t gotten much sleep that day and was feeling behind on his sleep schedule.

Dad let out a huge “zzzzZZZZZZz!” Bruce stood and stretched, then climbed up to Dad’s head. He could be loud at night, but his head was still sometimes a good place to rest. He curled up right next to the human face, purring loudly, his tail swishing against Dad's nose.

Dad frowned in his sleep, brushing at his nose. “Ya darn cat...” he mumbled and turned over. The movement jostled Bruce enough that he was just awake, so he decided it was time for his mid-night exercise.

He jumped off the bed and ran around the room in a wild circle, nails scratching against the carpet as he dug in for better traction. He crouched down and wiggled his butt, then raced across the bed, running over the sleeping forms of Mom and Dad.

“Ow! Ya darn cat!” Mom shouted. “Out, out, out!” She chased after Bruce until he ran out the door and she shut it behind her. Bruce was in exercise mode though and getting kicked out only gave him more room to run. He dashed down the stairs, his paws hitting so hard it sounded like a horse running wild.

Then he dashed back up the stairs. Then back down. He ran across the wall like a ninja, then leapt from one picture frame to another, his heart pounding wildly. He ran around up and down and back and forth for a long time, until he finally crashed into the kids Nintenbox, knocking it over. The handheld device fell out of the dock it was housed in and its screen blinked on.

Thunder crashed. Bruce may have jumped a little, but only because it surprised him. By the time his feet were back on the ground, the power went out in the house. Every night-light the parents left on went dark. The light up numbers on the stove and microwave went dark, too.

Bruce blinked, curious about what was happening. Then some motion caught his attention. The gaming system had fallen out down and was displaying a Minecraft world. He knew it was a Minecraft world because he recognized his favorite part of that game his kids would play—there was a chicken on the screen. The screen was the only light on in the whole house.

Bruce's ears turned forward and his tail twitched.  He stalked the glowing screen and the chicken wandering around on it. His whiskers twitched. There was some other little white spot on the screen, but it didn’t move so he ignored it, focusing on the chicken. Which did move. It flapped its wings and Bruce slammed a paw down on the screen. Hunter-mode kicked in, and his gaze darted after the flapping bird back and forth.

At the exact same time his paw touched the white spot—the thing that looked like a tear on the screen—lightning struck outside. The brightest, loudest one yet, like it was directly above the house. At once, everything that had been dark was overtaken by the bright, whitest light he’d ever experienced. He couldn’t see anything, only bright white light everywhere he looked.

He yowled loudly as he rubbed at his face with his paw, and opened his eyes to find himself somewhere completely different.

One second, he’d been in his living room, and the next he was in some kind of tunnel made of light, racing through. It was pure white with black stars dotting it like a paintbrush had been whipped across a landscape. The tunnel he was in flashed by at tremendous speed, blue lights racing by as he yowled.

Back in the living room of the Smith house, all was calm, but the white rip that showed on the screen of the Nintenbox popped out, growing larger.


Chapter 9

Bruce tumbled end over end through the tunnel. Blue lights circled him in a tunnel of white. He flailed, desperately trying to grab hold of something to stop his fall or whatever it was, but he couldn’t find anything. Nothing was solid. Everything was light.

Then a block appeared at the end of the tunnel. A massive cube, looking like a planet, only square. He zipped toward it, the green ground coming toward him faster and faster.

Bruce noticed it look strangely familiar, like the screen he had been looking at before he was suddenly thrown into... whatever it was he was thrown into.

His whiskers twitched as it came into view... the chicken! First a tiny dot, barely noticeable at all, but it got bigger and bigger as he raced toward it. He extended his claws as he tore through the tunnel and came out directly on top of the chicken.

It flashed red, then poofed away and Bruce was left standing on green grass, a raw chicken floating above the ground next to him.

Well that was strange.

He looked around. Everything was square. That wasn’t all that big a deal, though. What was a big deal was the free meal floating above the ground next to him. He sniffed it. It smelled like real food! Real, tasty food! He looked around to see if Mom was anywhere nearby—he wouldn’t put it beneath her to try to trick him. But the coast was clear and he gobbled it down.

Delicious!

He burped. Whatever this place was, he didn’t really care. He just wanted to find more chicken to eat.

He looked around and seemed to be in a wide-open plain. Green grass growing in every direction, but no trees or bushes to stalk through. He didn’t like being out in the open. Hunting 101: stay hidden.

He was confused and a bit nervous. Where was he and how would he get back to his people? He sat down and licked his paw. Maybe there was another person nearby who could help if he gave them the “Sad Kitty Eyes” look.

Movement caught his attention. As if he wished it into existence, he saw a person! A green person, sure, but still a person. Who was he to judge? He ran over to him.

“Meow!” He called out loudly. The green person turned to see him running in, and his strange green face showed pure terror. It turned and fled.

Bruce stopped, confused. Why had the person run away? So odd. Now he was grumpy. A chicken crossed his path, and he forgot all about the green person, his whiskers twitching. Wherever this place was, it was great! So much food just running around, begging to be eaten!

He pounced on the chicken, claws extended. The chicken flashed red and ran away, and Bruce gave chase. It was only moments later he was eating another raw chicken, his tail twitching in pleasure.

He decided to explore a little to see what else was around him. The area he was in was filled with mostly grass with only a few trees, but off into the distance he could see some mountains, and there was a more wooded area in another direction.

The sun was going down, which was alright by him because he was a cat of course, and he could see in the dark. He headed off toward the woods to see what he could see. Maybe there was something tasty to eat there, too.

As he walked, he saw various other animals wandering around. It was strange because they all had boxy shapes. They weren't round and smooth like the birds and mice he was used to.

He paused to look around, licking his paw. That's when he noticed his own paw was boxy. He jumped two feet into the air, startled at the new revelation. He sat down and examined his entire body and noticed he was boxy everywhere. He head, his ears, his tail. What a strange occurrence.

With a little kitty shrug, he got up and continued toward the forest. Sure, he might be boxy now, but he still felt like his normal self. He extended his claws, and they popped out just like normal. He twitched his tail, and it twitched just like normal. He wiggled his whiskers, and they wiggled just like normal. Everything seemed to be fine, just boxy.

The trees of the forest got closer and closer. But as they did, the sun descended further and further behind the horizon. It was well and truly dark now. Which to Bruce, was his favorite time of day. He was a cat, so of course. Running around in the darkness was totally fine by him. It usually meant that there were good things to hunt too, as lots of little critters were nocturnal.

It struck him as odd that there was a lack of birds flying around. Usually outdoors, there would be all kinds of birds taunting and teasing him. But there were none here. Besides chickens, of course, but those didn’t really count because they stayed on the ground. They were almost not even birds at all. Just tasty meals you didn't have to work hard for.

His blocky ears cocked as he examined the area to see if he was just missing them or if there really were no birds. That decided it. There weren't any. None. How strange.

He turned back to the forest and to his surprise, a person stood right in front of him. That person had definitely not been there before, but now he was very much there.

“Meow,” Bruce said, curious about this new person.

Regardless of whether they were there to bring him food or not, he decided to go and see who they were. Usually, a person would not be able to resist his endearing sad kitty eyes, and would give him something, either a pet or a snack or a treat. Sometimes, of course, they would yell, “Get out of here, ya darn cat!” Which of course he knew meant they respected him and thought he was the best kitty around, but they had to go do human things. Humans always had dumb things to do instead of perfectly sensible things, like napping or feeding him.

He sauntered up to this new person, his nose twitching. This person smelled funny, like old meat. It made him drool. He rubbed up against the person's legs. “Purr purr.” It was a surefire tactic to get attention from a human. This human did give him attention, just not what he thought it was going to be.

It groaned in a weird voice without any words and hit him. “Meow!” Bruce yelled in pain. What was wrong with this human? Why would you hit an adorable kitty?

The human groaned, hitting him yet again with its stinky meat arms.


Chapter 10

Bruce was shocked at such treatment. Humans weren't supposed to hit kitties. Especially not adorable, wonderful, amazing, intelligent, super smart kitties like Bruce. This one did anyway.

It continued walking forward, arms raised, swinging them wildly at Bruce. But Bruce was not just an adorable, wonderful, amazing, intelligent, super smart kitty. He was also a ninja and easily avoided the attacks now that he knew to expect them.

“Hiss hiss!” Maybe if the human knew he was angry, it might stop attacking him.

The human didn't stop and continued to charge him. This annoyed Bruce greatly. He didn't like attacking humans unless they were his own humans, of course, but that was playful fun. He wasn't about to let himself get hurt by some random stinky human, though, especially one that didn't have food.

That's when he noticed the human wasn't even normal colored. It was also green, but a sickly green. Not like the green of the strange man that had run away from him.

Bruce kept backing up, away from the human, but it just kept coming after him. Well, time to teach them a lesson. This human was asking for it.

He leapt into the air and slashed with his claw, striking the human. To his surprise, just like with the chickens, it flashed red. It didn't stop the human from attacking him though, which made Bruce back up even further. Humans weren't usually violent and as much as he thought humans were strange, he didn't want to hurt one.

This one just wouldn't stop coming, though, and Bruce had to defend himself. It continued swinging wildly with its arms, and Bruce continued dodging the attacks easily.

With another “hiss!” the ninja cat slashed out with his claws again, flashing the human red. He struck one more time, hoping the human would get the point and walk away.

It didn’t.

“Meow meow!” he yowled. Maybe this human didn't know he was a cat, and cats were to be respected and revered.

The human groaned again, a wordless noise. Maybe this human was sick and needed help. Bruce knew that Mom would be able to help someone who was sick, but he didn't know where to go to get her. He didn’t even know where he was!

Bruce's tail twitched. What was he supposed to do? The sickly, green human hit him again, and he had no choice but to end this fight.

He leapt up, jumping off the human’s waving arms and landed on its head, claws extended. With a furious, flurry of blows, he slammed his claws into the sickly human’s head, flashing it red over and over. He fell to the ground as the human poofed into a cloud and disappeared.

Bruce blinked, his tail twitching. What in the world was going on? Humans weren't supposed to just poof away like that.

He needed to figure out exactly what was going on. Then his nose twitched. There was something tasty smelling nearby. He looked all around and found some meat floating in the air. That was definitely odd, but not unwelcome. Who was he to turn down a fresh, tasty treat? Maybe this place wasn’t so bad after all.

He gobbled up the meat, noticing the taste was a little off, but it was still meat, and it was still delicious.

He continued into the forest, eyes looking around and nose twitching as he sniffed. There were no bugs or loose leaves or squirrels or other critters you would normally find in a wooded area like this. This annoyed him because he was always looking for something to hunt. He needed to keep his skills sharp at all times.

Maybe he should climb a tree to get a better look around. He walked up to the closest tree and extended his claws, digging into the bark of the wood. The bark developed some strange cracks where his claws were, and he pulled back, surprised. The cracks disappeared, and he cocked his head. The bark felt good beneath his claws, and he decided to get a nice scratch in before climbing. He dug in with his claws, scritching and scratching and scratching and scritching, until all of a sudden, the bark exploded into a cloud, leaving behind a tiny floating brown cube.

He sat down, his tail twitching, wondering just what in the world was going on. Bruce had scratched many a tree. And couches, and carpet, and lots of other things. They never poofed away. Sure, sometimes he’d scratch holes in things and Mom would yell, but never ever did anything disappear like that.

The brown cube floated in the air. He sniffed it. It didn't smell tasty or not tasty, but there was a chance it could be tasty, so he gobbled it up. It had no flavor whatsoever, like he was eating air. Bruce blinked, confused by this turn of events. Things were either tasty or not tasty. They didn't usually taste like nothing.

He thought about the brown cube, wondering what it was, and felt a tickle in the back of his throat. A hairball. He got hairballs as often as any other kitty, but after the first time Mom chased after him for horking his hairball up on the dining room table, he knew it was best to make sure they came out somewhere secret, like inside a shoe. He dove behind a tree to deposit his hairball away from prying eyes.

He hacked and horked and coughed and spluttered and could feel the hairball coming up. With the final horking, the hairball landed on the ground directly in front of him. But it was not a hairball at all. It was the brown cube. He cocked his head at it, his ears swiveling around.

With a kitty shrug, he gobbled it back up. And again, it tasted like nothing. He wondered about the flavor and thought about the brown cube really, really hard. He felt that strange tickle in his throat. He hacked and horked and spat out the brown cube again.

He wanted to investigate this further, but a rattling noise to his side caught his attention. He looked over and saw another human. At least, it looked like a human at first. It had two arms and two legs and a head. But it was made out of bones. A bony human.

What was with the humans here?

He did not go up to rub against this one's legs. He learned his lesson from the last green human.

He sat back and watched as the bony human looked at him with a menacing smile on its face. Then it raised a stick up and pointed it right at Bruce. It pulled back on the stick and something flew out, zooming straight at Bruce, striking him in the shoulder.

“Me-OW! Hiss hiss hiss!” he shouted at the bony human. What was wrong with this place?


Chapter 11

The bony human charged at him, just like the green human had, only this time, instead of swinging its arms, it picked up its stick and shot at him. Bruce dodged the arrow now that he knew that it was coming and glared at the bony human. No walking dog treat was going to get the best of him. He charged in, dodging arrows the whole way and lashed out with a claw attack.

He expected his claws to bounce off because it was made of bones, and bones were pretty hard. But just like the previous human, this one flashed red. Bruce now knew that meant he had hurt it. He wanted those darn arrows to stop, so he jumped in the air, slashing with his claws, hitting the bony human again and again.

The bony human was kind of stupid. It just fired arrows over and over at Bruce, not noticing Bruce was a ninja and easily avoided the pointy things. With a kitty sigh, he dashed in, ending the fight with several more powerful blows of his ninja claws.

Then he was struck from behind. He spun to see another one of those sickly green humans. This one looked exactly the same as the last one. It waved its arms around wildly like the last had and groaned without words like it, too. Bruce didn’t hesitate. He slashed and slashed until this one poofed away, also leaving behind the floating meat.

He gobbled it up and walked over to where the bony human had been to see what it dropped. A bone. Of course. He turned his nose up at it. He was no stupid dog. He was not going to gnaw on a bone.

A rustling up ahead caught his attention, and he saw more of the green humans. As easy as they were to fight, he was kind of tired of fighting them. So, he stuck to his original plan and climbed to the top of the trees.

He looked down into the forest to see there were tons of green humans and bony humans wandering around between the trees. He wasn't scared since he could fight them off easily, and some of them even dropped tasty food. But he was annoyed because he didn't want to have to go everywhere fighting everything. He would love to simply explore without worry.

He wandered over the top of the forest, keeping up high to avoid the bony and green humans. A new thing caught his attention down in the trees, though, and he jumped down to investigate. A spider. But this was no ordinary spider. It was the biggest spider he’d ever seen. In fact, it was so big that it was as big as him.

Back home, he loved finding spiders because he could chase them all over the place and sometimes they would run up walls, giving him more of a challenge. Plus, they made Mom scream and that was always fun.

This spider charged in and bit him on the leg. Now he was the one being chased. He wondered if he was paying for his past sins of attacking spiders. It was kitty Karma! He ran back, putting some space between him and the spider, but the spider was fast. Super fast. It caught up to him, biting him again.

“Meow hiss!” he shouted

He was going to have to fight this spider, which was fine by him. He was sure he could easily defeat it. After all, he was a ninja.

He popped his claws, ready to lash out, when more beady red eyes appeared from behind trees. It was a hoard of spiders! He didn't know how to count, so he didn't know how many there were, but it seemed like a lot.

This was going to be fun.

He readied himself to attack when he felt something funny in his tummy. He looked at his stomach, and it stuck out further than normal. It twisted and churned, grumbled and gurgled. It didn’t feel very good. Gurgle. Grumble. Groan.

He knew what would happen next. It was the thing that caused his family to run away from him. The thing that caused Mom and Dad to yell and fan their hands in front of their faces. With a tremendous gurgling, he let out a massive fart.

The area around him filled with a green gas, just as the spiders came in from all sides. Bruce's tummy felt much better now, and he decided that now would be a great time to attack. He leapt into the air, only to land on a floating piece of string. He spun around, his claws out and teeth bared. There were no more spiders, only floating pieces of string. Had he just imagined the spiders? Were they some kind of illusion?

He wanted to find out what was going on with those weird spiders, but the floating string caught his attention and he batted it with his paw. The string wiggled around. His eyes widened, chasing after it. He laid on his back, the string in his paws, wrestling and biting and playing with it.

Huh. This place was kind of fun.


Chapter 12

Bruce played with the string for a long time. He couldn’t help it—something just switched in his brain with string and it was all he could think about. He finally put it down, standing to see the sun was starting to come up on the horizon. He had no idea how long he’d been playing but didn't think it’d been a full night. He did tend to lose track of what he was doing at night sometimes, though. Especially if Mom had given him one of his catnip toys.

A groaning caught his attention, and he knew one of those ugly green humans was getting close. He jumped to his feet to find out where it was. The green human was coming at him with its arms waving from the side. He prepared himself to attack when beams of the light from the sun cascaded onto the green human and all of a sudden it exploded into flames. Bruce jumped back, not wanting to get burned. This world kept getting stranger and stranger.

The ugly green human burnt to a crisp, leaving behind its tasty treat, and Bruce didn’t hesitate to gobble it up.

The world was all lit up now as the sun had fully risen into the sky. He continued wandering through the forest until it gave way to another type of grass that was less green and had smaller trees sparsely populating the area. Off in the distance he saw something that looked like it might be very tasty—it was shaggy with a long neck, and walked on four legs.

He ran toward it, wondering what delicious thing he would find in the world now. The one thing he decided he liked about this world was how many tasty things there were to eat. He licked his lips just thinking about it.

He slowed down when he saw there was another one of the shaggy long necked things next to it. There was also a human.

This human was not sickly, green, or bony. He was normal looking. Except for the gigantic nose that hung off his face. He wondered if it helped the human smell better. So many humans could not smell nearly as well as he could—just another one of the human deficiencies that proved cats were better.

He hoped this human wouldn’t attack him and assumed since it wasn't bony or stinky or green that he might be safe. The human wore blue robes and walked with the two shaggy, long necked creatures as if they were great friends. That gave Bruce hope. Humans that hung with animals couldn’t be all bad.

Soon enough, he caught up to them and stopped, wondering how he should approach. Should he sneak in? Or saunter up with his sad kitty face? He went with the tried and true ‘rub against their legs’ approach. Humans loved that.

Bruce trotted up to the human. He didn't have any fear because he was a ninja and had been able to handle anything this weird place had thrown at him so far. It’s not like he was a scaredy-human.

“Oh, what's this?” The human turned to look at Bruce. “What are you doing all the way out here in the savannah, little kitty?”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said and rubbed against the human's legs. The human, a man by the tone of his voice, bent down and scratched Bruce's ears. Bruce's favorite. He knew he had this human wrapped around his finger now. “Meow meow.”

“Well little kitty, it's not very safe out here. You could run into all kinds of mobs. You should probably travel with me.” The man picked up the cat, and Bruce nuzzled against him, giving off as many cute kitty vibes as he possibly could. Humans were suckers for cute kitties. He remembered all the times he saw his family watching kitty videos on the screens in their house. Their obsession with cats was well and good, since cats were amazing.

The man kept wandering with his two long necked shaggy creatures down the savannah. Bruce got tired of being carried since the man was very hot and his robes were kind of scratchy, so he wriggled out of his arms and jumped down to the ground. The man stopped. “Kitty, are you okay?”

Bruce jumped into the air, landing on top of one of the shaggy creatures. “You’d better get down from there,” the man said, his voice raised a bit. “Ole Sally might spit at you.” He reached for the cat, But Bruce easily dodged, running up to the top of Sally's head. The man lunged for him again, but Bruce leapt over him, bouncing off his head, and jumped onto the other llama. The llamas didn't seem to notice or care.

Bruce thought it was great fun, easily avoiding the man's attempts to grab him. This went on for several minutes until the man finally gave up with a huge shrug and a throw of his hands into the air. “Ya darn cat!”

Bruce gave an inward smile when he heard those words which he knew so well.

The man laughed. “You sure are a strange one, aren't you? I bet the villagers in the village we're going to will love having you around. Most cats hang out around villages. It's quite a surprise to see you out in the wild like this. ”

They continued their trek, the man occasionally stopping to look at Bruce as he rode on the large necked beast. “Usually, the llamas can be kind of cantankerous. I'm surprised they're letting you ride on them. You must be my lucky kitty!”

“Meow, purr,” Bruce said. He circled a few times on the llamas back, and laid down, resting his head on his paws.


Chapter 13

They rode like that for the better part of the day, Bruce occasionally taking a nap. Or hopping onto the other llama to take a nap there.

As the sun began to descend, the man seemed to be getting a little nervous. “Oh dear, Oh dear. I wish we had gone a little faster now. We're not going to make it to the village until after dark. ”

The sun set beneath the horizon, and darkness covered the land. It surprised Bruce when he saw one of the stinky green humans pop out of nowhere, lunging straight at the human. But Bruce was not going to let that happen. Nobody attacked his humans. Nobody. Bruce was about to leap to the man's defense when he was surprised by the man suddenly disappearing.

“Meow?”

Bruce was sent crashing to the ground, as the llamas began spitting violently at the new green intruder. Sure, they had thrown him unceremoniously to the ground, but at least they understood these green guys were no good.

He didn't know what had happened to his human, but he thought the green guy might have had something to do with it, so it was time to take his revenge. He popped out his claws and leapt into the air like a little kitty chainsaw, landing on the green human in only a matter of seconds. The green human poofed, leaving behind the tasty treat.

Bruce was just about to gobble up the floating meat when the man reappeared, shouting, “No, no, don't eat that!” He waved his hands at Bruce, trying to shoo the cat away. Bruce gobbled up his tasty treat before the man could get close. The man stopped, giving him a sour look. “That's disgusting. You just ate rotten flesh! Eating it will make you sick. You really shouldn't eat that.”

Bruce had no idea what the man was talking about and gave a little kitty shrug, his tail flicking. He leapt up onto a llama, taking his rightful place as a rider. The man looked at him with a shake of his head. “You really are my lucky kitty. You were able to defeat a zombie? That's quite amazing. Now come on. We have to get a move on before more mobs come out.”

Up ahead, he saw something that caught his attention and made him excited. A collection of houses. Houses meant people, and people meant food. He was excited to see what kind of tasty treats these people might have. Plus, he was very much looking forward to finding a soft, warm bed he could curl up on. The llamas weren’t terrible, but they weren’t very comfy, either. And he’d definitely been getting behind on his nap schedule.

They made it into the village, but Bruce was saddened to see there were no people around. He wondered if it was abandoned. Usually, a place with lots of houses had lots of people around doing all kinds of things. Mowing lawns, digging in the dirt. Walking dogs on ropes. Looking at birds, even though they didn't eat them. All kinds of humany things. This place seemed very empty.

Empty except for the bony person wandering around.

“Oh dear, oh dear,” the man said. “A skeleton!” He pulled a potion out of his robe and Bruce’s ears perked up, thinking he was about to get a drink. He was quite thirsty. The man drank it all himself and Bruce thought that was very rude. It was even more rude when the man completely disappeared again. Bruce sighed. He was going to have to take care of the bony person by himself, wasn't he?

At least the llamas were helpful as they began spitting at the bony person over and over, knocking him back. Llama spit was useful. Dogs were gross for many reasons, but dog drool was one of the grossest. And it wasn’t even useful. Just gross. Yuck. Why couldn’t dogs be more like llamas? Useful drool and he could ride them.

It wasn't quite as helpful as it could have been since it pushed the skeleton back and gave it plenty of room to fire arrows at Bruce. Bruce gave the llamas a scowl and raced into the bony person as fast as he could. Arrows came streaking out at him, and he leapt on an arrow, using it to springboard himself through the air in an overhead flip, his claws out.

He landed on the skeleton, claws slashing and crashing into him. The skeleton flashed red and ran backwards, trying to get Bruce out of his melee range. It was no good, though, since Bruce was, of course, extremely fast. He dashed in after the skeleton, and with several more slashes, poofed the bony body to the ground. He ignored the bone that dropped and sauntered back into the village, his head held high.

“Oh my, oh my!” The man was now visible again, and he clapped as Bruce approached. “You are amazing. Simply amazing. I was gonna leave you here with these villagers, but I think I'll take you traveling with me to protect me out in the wilderness.”

A voice came out of one of the houses and Bruce turned to see another human looking out the window. “Lonnie? Is that you?”

The man Bruce had been traveling with waved. “Hello Cinthia! It is me! I’ve come with news and wonderful things to trade!”

Bruce breathed a sigh of relief. The village wasn’t abandoned, the people were just all inside their homes. Probably eating tasty food and sleeping on comfortable beds.
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“Lonnie! You’d better get away. It’s not safe here!” another voice shouted from inside the nearest house.

“What in the nether are you talking about?” Lonnie asked. “Come out here, it’s weird yelling at you through a window.”

Bruce was very curious. These people were shouting nonsense at each other, and he wanted to see what the other person looked like. And if they had any treats. He hopped off the llama and dashed over to the house, leaping into the window.

“Ahhh!” a villager screamed from inside the house as Bruce appeared on the windowsill. They were in the house, ducking down below the window, which Bruce thought was very odd. But people did weird things—they weren't as logical as cats.

“Oh. It’s a cat,” the person, Cinthia, mumbled. “Go on! Get!” She stood up and waved her hands at Bruce.

Bruce easily recognized the universal sign for ‘come inside and explore all you want!’ so he hopped down and took a look around. Cinthia stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. “Ya darn cat! I said get out, not come in!”

The house was pretty small. Just a bed, which Bruce thought looked plenty comfy, and a table with a weird thing on it, and a set of stairs leading up. He jumped on the table. “Hey! Be careful!” Cinthia yelled. “Don’t mess up my brewing stand, cat!”

Bruce tapped the brewing stand with his paw. It made a fun sound. He tapped it again. He looked around the table and couldn’t help but think it would be a fine place for a cat to take a nap, if the annoying thing wasn’t in his way. He batted it with his paw, moving it a bit.

“Knock it off!” Cinthia yelled, getting close to him, her hands up as if she was going to grab him.

Bruce wasn’t in a petting mood though and glared at her. “Meow hiss!” He popped his claw out. Cinthia stepped back nervously. Bruce looked at the brewing stand thing again, tapping it with his paw.

“Don’t!” Cinthia yelled, but she didn’t come closer. Bruce looked at her and batted the brewing stand again, moving it a bit closer to the edge. “No!” Cinthia yelled.

Bruce looked right into her eyes and hit it again, moving it a tiny bit.

“Wait!” Cinthia said. Bruce didn’t break eye contact, making sure she wasn’t going to approach him, and hit the brewing stand one last time, knocking it off the counter with a loud crash.

“Ya darn cat!” Cinthia yelled, rushing to her fallen stand.

Bruce stood up, looking at the counter. On second thought, the counter wouldn’t be the best place for a nap. He leapt down and went to explore the stairs.

“Lonnie! Did you bring this cat with you?” Cinthia yelled out the window.

“Sure did. Isn’t he the best?” Lonnie yelled back.

“No! It’s a menace!”

Bruce was about to go up the stairs when he felt a familiar rumbling in his tummy. He looked back at the person shouting out the window, then gave a little kitty shrug and let out a tiny toot. How bad could it be?

“What was that?” Cinthia yelled, looking up and sniffing. “What... no! NO! What is that?” The poor girl had a horrified look, her hands covering her mouth as she dashed to the door, running out screaming into the night.

Bruce licked his paw. Did humans have to be so dramatic about everything?”


Chapter 15

Bruce followed the screaming person out the front door. Her house didn’t have any treats in it and was very stinky anyway.

Lights in other houses lit up as Cinthia shouted and yelled and made gagging noises.

“Oh my!” Lonnie said, going to help the other person. The llamas sniffed the air and began spitting.

“There’s something wrong with that cat!” Cinthia finally shouted, standing up and pointing at Bruce as he calmly licked his paw watching the funny people.

“Oh, it’s not all that bad,” Lonnie said.

“Hey! Keep it down out there. You’ll wake him up!” a voice from another house shouted.

The color drained from Cinthia’s face. “Oh no... no! He can’t see me out here. Run!”

Bruce cocked his head, curious about what exactly was going on. He got his answer when a man in black and yellow robes came out of a house across the street. The man was gray with the same kind of big nose the other people in this place had.

“What is the meaning of this! I am trying to get my beauty sleep!” the man shouted, waving his arms wildly.

“Oh no...” Cinthia muttered under her breath, a bead of sweat forming on her head.

“Cinthia! Why didn’t you tell me we had guests?” The man approached Lonnie, who gulped, standing straight up and looking around nervously.

“An evoker? What is he doing here?” Lonnie asked Cinthia.

Cinthia shrugged. “I tried to warn you,” she whispered.

“You there!” the evoker shouted. “What’s your name, trader?”

Lonnie grimaced. “Uh...”

“Uh? That’s a very stupid name. I think I'll call you... Plank! Now Plank, what have you brought me as payment for coming into my village?”

Lonnie looked around nervously. “Your... village?”

The evoker let out a loud guffaw. “Oh my you are a daft one aren’t you? Yes Plank, this is my village, and these are my villagers. They do what I want, when I want it.” He raised his hands up high. “Villagers! Get out here!”

The door to every house in the village opened, and villagers came out, sad and dejected looks on their faces. “Now then villagers, whose village is this?”

“Simon’s village,” the villagers all said morosely.

“What’s that?” The evoker put a hand to his ear. “I can’t hear you!”

Bruce jumped when every villager in the village suddenly shouted as loud as they could. “Simon’s village!”

The Evoker, Simon, guffawed again, then pointed a finger at Lonnie. “There you have it. It’s my village. And you just came into it without permission. And you woke me up. You’re going to have to pay for that.”


Chapter 16

“P... pay?” Lonny gulped.

“Villagers, bring me my snacks,” Simon ordered.

A villager rushed over to him, holding an apple out. Another villager came over holding a carrot. Simon plucked the food without even looking at the villagers, chomping on them noisily. He sauntered over to Lonnie and got right in his face, chewing loudly and spraying bits of fruit and vegetable out of his mouth. “That’s right... pay. You didn’t think you could just come and go as you please, did you?”

Lonnie stood up a little straighter. “Well... that is kind of what wandering traders do.”

“Oh ho!” Simon shouted. “We’ve got a smart one over here, people! What should I do with him?”

“Please... leave him alone Simon...” one of the villagers said.

Simon whirled around. “What did you say? You dare to tell me what to do?” He raised his hands in the air and a small floating person with a sword appeared. Simon pointed at the villager. “Vex! Punish her!”

“No!” the villager shouted, turning to run, but she wasn’t fast enough and the vex flew down, smacking her with its sword and flashing her red. The vex flew around buzzing at the villager, occasionally swiping and hitting her with its sword while Simon laughed.

Bruce’s ears perked up. First off, it wasn’t very fun to hurt people. Well, it sometimes was, but only a little—not really hurting them. Attacking when they rubbed your belly for too long or just to teach a lesson about paying attention when you walked was fine, but hurting someone just to hurt them, was not acceptable. Secondly, the flying thing reminded him of a bird. His whiskers twitched.

He ran, leaping into the air, his claws extended and landed on the buzzing bird thing. He couldn’t wait to eat it! The vex shrieked at Bruce, spinning in the air to attack the cat.

“What is that cat doing?” Simon shouted, pointing. He looked around at the villagers who only gave him blank stares in response.

The vex flew at Bruce, sword out and shrieking. Bruce was much faster though, and dodged the attack easily, leaping over the vex and slashing it with his claws, flashing it red. This was awesome! He wished the birds at home would attack him instead of flying away all the time. He would be able to eat a lot more of them!

The vex swooped in again, and Bruce rolled under the attack, slashing out and flashing it red. Then he jumped on it as it flew by and dug his claws in like little knives, the vex shrieking and flashing red over and over. It poofed in mid-air, dropping Bruce to the ground. Bruce spun all around looking for the delicious food it should drop, a tiny bit of drool coming out of his mouth.

All he found was a green floating orb that rushed into him and a sword. That was weird. He sneered at the sword and licked his paw.

“How dare you!” Simon shouted, pointing at Bruce.

Bruce ignored him, continuing to clean his fur.

“Cat! You need to be punished!” Simon raised his arms and three more vexes appeared in the air above him.

Bruce's tail twitched. “Meow hiss!”


Chapter 17

“Destroy him my pretties!” Simon shouted, pointing at Bruce.

“No! He’s a good cat!” Lonnie yelled.

“Fool, you’ll pay for interrupting me,” Simon sneered, and waved at Lonnie. What looked like teeth erupted from the ground in a line of chomping.

Now Bruce had seen plenty of teeth before. Teeth on an angry dog at the end of a leash snapping at him. Dad’s teeth when he snored with his big, open mouth. Teeth left on the counter by Great Grandma Smith when she stayed the night at Christmas. But these teeth were like none he’d seen before. They ripped across the ground, chomping on Lonnie who shouted in pain and fell over.

“Hiss hiss!” Bruce yelled. Nobody hurt one of his friends and got away with it. He had claimed Lonnie as his own, and this Simon person would pay for that. But after the ghostbirds. Because they were super annoying and coming right at him, and quite frankly, he couldn’t focus with them flying about.

Three flying ghostbirds, their swords out, swooped at him.

Clearly they weren’t very smart, since they all swooped at the same time, making it easy to dodge out of the way. He rolled across the ground, coming up in a leap and slashing at the last ghostbird, but missing. Instead of staying an easy-to-hit target on the ground, Bruce dashed over to a nearby tree, zipping up into its branches.

He hit his head on the branch, colliding with a block of leaves. Wait… what? Leaves weren’t supposed to be in a block, they were supposed to be easy to sneak into! His confusion cost him as one of the ghostbirds flew past the tree he was in, slashing him with its sword.

“Meoooow!” He shouted in pain as he fell out of the tree.

“Haha! You foolish cat! You will not escape my punishment!” Simon shouted.

Simon was loud and annoying, like one of those shows his boy Jack always watched. Sometimes they were so loud Bruce had to go into another room to complete one of his important naps. It made his dislike for the loud gray man even stronger. He could be napping in peace right now, but instead, he had to fight this guy and his weird ghostbirds and even weirder ground teeth.

He picked himself up and watched the skies. These things had the advantage from the air, and it made him wonder what it would be like to fly around, swooping in to attack. Not that he’d ever want to be a stupid bird. But still.

A ghostbird came right at him and Bruce dodged behind the tree. It slammed into the tree, stunned for a moment after the collision, and that moment was all Bruce needed. He leapt up and landed on top of the ghostbird, claws out. It shrieked and flashed red as his claws did their work, then took to the air, Bruce still on his back.

Bruce dug in with his claws as hard as he could and marveled at how free it felt to fly through the air. He felt weightless—not at all something he was used to with his love of food—and the wind in his fur felt as nice as being petted.

His moment of peace ended as another ghostbird came streaking in at him, sword out and gleaming with malicious intent. Bruce used the ghostbird he rode as a platform to launch into the air. He front-flipped once, then twice, his tail dragging behind him in an artistic display of gymnastic talent. It culminated in him landing right on top of the next ghostbird, slamming his claws home and flashing it red.

Okay, this was fun.

He used that one as a springboard as well, bouncing across the sky to slash into the next ghostbird that had zipped in to attack him.

He bounced between the three, marveling at how dumb they were that they continued to hover around him, giving him plenty of opportunity to bounce from one to another, each time landing in a slashing, stabbing attack with his claws. He felt like one of those silver balls that bounced around on the screen when Jack played something called Pinball.

His joy was interrupted when his last attack poofed a ghostbird into nothing, disappearing beneath him and sending him plummeting from the sky. Thankfully, the other dumb ghostbirds kept trying to get him and before he crashed into the ground, another swooped under him in an attempt to stab him with its sword.

Bruce twisted his body expertly, the blade of the sword giving him a quick haircut across his back, but missing the rest of him.

The speed of his fall pushed the ghostbird hard underneath him, and they slammed into the ground. The ghostbird made a perfect landing pillow, hitting first and preventing any damage from the fall to Bruce. It also poofed the poor thing.

With only one ghostbird left, Bruce wasn’t worried. They were too easy.

He looked over at Simon, who didn’t need to say anything for Bruce to know how angry he was. The dude was fuming, pointing at Bruce. His face bright red and scrunched up in all sorts of ways. His big ‘ole nose was so wrinkly it looked like a potato.

Bruce idly wondered what it would taste like, that giant potato nose, when a line of teeth erupted out of the ground straight at the cat.
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Bruce tried to dodge the teeth, but in a show of smarts he hadn’t seen yet, the last ghostbird slammed into him, pushing him straight into the teeth.

Ouch.

They chomped down on him like a bear trap, and he yowled in pain. He slashed with a claw, catching the ghostbird as it flew away and flashing it red. Then he set his sights on the gray man.

Simon laughed at Bruce. “You foolish cat. I don’t know how you got so strong and smart and brave, but you don’t stand a chance against me!” He raised his hand again, pointing at Bruce, but just as he was about to launch another chomping attack, a glob of nasty llama spit hit him right in the face. “Gah! What?”

That gave Bruce the opportunity he needed to close the distance and he zipped in toward the evoker.

Simon snarled at Lonnie, wiping the slimy goo from his face. “You’ll pay for that with your—!”

Bruce landed on the pillager with claws extended. “Meow, meow, hiss, hiss, meow!”

“Ow! Ow, ow!”

Bruce was about to go into full chainsaw mode when Simon’s flailing managed to knock him off his head.

A nova of chomping teeth erupted from the ground, forcing Bruce to leap backwards, barely avoiding getting bit. Simon spun and casually launched another chomping attack, but this time at the wandering trader’s llama that had spit at him. The teeth tore through the ground, viciously chomping the poor creature, and poofing it.

“Bessie! NO!” Lonnie shouted, collapsing to his knees, tears coming out of his eyes.

Bruce was done messing around with this gray guy. He just hurt his friend and mount, and it was time to pay.

Moving as fast as he could he charged the evoker, rolling to the side at the last moment as another nova of chomping teeth burst from the ground. Now that he knew what to expect, it was easy to avoid.

“What? How?” Simon shouted, pointing at Bruce. “Villagers! Attack!”

The villagers didn’t move. They simply watched, hope lighting up their faces for the first time since Bruce had seen them. Probably for the first time in a long time.

Bruce used that hope to spur him on, and he landed on the pillager, claws extended and slashing quickly. Simon screamed and tried to bat Bruce off, but the cat was too quick, making his way up to the evoker’s head, all the while slicing.

Teeth erupted from the ground again, but it was useless. Bruce was too far away from the ground and the teeth chomped at air.

He dug in with his claws, and bit down with his teeth, each flashing the evoker red and he screamed in rage. He tried to run away, but Cinthia—in a rare act of villager bravery—leapt onto the ground in front of him, tripping him.

Simon collapsed to the ground, and Bruce, with a final slash, poofed him.

The village was silent.

Then every single villager cheered.

“We’re free! We’re free! The cat saved us!”

Bruce basked in their adoration, licking a paw. There was a collective gasp from the villagers, and he turned to see Cinthia pointing behind him. He spun around only to be skewered by the final ghostbird’s sword.

The ghostbird was taking damage, its timer running out, but it had had just enough life in it to poof the cat, before it too poofed away forever.
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Bruce spun around. And around. And around.

He was very confused. One moment he’d been being worshiped by grateful villagers—as he should since he was amazing—and the next he was here, in an open field. No villager, no villagers. No praise.

It looked familiar, like he had been there before. He seemed to still be in the strange world where everything was boxy. He walked in a small circle to gauge his surroundings, when he saw four beds lined up next to each other.

Beds weren’t usually in the middle of nowhere. They weren’t usually outside at all. But they looked quite comfy and like just the thing to take a nap on. Bruce wasn’t one to turn his back on such a gift.

He trotted over and realized they were people sleeping on the beds. As he got closer, he recognized them. They were his people—his family! Dad, Mom, Kate, Jack. All of them here in this strange world!

His tail twitched in excitement, and he hopped onto one of the beds, purring the whole time. He curled up right next to Dad’s face, purring loudly, his tail swishing against Dad's nose. Dad frowned in his sleep, brushing at his nose.

“Ya darn cat...” He mumbled and turned over.

Bruce closed his eyes for a good, long nap. If he had his family here, he knew everything was going to be okay.

The End!
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Chapter 1

“Bruce is still in Minecraft!” Kate screamed, pointing at the screen.

Dad grimaced. Had that darn cat gotten into trouble again? He turned around from the person at the door. “Did you just say Bruce is still in the game?”

Mom nodded from the living room but didn’t look away from the screen.

Dad shoved out a sigh. “That darn cat! Hang on; I’ll come help.” He turned back to the men at the door. “I’m sorry, Mr...?”

The man lowered his dark sunglasses, the other man keeping his up. “It’s Agent, actually. Agent Jackson. And this is my partner, Agent Lee.” The other man gave a slight nod, but no smile appeared on his face. Both men stood tall, with their arms crossed and their legs slightly apart. They wore sharp black suits with crisp white shirts and a snazzy tie. They looked very official. Official what, Dad wasn’t sure. But he figured whatever they needed to say, he needed to listen to.

“Where is he?” Kate asked. “That isn’t the seed we were in.”

Dad was listening with half an ear to the kids as they tried to figure out where Bruce was. “Maybe he fell off the pillar when it beamed us out of Minecraft?” Jack speculated.

The man at the door cleared his throat. “We need to have a word with you, Mr. Smith.”

Dad gulped. Maybe he wouldn’t be helping his family and Bruce right away after all. He stepped outside, closing the door behind him. “Agent Jackson? What exactly is this about? I don’t think we’ve done anything wrong...”

Agent Jackson looked at Agent Lee, then back at Dad. “No, you have done nothing wrong. Could we please come in and speak? We have a lot to cover with you.”

Dad grimaced, turning his head to hear Jack and Kate screaming in the house. “I suppose. Give me a minute to calm the kids down. They’re excited about...something...”

He stepped back into the house, closing the door. “Hey. Hey guys!”

No one even noticed him.

He moved in front of the TV to block their view and whisper-shouted. “Everyone, calm down. There are some government people here to talk to us. Kids, please go to your rooms.”

“Dad!” Jack pointed at the TV, trying to see around his father. “We can’t go to our rooms! We have to save—”

“Jack!” Dad put some steel in his voice. “I know. We’re going to deal with the Bruce situation, but we have a very serious situation here first. Now I need you to please. Go. To. Your. Room.”

Dad’s face was as serious as a heart attack. One look at him and the kids knew he wasn’t playing around.

Jack frowned and nodded, leaving down the hallway. Kate bit her bottom lip, worry across her face, but followed Jack.

“Honey, what’s going on?” Mom put a gentle hand on Dad’s arm.

“I think we’re about to find out.” Dad sighed and opened the door. “Agents, please come in.”

The two sharply dressed agents came into the house, Agent Lee not removing his sunglasses even as he walked inside out of the sun. Mom directed them to the living room chairs, then quickly turned the TV off. “Agents?” She looked at Dad, then back at the men. “Can I get you anything?” Mom asked. “Coffee?”

“No thank you,” Agent Jackson said. Agent Lee simply shook his head.

“Tea? Water?” Mom asked.

“Uh...” Agent Lee said.

Mom continued, barreling through. “A cookie? A sandwich? I think we have some leftovers in the fridge. Aren’t you hungry? I can whip something up.”

“No, we—” Agent Jackson started.

“There’s some soda pop in the garage, too. We have regular, diet and caffeine free.”

“It’s okay, we—” Agent Lee started.

“We also have juice, or I could get out a charcuterie board.”

“If you want her to stop, you should probably take something,” Dad said with a wink.

The two agents looked at each other, then shrugged. “I guess some water would be fine,” Agent Jackson said.

“Tap or filtered? Ice? Oh, I think we have sparkling water, too?”

The two men looked at Dad. “Just choose one.”

Agent Jackson cleared his throat. “Tap, no ice is fine, thanks.”

“Me too,” Agent Lee agreed.

“I’ll be right back.” Mom smiled, bustling into the kitchen.

Dad and the agents looked at each other while Mom busied herself in the next room, humming as she worked. There was the clinking of glasses, doors opening and closing, some loud, random crash that made everyone flinch. It sounded like much more than water being prepared. Soon enough, Mom came back out, carrying a tray with several glasses, a pitcher of water, a bowl with ice and tongs, and a freshly cut lemon, among other things.

Mom set the tray down on the coffee table and pulled out coasters for everyone to put their glass on. “I brought some water.” She pointed at the pitcher. “And some lemon to go in it. Oh, and some cookies, in case you wanted something sweet. And some salted cashews in case you wanted something salty. And some chips in case you wanted something salty but were allergic to nuts.”

“Oh. Um. Wow. Thanks,” Agent Jackson said. “Now, we’re here—”

“Here, I’ll pour you some,” Mom said, pouring each of the agents a glass of water. The men each picked up their glass and took sips.

Mom visibly relaxed and sat down on the couch next to Dad, gripping his hand firmly.

“Alright,” Dad said. “What’s this all about now?”

Agent Jackson and Agent Lee set down their water glasses from the chairs on either side of the couch. Agent Lee noticeably looked at the blank TV that had just been on.

“Well, as I mentioned before, we’re with the Video Game Agents.”


Chapter 2

“Video Game Agents?” Mom asked, her eyebrows going up. “Is this some kind of joke?”

Dad cocked his head, confusion all over his face. “Yeah, I’ve never heard of that agency before.” He eyed the agents like he no longer trusted their purpose for being in his home. “Just what’s going on here?”

Agent Jackson nodded, pulled out a notebook. “You are Mr. Smith, correct?” He read from the paper that looked to have their address, his place of work, birthdate and a lot of other information. “Mr. Smith, Mr.—”

Dad cut him off as the agent was reading his name from whatever file he had. “Mr. Smith is just fine. Yes, that’s us.”

Agent Jackson folded the paper up and nodded at the two of them. “It has come to our attention that someone in this house may have entered a video game.”

Mom and Dad stood up rigidly when they heard that, their eyebrows shooting up so high they almost launched through the roof. “Whatever are you talking about?” Mom asked nervously. She did a little curtsy, as if it would make her appear more innocent.

Agent Lee pulled out a tablet, flicking it on before turning it around to show Mom and Dad. On the screen was a picture—a picture of their house during what must have been the lightning storm that occurred the night they ended up in Minecraft. The image was taken from outside, likely somewhere across the street, and their house looked perfectly normal, except for the strange dome of crackling electricity that covered it. In the big picture window of the house, they could see the reflection of the familiar rip in space.

“This image,” Agent Lee said, “was taken from your neighbor’s doorbell camera across the street. They tried selling it to the news, but thankfully we were able to head it off before it became a big news story.”

“Dillion took this?” Dad scowled at the picture. Dillion and Dad had a “friendly” (AKA not friendly at all) feud that started one day years ago over a rude comment Dillion made about the state of Dad’s grass. “That good for nothing—of course he would be the one to try to get rich off a picture of my house.”

“You see that?” Agent Jackson pointed to the reflection of the rip in space. They could just barely make out the white area with black dots in it, like a reverse starfield. “That is a portal to the in-between. The place where video game worlds live.”

“Now hold on just a minute,” Dad said, wringing his hands together. “Are you expecting me to believe there is some weird other dimension where...video...games...” He trailed off as memories of Minecraft traipsed through his mind. “What is this? Some kind of science fiction show? How do we know Dillion didn’t just Photoshop that picture? The guy spray paints his grass to make it look greener, so it seems like something he—”

“I can assure you, this is all very real,” Agent Jackson said, cutting Dad off.

Agent Lee nodded. “When we received the image, we came and investigated your house. We found it empty—”

“You broke into our house?” Mom gasped, her hands going to her mouth.

Agent Jackson held up a hand. “No ma’am, we didn’t come in. But we did monitor it, and when we found no signs of activity for several days, we knew something was up. We also knew you had nothing scheduled: no work trips or vacations or anything like that.”

“And just how did you know all of that?” Dad asked, crossing his arms.

“Information is easy to find when you know where to look.”

Dad stared at him blankly.

“We ran cell phone records, credit card statements, checked out the kids’ school, your work. Even had a few friendly neighborhood conversations with some family members.”

“I’m not sure I like that,” Dad said, eyeing the men.

“How’s my mom?” Mom asked.

Agent Jackson cleared his throat. “Listen, none of that is important. What is important is that you went into a video game world. You know and we know it, so there’s no point trying to argue against it.”

Mom folded her hands in front of her and her nerves had her ever so slightly rocking back and forth. “Let’s say someone could go into a video game.” She shook her head like it was the craziest thing she ever heard. “Say, hypothetically of course, they went into the video game. Is that, you know…illegal or anything?”

Agent Jackson let out the closest version to a chuckle they’d heard. “No. It is not illegal.”

Mom visibly relaxed.

“The fact of the matter is,” Agent Jackson continued, “we work for an organization that exists to help people like you who can go into video games.”

“I didn’t realize the government knew about this kind of thing,” Mom said.

Agent Jackson and Agent Lee grimaced, looking at each other. “They don’t.”

“At least, if they do, we don’t know about it,” Agent Jackson said.

“If they did, they’d find some way to tax it,” Dad mumbled. He cleared his throat. “So, wait...you’re not from the government?”

The agents shook their heads. Agent Jackson removed his badge, showing it to them. It was shiny and metallic, and looked like it had come straight out of a video game, like seeing a cartoon in real life. “The VGA is independent. In a lot of ways, we’re pretty small, but it allows us to move with a quickness that the government and all their red tape can’t match.”

“What do you want with people that can go into video games, anyway?” Mom asked, putting her hands on her hips.

Agent Jackson pulled out a device, looking for all the world like a GameDude—a portable gaming system—and tapped on the screen. He flipped through pictures, showing them to Mom and Dad, of events happening in the real world. Zombies, cars flipping through the air, robots walking in the streets.

Agent Jackson set his GameDude down on the table. “The problem with people being able to go into video games, is that sometimes things from video games get out. We want you to work with us to help stop them.”


Chapter 3

“Absolutely not,” Mom said. “We just got done being trapped in a video game, danger at every turn, but at least in there we could respawn. There is no way we’re doing something so dangerous out in the real world.”

The two agents looked at each other, then nodded. “That’s fine. You have kids, we can understand that. But one of the other things we need is for people like you, who can go into video games, to do so and bring stuff out for us to use in our mission.”

Mom was about to say something negative again, but Dad cut her off. “You need people to bring things out of video games?” He looked over at Mom, who had her eyebrow raised.

“Are you seriously thinking about it?” Mom asked.

Dad shrugged. “You have to admit, it may have been dangerous in Minecraft, but—”

“You were in Minecraft?” Agent Lee asked, unable to hide the excitement in his voice.

Mom and Dad nodded. “Is that important?” Mom asked.

Agent Jackson smiled widely. “Very! Minecraft is a great game for divers like you. There are so many useful items for us to use. But there’s something even more important.” He tapped some buttons on his GameDude. “We’ve been receiving multiple reports of people getting stuck in there, and we need a team to rescue them.”

“Oh dear!” Mom said. “Just like in the Codex stories.”

The two agents' eyebrows shot up. “What Codex?” Agent Lee asked.

“Oh, it’s a book we had in the game, called the Codex of Seeds. There were always stories about people who got trapped from our world in Minecraft,” Dad said.

“The VGA has a copy of what seems like the same book,” Agent Jackson said. “It’s how we know about the problem. Unfortunately, we don’t have any teams that can help, though.” He rubbed his hand on his chin, scratching against the dark stubble. “Listen, Mr. and Mrs. Smith. I might get in trouble with the boss for saying this, but we are desperate for people who can help with the situation. We pay well, and we’d give you a good cover story to make sense of your absence, but...we really need you. These people need you.”

Dad’s eyes lit up. “You pay well, huh?”

“What kind of cover story?” Mom asked at the same time.

Agent Jackson gave a small smile. “Let’s just say, if you come work for us, money won’t ever be a problem.” He looked at Mom. “And we have all kinds of cover stories. Traveling Insurance Salesman, unknown family member who died and left you a castle in Ireland, restaurant owner, author…All kinds of options that would be convincing and keep you free to do work for us without raising suspicions for the people in your lives.”

“Restaurant owner?” Dad asked, his voice a little higher than usual. Mom buried her hands in her face, knowing the fight was lost. “Like...a barbecue restaurant?”

The agents shrugged. “Sure? I mean, it could be any—”

“Let’s do it!” Dad yelled.


Chapter 4

“This is great news,” Agent Lee said, shaking Dad’s hand. “We’re happy to have you guys aboard.”

“Wait a minute,” Mom said, holding her hands up before the agent could shake them. “There’s one problem.”

“What is it?” There was an edge of nervousness in Agent Jackson’s voice.

Mom motioned between herself and Dad. “We...we can do this, but...well, we had help in our time in Minecraft. We had our kids there. They really helped us and we would have been lost without them.”

Agent Jackson sighed. “You want you kids to be part of your team?” He facepalmed. “Not again.”

“What do you mean, not again?” Dad asked.

“Oh, it’s nothing. We just recently had some kids join the agency,” Agent Jackson said, “and we aren’t really set up for it. Just give me a minute.” He snatched up his GameDude and began typing away. In a few seconds, an alert dinged and he read the message. He snorted out a small laugh. “Yeah, okay. It looks like we’re working with kids now. It’s not something we can avoid any more.”

“Oh good,” Mom said, clapping her hands. “Kids!” she shouted. “Come o—”

“We’re here!” Kate said, coming out from around the corner.

“How would you guys feel about wo—” Dad started.

“Working for a secret agency rescuing people stuck in Minecraft?” Jack asked, cutting him off. “You know we want to!”

Kate nodded vehemently. “We can start with our cat.”

Agent Lee nearly choked. He coughed and cleared his throat. “Your cat?”

“Yeah,” Jack said with a chuckle. “He’s the best cat ever. He’s a ninja and he can poof mobs like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Your cat,” Agent Jackson said, swallowing hard, “is a ninja. And fights mobs.”

The Smiths nodded and shrugged.

Agent Jackson threw up his hands. “You know what? Why not. It’s fine. We’ve seen weirder things.”

“No, we haven’t,” Agent Lee said.

“Well, I’m sure we’ll see weirder things in the future.”

“I doubt it,” Agent Lee muttered, and Agent Jackson gave him a look.

Agent Jackson looked at the family. “Would you please tell us your story? I’d like to have it for our records. It could prove very helpful to us.”

“Sure!” Jack said. “Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, there was a family. There we were, sleeping away when—”

“Jack, how about I tell them?” Dad asked.

“Aww,” Jack whined.

Dad held up a hand. “I just think we should try to be brief. You tell every little detail in your stories and they go on a little long. It’d take you 30 books just to get it all out!”

Even though Dad tried to talk over Jack and Kate, he couldn’t keep them from interjecting. So together, as a family, they told the story about how they had woken up in Minecraft one day. Since Mom and Dad knew nothing about the game, the kids got to show them the ropes.

They crafted and survived, but a visit from a wandering trader showed them there was a village nearby, so they set out to find more people. When they arrived, they found the village was a mess because of the pillager outpost nearby that kept raiding it. They made their first friends, Ethan and Elijah, the Double-E’s, along with their siblings, Charlotte and Marigold.

The family put a stop to the pillager raids, then defeated the outpost. The villagers told them all about a witch nearby that might hold the key to getting back home, so they left that first village, and met Esmerelda, the witch, in a swamp filled with ever-growing slimes. Dad couldn’t help but grimace when he talked about Esmerelda.

Through a series of quests the witch gave them, they discovered the name of someone else who could help them out of Minecraft. The greatest witch ever—Baba Yaga. The family met more friends in different villages and started running into things the kids had never experienced in the real Minecraft—red-eyed mutants with strange and dangerous powers.

The family discovered they had powers of their own and could stand up to the red-eyed mutant mobs. Throughout their adventure, they came upon a broken-down and abandoned kingdom, with ender plants and buildings within. They found the rightful princess and restored her to power, bringing all the villagers nearby to live in the kingdom village together.

The family made friends out of pillager and villager alike, being sure to act with kindness before violence. Because of this, the kingdom village grew, with pillagers joining and becoming helpers, guardians, and friends. They helped keep the village safe through several wars, one with rampaging animals led by the vicious red-eyed hoglin Bonaparte, and another against the so-called king of the pillagers, Ortho.

Through all this, the family uncovered the mystery of the omega beacons, powerful beacons that controlled the fabric of Minecraft reality. Through quest after quest, and battle after battle, they collected each of the strange devices, and brought them back to Baba Yaga.

The last thing they needed to get home could only be found in the end, and they were able to befriend the ender dragon, Clotho. They discovered Clotho and Baba Yaga had been sisters and during an epic war, Baba Yaga used the omega beacons to turn Clotho into the ender dragon, sealing her off in the end.

Finally, when there was no question Baba Yaga was the bad guy in all of this, the family fought and destroyed her, then put the omega beacons together, forming the pillar of creation, which they used to send themselves back home.

Agent Jackson and agent Lee listened with rapt attention, absentmindedly munching on the snacks Mom had brought out. When the family finally finished telling their tale, they smiled hugely, and agent Lee had to stop himself from clapping.

“That is an amazing story,” he said. “Truly incredible. You’re going to be incredible divers.”

Agent Jackson nodded. “I agree. Welcome to the team, everyone. We look forward to making the world a safer place with you.”

“So, uh...” Dad said, bouncing slightly on his heels. “When do I get to start a barbecue restaurant?”

Mom groaned, burying her face in her hands.


Chapter 5

The VGA gave the Smiths a few weeks to get all their affairs in order and promised a bunch of paperwork would come soon. They also left the family with a GameDude, an artifact that had come out of a video game called SimLife.

It wasn’t a normal GameDude that played all the video games, but the device the organization used to communicate with its agents. “We’ll send some more, but this is all we have on us for now,” Agent Lee had said.

They also explained how divers got into and out of games. “It’s a little bit different for everyone,” Agent Jackson said. “Some of us simply think about our game world home bases, and we end up there, the same with coming out. Some of us have to hold a controller to concentrate or have a special keyword phrase they say.”

That left Jack and Kate dismayed. They wanted to rush in and save Bruce right away, but the VGA cautioned them against it. “You should really learn your triggers before you go,” Agent Lee said. “That way it’s easier to get back home.”

After a bit more talking and figuring things out, and a late lunch Mom insisted they eat, the agents left.

When the door shut, Dad turned to the family. “Wow. That’s really quite something. What do you guys think?”

“It’s awesome!” Jack shout-punched the air.

Kate nodded. “Yeah! I can’t wait to save people.”

“Huh? Saving people?” Dad said. “I’m talking about our new family barbecue restaurant!”

The kids rolled their eyes. Mom put her hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Honey... that’s not the best part.”

“It will be when you taste my ribs,” Dad said with a wink.

Mom sighed and blew out a breath. “Kids, please set the table for dinner?” She held out her hand, then blinked, staring at it. “Oh. Oh my! I can’t just summon food anymore!”

Kate smirked. “Yeah, you’ll have to do it the hard way.”

“Well, you can help then. Jack, you set the table while Kate and I make dinner.”

“Aww,” Jack groaned.

“Jack,” Dad said, “listen to your mother.”

Thankfully, cooking was like riding a bike, and she picked it up easily, her muscle memory reminding her where everything was in the kitchen. Even if there were a few false starts and messes made.

“What’s for dessert?” Jack asked, chewing his last bite of dinner.

Mom shrugged. “I don’t even know what we have.” She dug around through the pantry, but there was a surprising lack of food. “Oh, that’s right. I was going to go grocery shopping before we ended up in Minecraft. I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like to be home.”

“At least you can just go to the store and don’t have to start a garden and wait for it all to grow,” Kate said.

Mom smiled. “I think I’ll miss that part,” she said.

“But will you miss harvesting the animals?”

“Jack Murphy, don’t talk about harvesting animals at the dinner table!” Mom scolded.

Dad chuckled. “We were gone for a long time.” He put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “It’s going to take a bit to get used to being back home.”

Everyone seemed to agree.

“Especially with Bruce gone,” Jack said, sounding sad. “I miss him.”

“Me too,” Mom smiled kindly. “At least a little. Why don’t you kids go get ready for bed? I’m going to reach out to our family and make sure they know we’re okay.”

“Can I play some Minecraft before bed?” Jack asked, giving his parents the puppy dog eyes.

“Really, Jack? You haven’t like, gotten that out of your system or anything yet?” Dad asked, looking curious.

Jack just shrugged. “Does Minecraft ever get out of your system?”

“That’s fine, but not too long. I think we all could use a good night’s rest in our own beds,” Mom said. “Now, while you guys clear the table, I’m going to go make some calls.”

“Don’t forget about the time difference thing,” Jack said. “You know—how it’s longer in Minecraft than it is here.”

The kids turned to leave when the doorbell rang. “Who in the world could that be?” Mom asked.

Dad went to the door, opening it and standing there in shock. “Uh... kids? Come check this out!”

Jack and Kate ran up to him and he swung the door open wider. There, at the door, hovering several feet above the ground, was a flying drone. It was huge—much bigger than any drone they’d seen before—and it had a pincher claw, like in a toy claw machine game. The claw carried a large box that it set down, then the drove wiggled side to side, almost like it was waving, and took off into the air, flying away.

“That was so cool!” Jack and Kate said at the same time.

“It really was,” Dad said, poking his head out the door to look up into the sky.

“What’s in the box?” Mom asked. They pulled the box inside and set it on the dining room table, still covered in their dinner dishes.

Dad read the label on it. “It’s from the VGA. They really work fast, don’t they?” He got out a knife and opened the box. Inside was a massive stack of paperwork, that gave Dad a frown, but he picked it up anyway and began leafing through it. There were also three more GameDudes and a small electronic device that looked like a smartwatch, but with a much larger band.

“What’s this?” Jack asked, holding it up. He turned it over and read the words on the back. “Meowtroller smart pet collar. Whoa! This must be for Bruce!” He snatched up a GameDude and turned it on. “There’s an app for it! Oh man, this is so cool.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s not a game, Jack.”

Jack stuck his tongue out at her. “You don’t know!”

Everyone went their separate ways—the kids to their rooms, Mom to the phone to touch base with family, and Dad to the office to work on the things they needed to do for their new cover story.


Chapter 6

Jack and Kate went to the back of the house where their two rooms were. Jack slammed the door open to his room like he usually did and leapt onto his bed. Kate stood in the doorway. “Aren’t you going to brush your teeth?”

“Oh man! I forgot about brushing teeth! That’s the worst.” Jack crossed his arms.

“Yeah, hygiene is horrible.” Kate rolled her eyes.

He stuck his tongue out at her. “I’ll brush my teeth when I’m an adult.

Kate threw her hands in the air. “You won’t have any teeth to brush by then!”

Jack just shrugged.

Kate frowned then, and came into his room, sitting on the corner of his bed. “I’m worried about Bruce.”

Jack sighed. “Me too. I mean, I know he’s a ninja, and he can take care of himself. I’m not worried about him being in Minecraft. I just want him home.” He held up the Meowtroller collar, staring at it. “If all the stuff the VGA said is true, and we’re divers who can go into Minecraft whenever we want...that makes me really worried about him. He’s a smart cat, but he’s still just a cat. What if he ends up going in there all the time? What if he goes into the wrong seed and gets lost? What if we never see him again?”

He held the Meowtroller up to Kate. “Maybe this can keep that from happening or something.”

Kate looked down, feeling a little bad about making fun of him earlier. Not bad enough to apologize or anything, but still a little bad. “Well, let’s see what it does.”

Jack nodded, pulling out his GameDude and opening the app. “Let’s see...It says to sync the collar...” He pushed a button on the collar, and it beeped, then the GameDude beeped back. “Oh this is pretty neat! It shows me where the collar is, and it has a ‘retrieve’ feature. I wonder what that does.” He pushed the button on the app, but nothing happened. “Huh. Nothing.”

“Maybe it only works in a game?” Kate said, shaking her GameDude. “If these came out of a game, the collar probably did too. So maybe it can only do that kind of stuff, in a game.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh! Maybe it works like wolves do in Minecraft! When you get too far away, they teleport to you.”

Jack shrugged. “That would be pretty cool. But I bet Bruce would hate it. Can you imagine? He’s just about to pounce on some food when WHAM! He teleports back to my feet.” Jack laughed a little, but it didn’t seem very sincere.

Kate put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, Jack. Bruce will be fine. He gets himself into all kinds of trouble and he’s always fine.”

Jack looked up at his sister. “We just have to get to him and put this on him. Darn cat.” He whispered the last part and Kate could tell he was genuinely upset. She gave him a rare hug and rather than push her away, Jack returned it.

“I know he hasn’t been gone that long, but I still miss him.”

“I know dude, me too.” She stood up. “Well, let’s go to bed and hopefully tomorrow Dad will have all this VGA stuff figured out and we can search for him.”

“And rescue him,” Jack agreed.

Kate put her hands on her hips. “If Bruce is left alone, we’ll probably be rescuing people from him.”

Jack smiled, nodding at her. “Thanks Kate.”

Kate returned the grin and left for her room.

Jack laid on his bed, playing with his GameDude. There was a button called ‘friends’ and he tapped it. A screen opened, like a radar, with a large circle and line sweeping around it. Text popped up after a few seconds.

Three Devices found. Would you like to add them to your friends list?

Jack selected ‘yes’ and under the radar screen popped three icons of GameDudes, with a strange name that was a mix of numbers and letters beneath them. One name changed to ‘Kate.’

Jack tapped on it and a messenger box opened.

Jack: This is cool!

Kate: Yeah! Now we don’t need to bug Mom and Dad for our own phones.

Jack: Awesome.

He went back to fiddling with the GameDude and noticed an app with an icon like a circle made of arrows. He pressed it and it opened, showing itself to be a ‘sync’ tool. He had no idea what he would sync, so he pressed the activate button. A message appeared.

Nintenbox found, syncing last save.

That was neat, but he had no idea what it meant.

He left the app and tried some of the games on the GameDude, eventually falling asleep.


Chapter 7

“Jack! What did you do?” Jack woke up to Kate yelling at him.

“Stop! Just 5 more minutes,” he yelled back, not opening his eyes.

Kate shook him hard, and he felt himself fall, but landed on something soft and somewhat cold. He opened his eyes to find himself on a grass block of a flat, wide-open area. He blinked. Then he shot up to his feet. “What the nether!” He spun around in a circle.

Jack and Kate were back in Minecraft.

He looked at his sister. Sure enough she was blocky. Her head a block, her body a block, every part about her...blocks.

He held up his hand. It was also a block. “What’s going on? How’d this happen?”

Kate shrugged. “Jack, that's not even the worst part. Look where we are!”

Jack looked around. He saw Kate and only two beds. One for each of them. No parents. “Oh man...where are Mom and Dad?”

“Jack,” Kate said waving her arms around wildly. “Look!”

“I am looking! What do you want me to...” He trailed off as the sleepiness well and truly evaporated from his mind and he finally registered what it was Kate was trying to show him.

His jaw dropped.

He spun around, looking in all directions, and in every direction he saw the same thing. Endless, wide-open, flat plains. No mountains, no hills, no water or other biomes. Not even any trees.

“How... how did we end up in a flat world?” A cow mooed off in the distance.

“This is not good. Not good at all,” Kate said.

Jack held up a hand. “Hold on, it’s not all that bad. I mean, sure, it’s way more boring to play—”

“Don’t you get it?” Kate asked. “If it’s a flat land, then that means no villages and no villagers. No trees for tools, not even any stone. That means no beacons and no pillar of creation...How are we going to get back home?” Kate was shouting at the end, breathing hard.

Jack bit his lip. “Oh. Yeah. Okay, maybe it is that bad.”

“It is that bad, Jack!”

“Okay, okay, calm down.” Jack held his hands up.

“Have you ever heard Dad tell Mom to calm down when she’s upset?” Kate nearly growled.

Jack shook his head nervously.

“That’s because it’s a terrible thing to tell someone when there’s a good reason to freak out!”

Jack took a step back, turning around to look at the world, and to get a bit of distance between him and Kate. She wasn’t wrong to be upset, but couldn’t she at least let him think? “Okay, so...what did we do to end up here in Minecraft again?” he muttered, then snapped his fingers. “We were in bed!”

“What?” Kate asked.

“The last time we ended up in Minecraft, it happened while we were asleep. We woke up in Minecraft beds, right? And the same thing this time. Do you remember what Agent Jackson said? It’s a little different for every person, how they dive into video games. For us, we must have to be asleep in a bed!”

Kate gave him a flat look. “That’s ridiculous.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “No it’s not. It actually kinda makes sense. When you’re in Minecraft and you go to sleep, it’s like you're teleporting to the daytime.”

“What?” Kate asked. “That’s so dumb! You don’t teleport, you—”

Jack waved his head. “Yeah, I know, but it’s kind of like you teleport. When we go to sleep in the real world, we wake up here.”

“There has to be more to it than that,” Kate said. “We can’t wake up in Minecraft every time we go to bed.”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just guessing.”

“Well, let’s try it.” Kate went to the bed closest to her and activated it. “It’s daytime, so it’ll just reset my spawn point.” She sighed.

“Okay, we wait for night then,” Jack said.

So they waited. And waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

“Shouldn’t it be night already?” Kate asked with a frown.

“Yeah. I think it should.” Jack grimaced. “What if...what if this seed is set to ‘Always Day’?”

Kate buried her face in her hands. “This just keeps getting worse!”


Chapter 8

The kids sat dejectedly on the beds. They had tried everything there was to try, which admittedly, wasn’t a lot. With no way to get wood their options were slim to none. Jack had given up almost immediately after digging a hole—by punching—down to bedrock, which was only a few blocks down.

“This is ridiculous!” he shouted again as he threw his arms out wide.

“You said that already,” Kate said. “A lot.”

Jack huffed. “How are we supposed to be this awesome search and rescue team, if we can’t even rescue ourselves?” Jack pouted and rested his chin in his hand. Then he shot up. “Wait! Do you think it’s a test? Maybe VGA sent us here?” He sounded far too excited about the idea.

“Nah.” Kate sighed. “Maybe if Mom and Dad were here. But surely, they wouldn’t send us alone, right? Being minors and all?”

Jack slouched back to the bed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“Can you believe this VGA thing is real?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah. It makes sense, really. We ended up in a game and we know other people have too. Just look at the Codex of Seeds—there’s tons of stories of outsiders trapped in Minecraft.”

“I wonder if we’ll ever run into any of them,” Kate said. “It’d be crazy to actually end up rescuing people we’ve read about in the Codex.”

“I’d love to meet that Surfer Villager guy or the Dave guy,” Jack said. “They know all kinds of ninjas.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “You and ninjas. Anyway, I don’t think those guys are outsiders trapped in Minecraft.”

“So?” Jack said with a shrug.

“So…if they don’t need our help, why would we go find them?”

“Ugh, you’re so cranky.” Jack stuck his tongue out at her.

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“Am not!”

“Are too!” Jack laughed this time.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was just thinking that we sound like the Double-E’s. I wonder how they’re doing.”

Kate laid her head down on the pillow. “Yeah, I miss them.” She sat back up. “Think we’ll ever get to go back and see them again?”

Jack nodded. “That would be great! But we still need to figure out the getting out part.”

Kate frowned. “If we can, that probably means we’ll end up hearing more barbecue songs from Dad and Myron.”

Jack laughed. “It’d be worth it.” He sat on the bed swinging his legs, then his eyes widened. “Hey, I wonder if our powers work?” He sat up and concentrated, and with a chunk of his hunger bar disappearing, a copy of himself popped into existence next to him. “Yes!” He shout-punched the air.

“That’s great!” Kate said “Now I just need to find some animals.”

“You mean like that one?” Jack pointed at a sheep in the distance.

Kate looked to her right and nodded. “Let’s try this.” The sheep bleated. She walked up to it. “Hey there, you're awfully cute, aren't you? Cute and soft. You’re so wooly. Can I call you Wooly?” The sheep bleated. “Oh you don’t like that name? Okay, how about Fluffy?”

She crept closer and closer to the sheep, her hand raised nicely like she wanted to pet it. The sheep came up as if hypnotized and rubbed its soft head into her hand. “Aww, yay! It looks like I can still tame things, too.”

“Great,” Jack said, “we’re off to a good start. Now that we have food—”

“Jack!” Kate snapped. Her hands fell to her hips, and she looked a lot like an angry Mom. “We do not eat pets!”

Jack sighed. “It’s not a pet, it’s just a sheep...”

Kate gave Jack ‘The Look.’ “It has a name. We don’t eat pets that have names.”

“But you name all the animals!”

“Well, maybe you should become a vegetarian.”

“Dad would disown me!”

“We are not eating Fluffy!”


Chapter 9

“Aww, man!” Dad said loud enough to annoy Mom, who was looking through her contacts to see who to call next. So far, she had contacted her parents and Dad’s parents, under the pretense of ‘just saying hi.’ She gathered that for them, it had only been a few days to maybe a week that they hadn’t heard from anyone, but for Mom and Dad, it had been months and months. Time differentials were weird.

“What is it, honey?” Mom asked.

“There’s already a barbecue place called Dad’s BBQ. I thought it was the perfect name.” Dad groaned and his face fell into a very sad, very pathetic frown.

“Don’t you think your jumping the gun a little? I think you should do the paperwork before you go thinking about a barbecue restaurant name.”

Dad got out of his chair, standing to stretch and look over at Mom. “Sorry, hon, but you're wrong there. I have to think of a name. It’s critical. And it won't get out of my head until I do. Don’t you remember how hard it was to name the kids? I don’t know how many baby name websites and books we looked at.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “That who looked at?”

Dad snorted out a small laugh. “Okay, okay. That you looked at. But still. We ended up with long lists of names for both of them. This is just as important.”

Mom’s other eyebrow lifted. “Naming a restaurant is just as important as naming our children?”

Dad grimaced, realizing he was going about this the wrong way, and decided to just skip ahead. “I have a few ideas if you’d like to hear them.”

Mom put her phone away, folding her hands in her lap. “Well, then. Let’s hear them.”

“Mom’s BBQ?”

Mom grimaced. “That’s sweet, dear. I love BBQ but it’s still meat.” She shuddered. “I know where it comes from.”

Dad nodded. “Alright... how about Word on the Meat?”

“Ew, no!”

“Nice to Meat you?”

“Nothing with the word meat in it!”

Dad held up a hand, “Okay okay. How about... Brisket Barn?”

Mom shook her head. “I don’t want to know it comes from a barn.”

“Hog Heaven?”

“Really?” Mom looked down her nose at him. “You want to talk about the pig dying?”

“Hmm... Pork for your fork?”

“That’s still talking about meat.” Mom scrunched up her nose.

“But it doesn’t have the word meat in it.”

“No.”

Dad sighed. “Fine, fine. Sauce Boss?”

Mom held out a hand, wiggling it side to side. “Eh. It’s the best yet, but still not great.”

“Fingerlickin’ BBQ?”

“Gross! Who wants that visual?”

“Swine-O-Mite?”

“Honey! If you aren’t going to be serious, I’m not going to help.” Mom gave him ‘The Look.’

“Happy Grillmore?”

Mom chuckled. “That’s cute, but no.”

“Moo-Mobile? T-Bone Trucker? Wilbur’s Revenge? Grilligan’s Island?”

“No, no, no, and no! Honey, come on. I feel like you're pulling my leg.”

Dad chuckled. “Okay, maybe a little. You have to admit, some of those names are pretty hilarious.”

Mom sighed. “Yes, some of them are mildly funny.”

“Mildly?”

Mom smiled at him. “But seriously, let’s think of a good name. It should be something that has meaning. Maybe something Minecraft related since that’s what started all of this?”

“You know, that’s not a bad idea. Myron’s? Naah... The Nether Pit? Hmmm... closer... Burning Lava Barbecue? The Stone Pick?”

“Ooooh, I like that one!”

“Which one? The Stone Pick?”

Mom nodded. “It has a real rough and tumble sound to it.”

Dad gave it a bit more thought. “Yeah, it’s good. I like it. How about this: Stone Pick Barbecue?”

Mom nodded. “That’s even better.”

Dad grinned and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Thanks, hon. I like it too. It’s almost like we’re having another baby.”

Mom looked at him deadpan. “Are you seriously going to compare naming a restaurant to bringing a new baby into the world?”

“No?” Dad smiled.

“Okay, good. Now, I'm going to check on the kids. Our actual children.”

Dad cocked his head. “What? Why?”

“We haven’t slept in proper beds in a long time. And they’re so far away—this house is much bigger than any of the shelters we built. I just want to make sure they’re okay.”

Dad nodded, and sat back down at the desk, digging into the paperwork the VGA sent over.

His work was interrupted by Mom screaming from the hallway.


Chapter 10

Kate hugged Fluffy, then pulled out her GameDude to take a selfie with the sheep.

“Uh-oh,” she said when it buzzed in her hand.

Jack frowned, pulling his own GameDude out. “Yikes. We probably should have messaged them.” The messaging app had a bright red dot with the number 3 in it, that went up to 4, then 5, then 6, as they watched.

“It’s not our fault!” Kate said. “We aren’t used to having phones that work in Minecraft.”

Jack grimaced. “Mom might still try to give us homework...” He snapped his fingers. “Hey! Don’t tell them we’re stuck in a flat world, okay?”

“Why not?”

“We need to try everything we can to get out of here first. Do you want Mom to worry even more?”

Kate frowned but agreed. “Alright, but if we can’t, we have to let them know as soon as possible.”

Jack nodded. “Okay.”

Dad: Kids? Are you in Minecraft?

Mom: Jack Murphy Smith! What did you do?

Dad: This isn’t funny guys. Your mom is worried sick.

Mom: I’m not as worried as I am mad though!

Dad: That's not true. She loves you very much. Are you okay?

Dad: Is this thing working?

Jack and Kate began typing at the same time.

Jack: Hey guys! Yes. We’re in Minecraft. I love you.

Kate: We went to sleep and woke up in Minecraft again!

Kate looked up at Jack. “Stop sucking up to them!”

Jack smirked, “Just because I’m the better kid doesn’t mean they don’t love you.”

Kate rolled her eyes. Because of the way time worked between Minecraft and home, they had to wait quite a while to get the next message.

Mom: You come out of there right now!”

Dad: You really shouldn’t have gone back to Minecraft without asking.

Kate: I love you and miss you Mom!

Jack gave Kate a scowl. “Stop that!”

Mom: Aww Kate, you’re so sweet. Don’t worry, Jack will protect you.

Mom: Jack! Protect your sister and be nice to her!

Kate let out a little chuckle.

Jack: We don’t know how we got here, or how to get out.

There was a long pause. Longer than normal.

Mom: You don’t know how to get out?

Dad: How did you get in?

Kate: We don’t know... We went to bed thinking about Minecraft and finding Bruce, then woke up here.

Jack: Yeah, we think going to bed is a part of it.

Mom: Well, try going to bed right now!

Jack: Can’t, no wool. Kate won’t let me mine her sheep.

Mom: Jack! We don’t mine pets!

Jack groaned.

Jack: Dad! We have our powers still!

Dad: Well, that’s good at least.

Mom: Kate, make sure you get some pets to protect you.

Kate: Have you met me? Of course I'm going to have pets.

Jack: Does that mean we can stay?

There was another long silence, probably while Mom and Dad talked. Then finally:

Dad: You can stay. Find Bruce and be careful.

Mom: We love you. Come back as soon as you can. Keep us up to date. No eating pets!

Jack: Sigh. Okay Mom.

Mom: Did you just type sigh? Who does that?

Kate: We love you, talk to you soon!

Kate looked up at Jack. “Well, that wasn’t too bad. Why do you think they were so nice?”

Jack shrugged. “Well, it’s not like they can do anything about it. We’re already here.”

Kate tapped on apps on her GameDude opening them up one by one out of boredom. “After you messaged me last night I played around with this thing for a bit. There was this sync thing that connected to our Nintenbox.”

“Hey, I saw that too.”

Kate opened the sync app and gasped.

Jack sat up. “What is it?”

Kate turned her GameDude around. The sync app showed their two names, and under that was the word Seed with a number after. Jack tapped on his own sync app, a wide grin appearing on his face.

“Kate... we can sync with the Nintenbox.” He pointed to the icon of their Nintenbox on the GameDude, also showing a seed number.

“Do you think...?” Kate wondered aloud.

“Let’s try it!” Jack said.

They pushed their buttons at the same time and disappeared from the flat world.

Like someone had just used the /TP command Jack and Kate appeared on a wide-open plains biome. This time without a bed.

Jack nervously looked around. The biome had rolling hills and trees dotting the landscape. “It worked!”

Kate looked at her GameDude, her face lighting up. “Jack, we’re on the same seed as our Nintenbox! That means we’ve got to be where Bruce is!”

“See, now I think we can be an awesome search and rescue team,” Jack said, holding up his GameDude. “These things are handy!”

“Guess it’s time for the ‘search’ part. Let’s find Bruce. Which way do you think we should go?”

Jack pointed to a small section of trees. “Let’s go make some tools first.”


Chapter 11

“I am not happy about this,” Mom said.

“I know honey, but what can we do? They’re already in Minecraft.” Dad pulled her in for a hug.

She rested her head on his shoulder. “I just worry.”

Dad nodded. “Understandable. I’m worried too. But don’t forget, Jack and Kate are very smart, and they’ve done a lot of big things in Minecraft before. It’s a little better that they have their powers.”

“A little,” Mom agreed. “Still, I don’t like that we aren’t there with them.”

“That’s the parent in you talking. Truth be told, they’re better at the game than we are.”

Mom let out a little chuckle. “True.”

Dad kissed her cheek. “We could try what they did... going to sleep and trying to get in.”

Mom shook her head. “What if we end up someplace different from them? No, I think they can do this. Then when they get back, we’ll get this all figured out. Maybe put some rules in place. If it takes too long though, we’ll have to try going in.”

“In the meantime…” Dad gestured at the stacks of paperwork. “Let’s get this all official. That way if we need to, we can ask for help. Maybe the VGA has some gadgets that let us watch them or something.”

They worked together, filling out form after form. Background checks, school information, job information, the level of stuff needed was quite a lot. It was more paperwork than when they bought their house.

“What do you think Agent Jackson meant?” Mom asked out of the blue.

Dad put his pen down, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Agent Jackson said the VGA just got kids working for them...”

“Oh,” Dad shrugged. “I don’t know. They probably found some kids to help them get loot from games or something. Kids these days are pretty good at video games.”


Chapter 12

“Hah! You don’t stand a chance!” Jack yelled as the creeper charged his clone. Jack watched from a good bit away as his clone stood there, doing nothing. The creeper approached and with a hiss, began flashing. Then it exploded, creating a crater in the ground.

“Hah! I know it’s a weird way to dig, but it works.” Jack tapped his head. “Work smarter, not harder.”

“You’re so weird,” Kate said as she dug with her shovel.

“What do you mean?”

“You have a perfectly good shovel!” She waggled hers in the air.

Jack waved her off. “It’s not my fault you don’t know how to have fun.”

“You’re so annoying! Gather up that dirt and help me finish the shelter.”

“Why are you so worried about shelter? You know we can kick any mob’s butt.”

“What if there are red-eyed mutants or something on this seed? We don’t have any armor, we don’t have any decent weapons. I don’t even have any pets!” She looked to the side. “I miss Fang and Perry and Stompy and Lady and—”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. You miss your zoo. Fine, I'll help finish the shelter, but then I want to mine in it. We don’t have any beds yet anyway, so we’ll have to work through the night. May as well make the best of it.”

They got to work making the most basic of Minecraft things: a dirt shelter. It was about as pretty as you would expect to be: not very. It did the trick though and kept the monsters out and kept them safe during the night.

Jack and Kate had basic wooden tools, and a decent amount of wood thanks to the small group of trees they’d mined, so they turned their efforts to the ground, digging down and making a brand-new mineshaft.

They dug and mined all night long, replacing their wooden picks with stone when they broke, eventually replacing all their tools with stone. Before the sun rose, they had a furnace filled with coal, a chest to store items, a surplus of stone tools and even an iron breastplate and iron swords, two for Jack and one for Kate.

“Blech, swords,” Kate said, turning her nose up at the weapon. “I need a crossbow.”

“Well, those aren’t all that easy to find or craft,” Jack said. “But we can probably get you a bow soon.”

Kate looked out the window at the lightening sky. “I’m not too worried about it right now. You know what I am worried about, though? Food. I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” Jack said, rubbing his tummy. “This is about when I wish Mom was here, with her power.”

“I think we’re prepared enough. Let’s go out there and try to find Bruce. Maybe we can find something to eat along the way.” Kate didn’t wait for an answer, and slammed the door open, stepping through to the outside.

The sun was still out on the horizon, not fully rising, and Kate faced it, stretching as she watched the colors in the sky.

Then an arrow hit her in the head.


Chapter 13

“Ow!” Kate yelled. “What the—?”

Another arrow flew right at her, but she ducked at the last moment. Instead of hitting her, it slammed into Jack’s breastplate, right behind her.

“Hey!” Jack yelled.

Kate pointed into the plains. “Don’t blame me!” Several blocks out, a skeleton took aim with a bow. “Duck!” she yelled, rolling to the ground. The arrow missed her again, again hitting Jack.

“I’m starting to feel like Dad here,” Jack snarled.

“Dodge, better?” Kate suggested.

“Hey, thanks for the advice,” Jack growled. “It’s shling shling time!” He pulled out his two iron swords, then tried to summon a clone, but his hunger bar was too low. “Rats and phooey,” he grumbled as he charged at the skeleton.

It fired at him and moved back. Jack dodged the arrow, but it slowed him down, letting the skeleton get further out of range. That is, until Kate came at it from the side, swinging her sword. She hit it, flashing it red and getting its attention. It backed away, right into Jack, who had his swords at the ready. Jack leapt into the air, slamming both swords down into the skeleton and poofing it.

“No cool move shout out?” Kate asked.

Jack shrugged, “Nah, that thing was too easy. Not really worth it for me.”

She smirked, then picked up the loot the skeleton had dropped. A bone. She picked it up with a grin. “I need to find a wolf.”

“I thought you didn’t need bones to tame a wolf?” Jack asked.

Kate smiled. “I don’t, but they still like them! They are good boys who deserve treats.”

Jack fake gagged.

The sun rose fully, bathing the land in its golden light.

“Okay, if I were an awesome ninja kitty, which direction would I go from spawn?”

“I think you mean, if you were an annoying gluttonous kitty, who just happened to have really sharp claws,” Kate said.

“Well...that too. Which probably means a village. Tower time!” He began to jump-stack a tower of dirt.

“How are you planning on getting down?” Kate asked. “You don’t have anything to clutch with.”

“I’ll go up, you make some ladders for the side for me to grab.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “What am I, your servant? Why don’t you craft your own ladders?”

“Cause I’m jump-stacking, duh!” He continued jumping and placing blocks.

Kate stuck her tongue out at him, but crafted up some ladders anyway, grumbling the whole time. She affixed them to the sides of the pillar and watched as Jack got higher and higher, then stopped and peered over the edge in every direction. He leapt off but jumped a little too far, his arms flailing as he tried to get close enough to the sides of the tower to grab a ladder.

He couldn’t.

He hit the ground and poofed, leaving behind all his gear floating on the ground.

“Rats and phooey!” Jack shouted from spawn, only a bit away.

He came back over and collected his items then looked at Kate. “Well, at least my hunger bar isn’t empty anymore.”


Chapter 14

“Did you at least find out anything useful?” Kate asked.

Jack nodded as he put his gear back on. “Yup! There’s a forest that way that leads to a jungle, and there’s a village right on the outskirts of it. Only problem is, there’s a pillager outpost in the way.”

“Aw man!” Kate said. “These probably aren’t nice pillagers like the ones in Witherton.”

Jack shook his head. “I doubt it. Probably the ‘shoot first ask questions later’ kind of pillagers. But! We could get you a crossbow.”

Kate sighed. “Yeah. Good point. Let’s find some sheep first. I want to craft a couple beds so we can move our spawn point closer.”

“Good thinking! Then if we poof, we can just respawn real quick and go charging back in. That always throws them off anyway.” Jack wiggled his arms in the air like a ghost. “Oooh! Big scary respawners!”

Kate rolled her eyes but laughed.

They spent the rest of the morning hunting and mining sheep, finally getting enough wool to make a couple beds, and getting some food at the same time.

“See?” Kate told Jack, munching on some cooked mutton. “I don’t name all of them.”

“Well, I’m glad I was wrong,” Jack said, enjoying their meal.

They collected their beds and headed off in the direction of the pillager outpost. “Why are we going directly toward the outpost, anyway?” Kate asked. “We could have just gone around.”

“Well, it’s our job to help villagers too, right? This outpost is so close to a village, the pillagers could probably spit and hit them.”

“Gross.”

“Anyway, if we want the villagers' help, we should help them first.”

“That’s awfully nice of you Jack,” Kate said, proud of her little brother.

“Plus, it’ll be an awesome fight! Shling!” He waved his sword around. “Shling!” He waved the other one around.

“Ahh, there’s the real reason,” Kate said.

“Why not both?” Jack asked.

Kate rolled her eyes. They walked until the tower popped into sight, then stopped to check it out.

“Well that’s weird,” Kate said.

“What is?” Jack asked.

“There’s no movement...no pillagers, no anything anywhere.”

“That can’t be right... there’s always...” He trailed off, scanning all around. “Holy cow, you’re right! What in the world is going on?”

“Do you think it’s abandoned?”

“Pillagers don’t just abandon outposts...”

Kate shrugged. “Who knows? I mean, we ran into weird stuff all the time. Omega beacons, red-eyed mutants, powers, end people living with villagers...”

Jack held up a han., “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it. The Minecraftverse is a huge and weird place.”

Kate gave Jack a flat look. “Minecraftverse?”

“I mean, if we’re going to be bouncing between seeds rescuing people and stuff, we have to call it something.”

Kate let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Jack. There’s already a name for it. Did you just turn off your brain whenever Birgitta was talking? It’s called the seedverse. We talked about it a lot.”

Jack waved a hand at her. “No way. I’d remember something like that.” He popped out a freshly crafted bed and reset his spawn point.

“I can’t even with you,” Kate said, also resetting her spawn point. “Come on. Let’s go check out the outpost.”


Chapter 15

They made their way up to the outpost as stealthily as they could. Which turned out to be completely unnecessary. No pillagers ever came out.

“Maybe it is abandoned,” Jack muttered.

They finally got close enough that they could hear sounds coming from inside. The familiar “Hurr!” of pillagers. They continued walking, crouching down to be quiet. Still, there was no activity outside. They stalked around the tents and finally saw some motion.

Jack held a hand up to stop, then peered around the edge of the tent they hid behind. His tension melted when he saw the source of the motion. “It’s an iron golem. In a cage, of course.”

“Poor thing,” Kate whispered. “We should rescue it.”

Jack nodded. “Let's explore first. I don’t want to kick a hornet’s nest.”

“What more is there to explore?” Kate asked.

Jack pointed at the outpost.

Kate turned to look at it, then cocked her head. “Since when do outposts have doors?”

Jack spun to look at what she saw, blinking in confusion. “Okay, that is weird...” Sure enough, the entrance to the outpost had a thick wooden door. “Maybe...maybe they’re friendly pillagers?”

Kate shook her head. “This seed isn’t set to peaceful. We were already attacked by a skeleton, remember?”

“You wait here. I’m gonna go check out what's going on.”

“What? No way am I waiting here!”

“You’re not a ninja though.”

Kate rolled her eyes, holding up her sword. “So what? I still know how to use this thing.” She held up her sword. Jack raised an eyebrow at her. “Whatever! We’re both going.”

“Fine, come on.”

They walked up to the outpost, and still nobody accosted them. Jack lifted his hand and knocked loudly on the door.

They waited. Behind the thick door, they heard muffled shuffling and things moving around, but no one answered.

Jack knocked again.

“Who’s there?” a voice boomed from behind the door.

Jack grinned wildly. “Cowsays.”

Kate looked at him, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?” she said, barely a whisper.

Jack smiled. “I couldn’t help it!”

Kate buried her face in her hands. “It’s a disease... Dad jokes are a disease and you caught it.”

“Cowsays who?” came the voice from the door.

“No!” Jack shouted. “A cow says Mooooo!” Jack fell into a fit of laughter.

“They’re going to poof us and we deserve it,” Kate said.

There was silence from the other side of the door for a long moment, then a voice spoke. “Was that supposed to be some kind of joke?”

Jack hadn’t stopped laughing. “Obviously!”

More silence. Kate sighed. “Here come the arrows. You’ve doomed us.”

“It wasn’t very funny,” said the voice from behind the door.


Chapter 16

“What do you want?” the voice said from behind the door.

It was a simple question, but it stumped Jack and Kate. “What do we want with these guys?” Kate asked.

Jack shrugged. “Why are you guys all locked up in there? Why do you have a door?”

“What do you mean, why?” the voice shouted. “Are you from the moon or something? This is the only way to stay safe!”

“Safe from what?” Kate asked.

“The monster!” came a frantic shout from another voice behind the door.

“A monster?” Jack asked. “What kind of monster could scare pillagers? You guys have ravagers for goodness sakes!”

“Not here we don’t. They only come when we launch a raid, and all the raid captains were eaten by the monster!”

Jack’s eyebrows rose and he glanced at Kate. “That’s horrifying.”

“It is!” the voices agreed.

“How long have you been trapped in there?” Kate asked.

“Years!” came one of the voices.

“It hasn’t been years, idiot!” said the other voice. “A few weeks. We’re running out of food. Can you help?”

“Aww, I feel bad for them,” Kate said.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Where’d you used to get food?” he asked.

“We raided the local village, of course.”

Kate sighed. “Okay, I don’t feel bad for them anymore.”

“What can you tell us about this monster?” Jack asked. “We haven’t seen one around here.”

“It comes from out of nowhere,” came the reply. “We've never seen it long enough to know what it looks like, but it attacks like lightning and our axes can't hurt it and our crossbows can’t hit it! It even poofed our chickens.”

Jack grimaced. “Yikes.”

“We need to go, Jack,” Kate said, tugging on her brother’s arm. “We need to get to the village. I don’t feel safe being out here all alone.”

Jack nodded. “Okay guys, we’re going to go, and we’re taking the golem with us.”

“What! No!” yelled one of the voices. “You can’t do that! We captured him fair and square.”

“It’ll be alright,” Jack said. “You won’t even notice.”

“If we weren't tapped in here, you’d be dead meat,” yelled a voice laced with anger.

“Please bring us some food!” yelled another. “All we have left is mushrooms, and they’re so gross.”

Jack and Kate made disgusted faces. “Hey at least it’s something,” Kate said. “Probably more than you left the villagers with.”

They left the door then, with the pillagers pounding and screaming from the other side.


Chapter 17

“Was it rude to not at least give them a little food?” Kate asked.

Jack shook his head. “They can still come out. They’re just choosing not to. Look around, have you seen a monster?”

Kate shook her head. “Do you think—”

“The monster is Bruce? Yep.”

Kate let out a sigh. “Me too. Oh Bruce. Such a little terror.”

“Well at least this means we must be close. We’ll see what the village has to say. But first, let’s bring them back their golem.”

They mined the prison the golem was in and set it free. It wandered out, looking at them, then walked in a circle close by. An arrow came streaking out of the sky, hitting Jack.

“Ow!” he shouted, turning around to see a pillager on the top of the outpost, waving a fist at him.

The golem went berserk when Jack was hit, charging at the outpost. The pillager continued to fire, then shouted, “Give us food or we’ll poof you!”

“Come on, guys! It doesn’t have to be like this!” Jack shouted.

Jack and Kate ducked for cover behind the cage the golem had been in. Arrows came pouring down as more pillagers came out onto the roof.

“Jack! This is so annoying. Why’d we have to come here?”

“Come on! Get them!” a pillager shouted. “If we hurry the monster can’t get us. They’ve got to have food, look how plump they are!”

“Plump?” Kate said. “That’s a gross word. And I think I’m offended.”

They continued to rain arrows down at the kids and golem. “Oh man, they’re gonna poof the golem,” Jack muttered.

“They’re gonna poof us!” Kate yelled at him.

“Well, I've got two things to say about that. Shling, and shling!” Jack said, pulling out his two swords.

“Okay, that was actually pretty cool,” Kate said.

“I know, right?” Jack smirked, then dashed away to help the golem.

The pillagers continued to fire, but with their attention focused on Jack and the golem, Kate turned around, wondering what she could do to help. She really wished she had her crossbow. Then something white caught her eye and she grinned. “That could certainly work.”

She ran over to the chicken and knelt down. “Hey there little chicky, want to be my friend?” She concentrated, and the chicken turned to her, a heart floating above its head. “What am I going to call you? Feather?”

“Baaaaaaawk,” the chicken bawked.

Kate laughed. “Okay, I’ll call you Bawkers.”

She activated her ability, buffing the chicken. A purple glow of energy surrounded it, and its beak shone. It pecked at the ground and the dirt block exploded.

“Bawk! Bawk!” the chicken said, pecking and destroying more blocks.

“Whoa!” Kate was shocked. She didn’t remember if she’d ever buffed a chicken before but was impressed at what happened. “Come on Bawkers. Let’s go help Jack.”

Jack and the golem were still pounding on the door to the outpost. Jack had a wooden axe in one hand and was hacking away at the door, but every time enough cracks formed to almost break it, a pillager on the inside opened it and closed it, resetting the damage.

“This is so annoying!” Jack yelled.

Kate went to the other side of the outpost and held Bawkers up to the wall. The chicken pecked and pecked, exploding a block of wood, then Kate sent it inside the hole. “Go peck the pillagers!”

Jack was frustrated. Who knew a stupid door could be so effective? The golem was mindlessly swinging at the outpost, as golems do, but Jack wanted nothing more than for the door to be gone so he could take down the pillagers. Arrows still rained down from above, making it even worse. “Maybe attacking a fortified outpost was a bad idea,” he muttered.

Then there was screaming from behind the door. A lot of screaming. A lot of wild, panicked screaming he wasn’t used to hearing from pillagers.

“What is that? Is that the monster? Ahhhh!”

“No, it’s a chicken! How can a chicken be that strong?”

The door slammed open, nearly hitting Jack, and two pillagers ran out screaming and waving their arms, a glowing chicken following after.

Jack was so stunned, he completely forgot to attack them. That cost him, though, as now that the pillagers were out, they spun, firing their crossbows at the chicken. They missed, the chicken moving faster than a normal chicken should, and an errant arrow struck Jack in the arm. “Ow!”

The golem charged at the pillagers, who freaked out, running away, but they weren’t fast enough to get away from the golem who poofed them in a few swipes of its powerful arms. The chicken turned and ran back into the outpost, clucking away. Jack followed and watched as it went up the stairs.

More screaming from up the stairs and a vindicator came ripping down, his axe held high. “Get out of my way!” he yelled at Jack, swinging his axe at the boy. Jack ducked, and the vindicator shoved him off the stairs and ran outside.

“Hi Jack,” Kate said from outside the outpost, looking in through a hole in the wall.

“Did you do that?” Jack asked. She smirked in reply. “Who needs shling shling when you can have bawk bawk?”

“Ugh, and you think my jokes are bad?”

“Yes, I do.”

Jack rolled his eyes and climbed the stairs. He went through the entire outpost and found no other pillagers, although he did find a small stack of floating arrows he figured must have come from one.

Kate’s chicken also wandered around pecking at things, but her buff had worn off, and it no longer glowed.

Jack left the outpost to find the golem standing by Kate, who was holding a shiny new crossbow with a smile on her face. “Let’s go check out that village.”


Chapter 18

The walk to the village was short, with no monster attacks. Kate had gathered her chicken, and she let ride on the iron golem, who seemed quite happy about it. It kept feeling the top of its head to make sure the chicken was still there.

“That’s weird,” Jack said, pointing to the two of them.

Kate shrugged. “They're friends.”

They finally arrived at the village, which was pretty big—over twenty houses and several farms. Two blacksmiths and a temple, it looked like it had just about everything a village could have.

Except for villagers.

When they entered the village proper, the golem took off, patrolling around. “Hey!” Kate yelled, reaching for the chicken on its head, but the golem ignored her and the chicken stayed on for the ride.

“Looks like you just lost your chicken,” Jack chuckled.

Kate sighed. “Okay, maybe it was weird how friendly they got.”

“What’s going on with this place?” Jack wondered out loud. “Where is everyone?”

“Don’t you remember the last time we went to a village for the first time?” Kate asked, then shook her head. “That didn’t make any sense. Do you remember when we went to the Double-E’s village for the first time?”

“Yeah?” Jack said with a small smile.

“Everyone was in hiding there too, because of the raids.”

Jack sighed. “It’s so sad the villagers have to hide. I wish pillagers were just nice, and like, defenders of the villages against mobs or something.”

“You just described Witherton,” Kate said.

“Yeah, I know. It was nice to have a world where people got along.”

Kate shrugged. “Of course, they did have to fight off weird mutants, so that kinda helped bring them together.”

They approached the closest door in the village, a small house, and knocked on it.

“Who...who’s there?” The female voice from inside sounded frightened.

“Hal,” Jack said.

Kate snapped her head to look at him, ‘The Look’ forming as her lips pursed together.

“I can’t help it,” Jack whispered with a shrug.

The voice on the other side sounded closer, like it had moved to the door. “Hal? I don’t know anyone named Hal. Hal who?”

“Hal will you know if you don’t open the door?” Jack replied.

Kate groaned. “Sorry ma’am, that’s my brother. He’s a weirdo.”

“Hey!” Jack said.

“Why is there a weirdo named Hal at my door?” The voice sounded less scared and more angry now.

“He’s not really Hal, his name is Jack. We’re respawners, visiting this village.”

“Why did he say his name was Hal then?”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Because he’s a weirdo. He was trying to tell a joke.”

“Trying?” Jack asked.

“That was supposed to be a joke? What’s the funny part?” the voice asked.

Jack sighed. Kate just shook her head. “There wasn’t one.”

“Hey!” Jack yelled again.

“Why tell a joke if it’s not funny?” the woman asked. “What do you want?”

“You aren’t surprised we’re respawners?” Jack asked.

“I don’t even know what that is!”

Jack and Kate looked at each other, their eyes wide. Kate turned back to the door. “Could you please open the door? We’d like some help figuring out what's going on in this village.”

“No way! There’s a horrible monster out there!”

Jack’s eyebrows furrowed. “A monster? Like the one that was attacking the pillager outpost?”

“How would I know about that? If I even got close to that outpost, I'd be poofed for sure! Are you guys pillagers? Is that what a respawner is? Go away! I’m not letting you in!”

Kate raised a hand. “Ma’am—”

“Go away! I’m not talking to you!”

Kate sighed, and stepped off the porch, pulling Jack with her. “Well, that didn’t go well.”

Jack pointed to a blacksmith's shop. “Let’s go talk to the blacksmith. They like my sharp wit.”

Kate stopped, her arms crossed. “No more jokes!”

Jack shrugged. “I’ll try.”


Chapter 19

Jack was not, as it turned out, good at talking to blacksmiths. Or cartographers, or clerics, or really any of the villagers. For that matter, neither was Kate. After knocking on nearly half the doors in the village and getting very similar responses, they were about to give up.

“I don’t get what’s going on here,” Jack said as they stepped off the porch of another villager who yelled at them to go away.

“This village is a bust,” Kate said. “They’re all so scared they can’t even talk to us.”

“Let’s try one more house.” Jack pointed at a small house at the edge of the village.

Kate shrugged and they walked up to it. “No job block,” Kate mentioned as they got up to the door. Jack knocked.

“Uh, who’s dere?” came a deep voice from inside.

“Woo,” Jack said.

Kate scowled at him, then rolled her eyes. “Whatever, I give up.”

“Woo?” asked the voice. “Woo who?”

“I’m glad you’re excited, but could you answer some questions for me?” Jack replied with a chuckle. His face lit up when the voice on the other side of the door laughed.

“Dat was funny! Do it again!” the villager inside the house said.

Kate sighed and stepped down to explore the village a bit while Jack had his fun.

Jack knocked again.

“Who’s dere?” the villager asked.

“Nana,” Jack said.

“Nana who?”

“Nana your business!”

The voice cracked up. “Again! Again!” Jack knocked again. “Who’s dere?”

“Needle,” Jack said.

“Needle who?”

“Needle little help, please come out!”

The voice laughed again, a great guffaw. Jack was smiling hugely, he felt like he could understand why Dad told so many jokes. Making people laugh was awesome. He turned to say something to Kate, who wandered around in the village, laughing when she tripped on a random hole in the ground. She spun around and glared at Jack, who quickly turned back to the door, pretending he didn’t see. He knocked again.

“Who’s dere?”

“Canoe,” Jack said.

“Canoe who?”

“Canoe come out? We’d like to ask you some questions.”

The voice laughed again as Kate stomped back up. “Stupid holes in the ground,” she muttered. “Have you gotten anything good here, or are you still telling jokes?”

Jack nervously cleared his throat. “I was uh... just about to ask.”

Kate rolled her eyes and spoke up, “Excuse me sir, we need your help with something.”

“Dat not funny,” the voice said.

“I’m sorry,” Kate said, “but we really need to ask you some questions.”

The door creaked open a tiny bit to reveal a nitwit villager peeking through. Kate’s hopes soared when she thought they might actually get to talk to someone. They crashed down when the door slammed shut.

“Hmph. Like funny stuff,” the nitwit said.

“Hey buddy, what’s your name?” Jack asked through the door again.

“You tell me joke, I tell you name.” Jack smirked, looking at Kate, who looked utterly defeated. He lifted his hand and knocked twice.

“Who’s dere?”

“Spell.”

“Spell who?”

Jack snorted. “W.H.O.”

The nitwit paused for a long moment, then suddenly laughed. “Oh dat good one! So smart! My name Fred.”

“Hi Fred,” Jack said. “I’m Jack and this is my sister Kate. We need to know about the monster people keep telling us about.”

“Monster? Monster! You see monster? Horrible creature!”
 

“No Fred,” Kate said, “we haven’t seen it. But we’re here to stop it from terrorizing you.”

“Ter-roar? What dis? Monster not roar. Monster veeeeery quiet.”

Kate closed her eyes. “No... I mean. We’re here to stop it from scaring you.”

“Oh yay! Monster bad, big bad!”

Jack cleared his throat. “So what can you tell us about it?”

“Fred can tell you everything! Monster big bad, come shooting down from sky, snatching food away!”


Chapter 20

Jack looked at Kate, who nodded. “Yep. Sounds like Bruce,” she whispered.

“What else can you tell us, Fred?” Jack asked.

“Monster come up from underground! Pop out of hole and steal food, scare villagers,” Fred said, a nervous tone in his voice.

Kate let out a sigh. “Yep, that’s got to be that darn cat.”

“Anything else?” Jack asked.

“Oh yes, monster horrible. Knocked pumpkin pie out of window.”

Jack facepalmed. “Darn cat!”

“Monster attack and poof Mr. Hiney. Mr. Hiney good farmer, make yummy potato. But now Mr. Hiney gone.”

Jack and Kate’s eyes widened. “Wait...the monster attacked a villager?” Kate asked.

“That...that doesn’t sound like Bruce at all,” Jack muttered.

Fred continued. “Yes. Monster attack villager, but villagers run when Mr. Hiney poof. We hide now.”

Kate had an anguished look on her face. “Do you know where the monster has gone?”

“Monster live in deep dark woods, that way,” Fred said.

Jack and Kate looked at the door. “Um, Fred...” Jack said. “We can’t see where you're pointing.”

“Oh!” Fred’s arm came out of the window, pointing. “Monster go to deep dark woods over dere.”

“Thank you, Fred!” Kate said. “We’re going to get that monster, and we’ll make your village safe again.”

“Safe good. Funny better.” Kate sighed and gestured to Jack, who reached up and knocked twice on the door.

“Who’s dere?” Fred asked.

“Icy,” Jack said, but the tone of his voice had lost the joking, happy manner of before.

“Icy who?” Fred asked, seeming to not notice Jack’s sad tone.

“Icy you looking at me,” Jack delivered the line in a flat voice. It didn’t stop Fred from laughing. “Thanks Fred, we’re gonna go find that monster now.”

“Good luck!” Fred yelled back.

Jack and Kate descended the steps, Jack’s shoulders slumping. “I can’t...I can’t believe Bruce would attack a villager.”

Kate patted his shoulder. “I don’t know...there’s got to be some kind of explanation. Maybe he thought the villager was attacking someone else?”

Jack set his mouth into a firm line. “Who knows? But one thing’s for sure: we’re going to find out. Let’s go to those woods.”

Kate bit her bottom lip in worry.


Chapter 21

The trip to the woods was uneventful. In fact, it was downright boring. Jack was still upset, his feet stomping into the ground as they walked.

“It’s kinda weird,” Kate began, trying to draw Jack out into a conversation. “Here we are, walking through Minecraft, and everything we’ve run into is a normal mob. I feel like I got used to being attacked by weird, red-eyed mutants. Like any moment I’m expecting a sheep that talks and breathes fire to appear.”

“Mmhm,” Jack said.

“Jack, come on. Don’t be so upset,” Kate said, genuinely worried for her brother.

Jack stopped, taking a deep breath. “How can I not be upset? Bruce has gone crazy and is attacking innocent people!”

Kate held her hands up. “To be fair, he’s always attacked innocent people.”

“That’s not what I mean!” he yelled, his fists balled tightly in frustration.

Kate reached out, touching his shoulder. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have joked. I know it’s not what you mean. But we need to learn more before we jump to conclusions.”

Jack gestured toward the village they had left. “You heard what Fred said. The monster—which we know has to be Bruce—poofed a villager. A villager!”

Kate nodded. “I did hear that. I don’t know how to take it either. Bruce is annoying, but he’s a good boy.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” Jack said, stomping away toward the forest.

They walked for a bit longer, the sun descending before they finally reached the dark forest. Kate paused at the entrance. “We should probably craft some torches—it’s going to get dark soon. Unless you want to stop for the night?”

Jack shook his head. “No. No stopping. We need to find Bruce and see what’s going on.”

Kate hated seeing her normally carefree brother so serious and disheartened. Even if his goofiness could be downright annoying, she’d take it over this any day. “Alright, let’s make some torches then we can go in. Don’t forget, we don’t have a stack of golden apples or anything like that. We haven’t even reset our respawn point, so if we poof, it’ll be far away. We need to be careful.”

Jack blew out a breath his cheeks puffing out, but nodded. “Right. I’m sorry, I’m just...”

Kate hugged him. “I know. I’m worried too.”

They quickly made torches and even jump-stacked a tower so they could see the exit if they climbed to the tops of the trees. Then they entered the dark forest as night fully enveloped the land. They only made it a dozen or so blocks into the forest when they ran into their first problem.

A groaning zombie popped out from behind a tree, swinging its arms at Jack. Jack didn’t even jump back or flinch or anything. He simply whipped out his swords and in a series of furious blows, chopped the zombie into a cloud, rotten flesh floating up on the ground.

Kate's eyes were wide. Jack was dangerous when he was this focused. She hadn’t even had time to take aim with her crossbow before he’d poofed the mob.

They continued their trek into the forest, keeping their eyes peeled for any sign of Bruce. They were deep in the forest when a growling caused them both to spin around.

A wolf stood behind them, fury in its eyes. Jack lifted his sword and Kate grabbed his arm. “Hold on! He’s just mad we’re in his territory. Let me try talking to him.”

Jack stopped, his serious demeanor changing for a moment into confusion. “Talk to him? Do you actually talk to animals?”

“You know what I mean,” Kate said, dropping his arm. She walked toward the wolf, her hand out. “Hey there boy, we don’t want to scare you. I know these are your woods.” The wolf continued growling. Kate pulled a bone from her inventory, holding it up in the air. The wolf stopped growling, curious. “Oh yeah, you’re a good boy, protecting your territory. And you know what? Good boys deserve treats!”

The wolf’s tail twitched in a small wag, and Kate knew she had him. “Sit.” The wolf sat. This time its tail wagged more. She smirked and concentrated on her power, and a heart floated into the air. The wolf looked at her with adoration. “Oh, you’re such a good boy!” She tossed the wolf the bone, and he chomped it down, the snarling look on its face replaced with a doggy smile.

She bent down and cuddled the wolf. “You’re so cute! I think I’ll name you Fang.”

“Wait, you already have a wolf named Fang...” Jack said.

Kate shrugged. “I know, but he lives in Witherton.” She patted the wolf on its head and gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Jack asked, alert, his sword out.

“I...” Kate began, then her hand on the wolf began to glow. “I can feel Fang. The real Fang! It’s like...like he’s a part of me!” She closed her eyes, concentrating. Her entire hunger bar disappeared, and she fell to her knees. Her eyes flew open as she felt something strange, like she had a connection to her wolf friend, Fang.

A glowing ghost-like form of her wolf came out of her head like she was a projector, and barked once, then launched into the wolf she had just tamed.

Jack stood there his mouth hanging open. “What the...”

The wolf now had a collar on, the same purple collar Kate had given Fang, way back in Witherton. The wolf barked once, then leapt onto Kate, showering her face with doggy kisses.


Chapter 22

Jack pointed at Fang. “Wha...buh...uh...”

“Fang!” Kate yelled, hugging the wolf that could not be mistaken for any other creature than her well-loved pet from Witherton. “This is so awesome! My powers let me summon Fang!” She looked at Jack.

Jack’s look of serious anger had fully dissipated now, replaced with one of astonishment, and even his usual cheerful nature. “I want new powers, too! That’s so awesome! I want shadow powers.” He pointed at a particularly dark patch of shadow. “Shadow warrior! Arise!”

Kate stood up, Fang leaning against her side. “Jack, what are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get my new powers to work.” He waved his hands around like he was a wizard trying to bend the shadow to his will. Nothing happened.

“I...don’t think that’s how it works,” Kate said.

Jack scowled, putting his hands on his hips. “Well, at least we know our powers evolve. I wonder how that all works.”

Kate shrugged. “It’s pretty weird. But I can’t complain! I bet I could summon Stompy or Perry or even Lady the same way! I can feel them.” She tapped her head. “In here, like they’re just waiting to get out.”

“Well, that’s pretty cool, even if it’s kind of creepy,” Jack said. “Try to bring one out now.”

Kate nodded, standing. She concentrated. “It took my whole hunger bar.” She popped out some cooked chicken and chomped it down, following it with an apple and more food until her hunger bar was full. She looked into the dark woods and concentrated, holding her hand out. A ghostly form of Lady Starbeam the Magnificent, her horse, appeared. It gave a whinny and a stomp and charged off into the darkness, disappearing after a few seconds.

“What just happened?” Jack asked.

Kate looked tired and weak. She pulled out some more food, eating it. “It looks like my friends are...I don’t know, in spirit form or something in my head. I can summon them out very briefly, but then they disappear.”

Jack pointed to Fang. “But what about Fang?”

Kate shrugged. “I think...maybe the spirit can join with the same mob and it becomes them? I’m just guessing though. I wish there was an instruction book or something.”

“Still, that’s so cool. I can’t wait to see what my next power will be!” Jack said, then pointed at the shadows again, making a hand gesture.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Come on, let’s keep exploring.”
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They continued their trek through the dark woods, their heads turning this way and that, looking for any sign of the ‘monster’ Bruce. The darkness of the forest seemed to surround them like a fog, their torches barely giving off enough light to see by.

“Okay, this is getting pretty spooky,” Kate said. “Maybe this seed isn’t as normal as we thought.”

Jack was busy still making weird hand gestures at the shadow. “Uh huh.”

“Jack!” Kate snapped at him. “Are you paying attention?”

Jack blinked. “Oh! Yeah, sorry.”

Fang growled then, causing both kids to freeze. “What is it boy?” Kate whispered to her pet.

Fang stood, growling again, the hair standing up along the ridge of his back. He stared into the woods behind the kids.

Jack and Kate turned, slowly, and Jack held his hand up, whispering under his breath. “Shadows come to me...”

Kate was about to yell at him when the shadows moved. She gasped as the inky black shadows shifted, then suddenly leapt straight at Jack.

“Ack!” Jack yelped, covering his face.

“Meow meow!” Bruce said, landing on Jack's head, and knocking the boy to the ground. “Purr.” He rubbed his head against the boy’s.

“Bruce!” Jack and Kate yelled together, and Jack squeezed his feline companion tightly.

“Purr purRACK,” Bruce gagged as Jack squeezed him too tight.

“Oops, sorry, boy. I missed you!”

“Purr, purr,” Bruce said, continuing to rub his head against Jack’s.

Fang growled some more, and Bruce jumped down, sauntering over to the wolf. “Hiss!” he said. Fang barked. Then the two of them rubbed against each other, like animal friends are known to do.

“Well, I think we found our monster,” Kate said with a smile.

At those words, Jack's happiness melted. “Yeah. That.” He brushed himself off. “Bruce, have you been attacking the villagers?” Bruce cocked an ear and licked his paw. Jack sighed. “I wish you could talk.” He squeezed his eyes shut as if he was in pain. He bent down to pet the cat who stood up, still purring.

There was a ‘click’ and Bruce dropped down, his new Meowtroller collar clasped around his neck.

“Meow meow!” Bruce said, his claws scratching at the collar.

“It’s okay, Bruce,” Jack said. “That collar will make sure you don’t get lost again.”

Bruce spun wildly in circles first one way, then another. He crouched weirdly, using both bath legs to scrape at the collar, which remained firmly clasped around his neck. Finally, he laid on the ground, belly up, and howled like he was taking his last breath.

“Meeeooooowwwwww. Meeeeeooooooow.”

Jack reached down at pet his kitty’s head. “You’ll get used to it, buddy.” He took a few steps away then pulled out the GameDude and pressed a button on the Meowtroller app. Bruce disappeared from where he was and reappeared right next to Jack.

“Meow meow!” Bruce said, jumping around, startled.

“Well, now we can at least go home,” Jack said. “Maybe Mom and Dad can help us figure out what to do with Bruce.” He looked away, a tear coming down his cheek. He quickly wiped it away and stared back the way they’d come into the forest. “Come on. Let’s get outta here.”

A roar sounded behind them, startling Fang and Bruce, who ran ahead. The roar came again, shaking the trees and making that terrible tingle on the back of their necks.

Jack and Kate spun to see the darkness was even deeper behind them, with two bright shining yellow eyes glowing within it.

“Run!” Kate screamed.
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They ran. Through the forest, dodging around trees and over bushes. Fang and Bruce running ahead of them, Bruce occasionally let out a meow for the others to follow. Behind them trees were destroyed, snapped like toothpicks as whatever followed Jack and Kate barreled its way through the forest.

Kate panted as her adrenaline spiked, fear pushing her legs forward. “What is that thing?”

“I don’t know!” Jack yelled. But he didn’t sound anywhere near as scared. In fact, he actually sounded happy.

“Why are you so happy?” Kate asked.

“Because...” Jack yelled as they ran, “That thing is the monster! Bruce didn’t poof a villager after all!”

Kate smiled at that too. Whatever followed them brought darkness with it, like a fog that surrounded an area. She realized Jack was right. Bruce wasn’t a monster. Or well, he was, just not a monster that would poof innocent people.

They continued running until they blasted out of the trees, finally coming into an open area.

“Bruce! It’s shling shling time!” Jack yelled pulling his swords out.

Kate kept running to end up a good bit behind them, spinning around with her crossbow ready. Bruce stopped, leaping into the air and landing on Jack’s head, claws out. Jack winced. Fang growled.

The creature was like a living cloud of darkness, only the yellow eyes glowing. The shadows swirled around it like living tendrils, swaying this way and that as if it was under water.

Jack pointed, and a clone of him appeared, directly in front of the glowing shadowy form. The shadow creature blinked in surprise, the tendrils swooping in to wrap the clone up like they were ropes.

“Now!” Jack yelled. “Ninja kitty bomb!” He threw Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells like Poop) into the depths of the shadow.

“Meow!” Bruce yelled, his claws extended.

Kate crouched down on one knee, taking aim at the inky moving blackness and firing her crossbow. She held up a hand and a glowing outline formed around Fang, who changed into the attack.

Jack ran in, swords gleaming in the light of the torches he’d placed on the ground. He leaped into the air, draining some of his hunger bar to fuel his luck power, as he flipped through the air, his blades pointed down. “Double-strike!” he shouted. His blades landed, a critical star floating up from the amorphous beast.

It slammed a tendril into Jack, sending him flying. He hit the ground, skidding across it on his butt. “Ouch.”

Bruce launched a chainsaw strike into the creature, his claws flashing almost faster than the eye could see. His kitty paws blurred in furious motion, the creature flashed red over and over with the attack.

Fang chomped down on the floating blob, his teeth glowing with the power of Kate's buff. The blob roared, a sound like a hippo crunching a watermelon. Not that Kate had ever heard such a thing, but if a hippo had ever crunched a watermelon, surely that is what it would sound like.

It suddenly expanded like a pufferfish, launching Bruce and Fang away. Its tendrils that were wound around the clone tightened and the clone poofed.

“Okay, this thing is tough,” Jack said.

“This has to be what's terrorizing the village,” Kate said. “How did something like this end up in this seed?”

Jack shrugged. “I have no idea, but we need to poof it. It can’t be allowed to keep eating people.” With that, he charged in again, activating his luck power to score a critical hit. Either he didn’t use enough of it though, or the enemy was having its own amazing luck, because it dodged out of the way, its puffed out body shrinking in on itself.

The blob lashed out with its tentacles capturing Jack in the same manner it had captured his clone.

“Jack!” Kate shouted. The boy struggled mightily, but to no avail, as the tendrils held him fast. They tightened around his wrists, squeezing, and his blades clanged to the ground.

Kate fired her crossbow, shot after shot, but it had no effect on the creature. “What. Are. You?” she shouted at it. Then she pointed. “Bruce! Lava strike!”

Bruce zipped in, his claws glowing red. He slashed at the tendril holding Jack, and it instantly ignited like it was doused in gasoline. The blob roared again, then did something totally unexpected. It cut off its own tendril, the one Bruce had struck, and pulled away, releasing Jack. The tendril wrapped around Jack burned up like a fuse, and the boy dropped to the ground, gasping.

“That was terrible,” Jack groaned as he snatched up his blades and rolled backwards.

“Fire hurts it!” Kate yelled.

Jack jumped back, putting one of his swords back in his inventory and picking up a torch. “Man, I wish I had fire aspect.”

They watched as the blob continued gyrating wildly. The area where the tendril was removed shifted, bulged, and grew another tendril.

“Is it... healing?” Jack asked. He had no more time to wonder as it charged at Jack, flinging its tendrils toward him. Jack downed some luck and flipped backwards over and over, dodging the tendrils, but only barely.

“Jump left!” Kate shouted and without thought, Jack did so, trusting his sister had something up her sleeve. As soon as he rolled to the ground a ghostly version of Stompy the ravager, Kate’s pet she’d tamed away from a hoard of invading pillagers, charged across the landscape with a bellow.

It rammed into the blob, then crushed it under his fit, stamping and stomping on it as he ran it over. “Get it, Stompy!” Kate yelled.

Jack and Bruce jumped in, Jack with his torch and Bruce with his lava claws. They didn’t let up. Attack after attack, none of them likely doing much damage, but all of them hitting with fire.

The creature bellowed once more, igniting wholly into flame.

The fire burned, and the creature shrank and shrank, until finally, the flame winked out, leaving them standing in front of a scorch mark on the ground, no more enemy to be found.

“That was intense!” Kate said, breathing hard.

Jack looked at the scorch mark on the ground. “It didn’t poof.”

“What?” Kate asked. “What do you mean? Of course it poofed. It’s gone.”

Jack shook his head. “I don’t know. Things poof in a cloud and leave loot behind. This thing just shrank until it was nothing but a black mark on the ground. I really wanted to see what it would drop.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Always looking for more loot.”


Chapter 25

The kids walked back to the village, heads held high. They had found Bruce and even fought off a crazy monster, one that was tougher than many of the red-eyed mobs they’d faced before. But they were victorious, and very ready to get back home and eat some of Mom’s good food. Especially now that they knew they were divers and should be able to enter and leave Minecraft easily.

They walked into the village and Jack immediately went to the bell, ringing it loudly. Doors opened around the village, heads poking out, before the villagers finally emerged and congregated around the bell.

“Just what is going on here?” one villager, a librarian, yelled at the two kids.

“Attention villagers!” Jack shouted, his hands around his mouth to project his voice. “We have defeated the monster that’s been attacking you. It was a horrible fight with a creature that would make your brain hurt, but we beat it!”

Fred the nitwit spoke up. “You got the flying monster?”

Jack grimaced, looking at Kate then back to Fred. “Yes. We uh...we got the flying monster.”

“And the tunneling monster?” Fred asked.

Jack sighed, looking at Bruce. “Yes, we got the tunneling monster.”

“And the monster that ate Mr. Hiney?”

Jack nodded. “Yes, we most definitely got that monster. You should all be free now!”

The villagers cheered, raising their arms in the air. “Now all we have to watch out for is the pillager raids,” the librarian said.

“Not anymore,” Kate said. “The pillagers have all been defeated as well. The monster ate many of them, but we fought off the rest, and even brought your golem back.” As if on cue, the golem came walking into the crowd, looking around, then went back to its rounds.

The cheer that broke out among the villagers then was even louder.

Kate and Jack looked at each other and smiled. Helping the helpless in Minecraft would never get old.

The kids spent the rest of the day teaching villagers how to craft and build and filling in all the random holes Bruce’s tunnels left in the village. When night came, the villagers let Jack and Kate have a house with multiple beds in it.

Kate hugged Fang and looked in his puppy dog eyes. “I can’t wait to see you again, buddy. Maybe in the next seed.” She concentrated, and the ghostly image of Fang left the wolf, jumping back into Kate's head. The wolf cocked its head as if to say, “What the heck am I doing in a house?” then ran off into the wilderness.

“So cool,” Jack muttered. “And so weird.”

They shut the door and looked at the beds. Jack stoked Bruce’s ears as the cat lounged across his shoulders. “Okay Bruce, stay with me this time. We’re going to go home. Don’t get off the bed!”

Jack couldn’t tell if Bruce understood or not, as the cat got off his shoulders, padded around in a circle, kneaded the bed for a bit with his claws, then curled up and fell asleep. Jack shook his head. “Must be nice.”

He laid down, thinking about going home, and closed his eyes, Kate doing the same.


Chapter 26

“Boo!” Jack yelled at Mom, who was in the kitchen humming as she prepared a dish.

“AAAAAAHHH!” Mom screamed, whirling around with the knife she was using to chop onions pointed straight out.

“Whoa, Mom, it’s just me!” Jack said.

“Jack Murphy Smith! Don’t you do that!”

Bruce rubbed up against Mom’s leg and she screamed again, jumping almost a foot into the air.

“Meow?” Bruce said.

“Bruce! You darn cat!”

“What’s all this commotion?” Dad asked on his way into the kitchen.

Kate came out of the hallway, smiling. “Sorry, guys. I tried to tell Jack it was a dumb idea to scare you, but...”

Mom and Dad grabbed the kids up in an enormous hug, Dad swooping down to grab Bruce as well. “It’s okay, we’re all back now, that’s what matters.” He released them, a big smile spread across his face. “Wait until you hear what we’ve decided to name the barbecue restaurant!”

“Hold on, dear,” Mom said, pointing at the kids, and ending with her finger in Bruce’s nose. “No more going into Minecraft without us knowing. Alright?”

The kids nodded.

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

Over on the Nintenbox, the Minecraft seed the kids and Bruce had been in was still displaying. A strange black blob moved across the screen, then winked out as if it teleported away.

The End!


This might be the best MegaBlock of all! Books 29&30 wrapping up the original story arch, book 31, the prequel, from Bruce’s perspective, and book 32, the very first AMF Search and Rescue!

We hope you loved it. Nothing brings us more joy than all our fans reading and loving our books and it is so special knowing you’re out there, on a car ride, or reading under the covers, or waiting somewhere for a boring appointment reading the words and stories and characters we’ve imagined in our heads! It’s the best.

So thank you for being here, thanks for reading, and thanks for supporting us! Pixel Ate Books has lots in store for you guys, so make sure to join our newsletter (on our website, PixelAteBooks.com) and keep an eye on our Amazon page so you don’t miss all the fun things we have coming up!

Thanks for being you!

Love,

Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate

Oh! And in case you haven’t heard about our new series, Video Game Agents, you should definitely check it out. A pair of twins, Max and Zoe, are recruited to the secret agency of Video Game Agents so they can help fight video game mobs that try to enter the real world. But what they find is a mystery about their missing mother they just can’t believe. Super action packed, lots of awesome tech, funny but familiar video games, and a strange and puzzling mystery that keeps presenting themselves. It’s so much fun! Keep reading for a quick sample of when they end up INSIDE a video game!


Video Game Agents: Book 1: Excerpt

Max looked ahead to see they were fast approaching one of the black dots in the spacefield. It zoomed up on them, turning out to look like a planet, but instead of oceans and clouds and continents, it looked like a video display of a game—Tower Panic—one the kids had played before. Images flitted across the globe in video scenes of a tower being attacked by orcs and goblins. The planet zoomed in closer and closer and Max opened his mouth to scream as they were about to crash into it, face first.

His scream never came, as he suddenly found himself standing on the top of a large tower made of gray brick and stone, the tunnel fading away behind them. “What the heck?” He looked around and was surprised to see the exact tower he’d known from this game, but he wasn’t just seeing it. He smelled the earthy aroma of dirt and cement, heard the buzz of bugs, and felt the air on his skin, gently blowing his hair.

“This. Is. AWESOME!” Zoe shouted, throwing her arms in the air. Her voice didn’t echo, but died off in the far reaches of air around them. They stood on the command center of a hexagonal tower in the middle of a vast forest. In the center of the tower was another one of those spheres, just like in the office building they’d been in.

The command center had sky bridges that lead to each section of a massive wall that surrounded a city. Every two sections of the wall had different colored banners hanging down: Red, Blue, and Yellow, with Green banners hanging from the tower itself.

Below them, the city was alive with people trading and selling and working and going about normal medieval style lives. Max watched, noticing several of the same things happening over and over again, making him nod. “We really are in a video game.”

“I wanna go check it out!” Zoe yelled, about to run down a sky bridge. A horn sounded, startling them. The sound was so loud, Max covered his ears. He could feel it rumbling the tower beneath his feet. The noise came from all around and the people in the city panicked, running here and there, closing shops and stalls and dashing into the shelter of the surrounding buildings. One of them screamed as they ran. “Ahhhhh! We’re all gonna die!”

“What?” Zoe cocked her head.

In the kids’ vision, a huge number 60 appeared, and began counting backwards, followed by text.

An invasion is coming! Defend the tower from the oncoming army or everything is lost!

“Zoe . . .” Max’s voice trembled. “Let’s get out of here.” He turned to the sphere on the pedestal—the dive board, as Qwert had called it—and began tapping on it. What once had been penetrable like liquid or smoke, was now solid. Cold and hard like a rock. No glow came off it and looked like a simple orb of white marble.

“Come on, come on! Work!”

Choose your class!

“Zoe! What did you do? Make this thing work!”

Zoe approached the dive board. “I don’t know, I just . . . touched it.” She tapped on the sphere, but just like with Max, nothing happened.

“This isn’t funny! We have to get out of here. There’s an army coming!” Max shouted, frantically looking around. Far off in the forest he could see green humanoid creatures popping out, large ears poking out of their oversized heads, on top of spindly little bodies. Max pointed. “It’s goblins! Come on, Zoe!”

“It’s not working! I don’t know what to do.” Zoe looked at him, chewing her bottom lip. The countdown timer still ticked down, only 33 seconds remaining.

“Max . . .”

“What?”

“I think . . . I think maybe we have to beat it?”

“What? The sphere? With a stick or something?”

Zoe gestured all around them. “No. The game. We have to beat the game. Tower Panic.”

“But . . .” Max looked at the bloodthirsty goblins. “This isn’t a game . . . We’re here. It’s . . . real.”

“I know, Max. I think we have to beat it to get out. I’m picking a class.”

Max frowned. “Seriously?”

“We only have a little bit of time left!”

Max nodded and looked at the words Choose your class! A menu appeared, listing the four classes Max remembered from when they played the game before.

Trapmaster

A master of setting traps to prevent monsters from getting through the city to the tower.

Combat Ability — 2

Magic — 4

Traps — 10

Pets — 2

Barbarian

A master of close combat, using melee weapons to destroy foes and primal magic to heal yourself.

Combat Ability — 10

Magic — 4

Traps — 4

Pets — 0

Ranger

A master of ranged weapons, using powerful shots to damage enemies, and pets to distract them.

Combat Ability — 6

Magic — 2

Traps — 2

Pets — 8

Mage

A master of magic, using spells to slow, stop or damage enemies, while building magical traps to destroy them.

Combat Ability — 2

Magic — 10

Traps — 6

Pets — 0

“I can’t believe I'm doing this,” Max muttered as he selected the class he knew he’d like most: the Mage. As soon as he finalized his selection, his clothes transformed into a mage's cloak and pants, a crystal-topped staff appearing in his hand.

“Oh yeah!” Zoe shouted. Max looked at her to see she now wore green leather armor and carried a bow. She waved her hand and a snarling wolf appeared next to her. The words Wolf floated above the wolf, and Max blinked as it disappeared, a new name replacing the default word. Fang. “This is gonna rock!”

Max waved his staff around, wondering how to use it when the countdown timer hit zero.

First Wave!

As soon as the wave started, a HUD appear in Max’s vision. He had a trap selection option, in the shape of a block with a rune on it, and a magic option in the shape of a hand shooting lightning. He looked at the oncoming horde of monsters—goblins—pouring out of the woods and pointed his staff toward them. A bolt of magical energy shot out and across the air, slamming into a goblin, pushing it back and flashing it red. “Whoa!”

“See? This won’t be too bad,” Zoe said. “I’ll go down to the wall and start shooting arrows. You set up traps?”

Max nodded, panic clear on his face. “Zoe . . . be careful. We don’t know what happens if we lose.”

Zoe smirked. “We aren't going to lose. We got this.” She ran off to the yellow set of walls where the goblin invasion was thickest.
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